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Sudden Anger
 

Book 1 in the Gracie’s Game





CHAPTER 1





 

"Oh, Mo-om!" Gracie Greene's voice held all the disgust and personal injury that only a sixteen year old girl can inject into a tone. "Puh-lease, do we have to go?" Gracie had just come in from her room in response to her mother's call and they were standing in the middle of the living room, squared off in front of each other in a scene every parent of a teenager is overly familiar with.

The room should've given off a quiet and controlled serenity with its pale blue walls and carpeting in a medium shade of gray. The very traditionally styled furniture was a dark wood with upholstery in maroon or black. But the room held surprising touches of color and whimsy, giving it a comfortable and inviting ambience. Pictures of lovely sunny landscapes adorned the walls, and there was a profusion of throw pillows in shades of orange, blue, and gold; all sported images of brightly-colored art deco flowers, looking more like stained-glass than fabric. Houseplants sat on many of the tables, with taller ones in the corners. Those were Gracie's contribution to the décor.

"Don't you want to see your brother?" her mother asked. "He doesn't come home from college very often; I thought you'd like to spend some time with him." She shook her head rather sadly. "Though God knows I can't really blame him for not wanting to deal with this dysfunctional family. We don't have room for him to stay here, and he and your dad don't get along."

"Yeah, I'd like to see Clarke." Gracie made it sound like it was the last thing she wanted to admit. She shuffled her feet and hung her head, then rolled her eyes upward so she could see her mother. "It's just that I probably won't get much time to talk to him with everyone else there. And I sure don't want to see that bimbo."

"I don't like her either, Gracie. She's the quintessential trophy wife and I'm sure all she wants from him is his money. I knew your father would get married again after I divorced him; I think they deserve each other! Though I suspect your dad keeps her on a pretty tight leash. She's certainly not wearing designer fashions or dripping diamonds. However, I'd really prefer you didn't use that term. It's demeaning."

Gracie's posture changed from contrite to confrontational. "She deserves it, Mom," she replied with some heat. "All she ever talks about is clothes, jewelry, make-up and wanting to re-decorate the house. She's pretty, I'll give her that, but she doesn't have a brain in her head. I suppose Justin will be there, too."

The sudden change of topic threw her mother for an instant and she gave her daughter a confused look. She should be used to that from Gracie by now. "He lives there, Gracie. Don't you think I want to see my other son too?" she asked, her tone begging her daughter to see her side of things. "I know he's going through a stage of acting like his parents are too stupid to live, but I love him too."

"I know you do, Mom," Gracie replied grudgingly, relaxing her stance a bit. "It's just that he always acts so dorky." Privately Gracie thought, "And you can't see that he's stoned half the time. It's probably the only way he knows to get some attention from Dad."

"There'll be other people there. Bill will be there, I'm sure. You and he can talk about saving the planet. Bring your suit, so you can go swimming."

"How can I save the planet if we take the SUV? It uses twice the gas that Clay's truck does, can we use it?" she asked. She turned to look at the man sitting on the couch. "Clay, can we take your truck if we have to go?"

Clay Wilson was a tall, dark, and handsome architect who was pretending to read the newspaper so he could keep his nose out of this embarrassing discussion. He looked up, blinked as if focusing on the situation for the first time, and said, "Uh, sure, I guess. If it's OK with your Mom." He looked at his girlfriend questioningly. "I don't mind, Clarissa," he said.

"I'd rather take the Escalade," Clarissa Stewart said firmly. "It's a little mean of me, I know, but I like to remind Charles that he had to pay for it in the divorce. Think of it as car-pooling, Gracie, since there will be three of us. That spreads the carbon footprint out a little, doesn't it?"

"Not really, Mom," she said. "You don't need the Caddy, it's huge. I don't know why you don't get a smaller car - one that gets better mileage." Gracie was serious about all things environmental.

"Well, for one thing, it's paid for. I could afford to get something smaller, I just don't see why I should spend money when I've already got a perfectly good car," her mother replied reasonably.

Clay folded the paper and laid it on the coffee table. "I'm just gonna go move my truck," he said as he stood up. "You guys better get a move-on, party starts at 1:00 and it's a quarter 'til now." He stuck his hand in his pocket and jingled the keys as he walked out of the room.

"Clay's right, we'd better get going," Clarissa said. They'd had the car discussion many times, and she really didn't want to go through it all again. She'd gotten a good settlement from the divorce; she'd bought a nice, if small, house in a pleasant neighborhood with a chunk of it. She'd gotten a job mostly because she'd wanted to, it gave her something to do; but it also allowed her to manage her expenses without dipping into those funds, like buying a new car. She knew Gracie had a valid point, but Gracie seemed to think money magically appeared in your bank account. That was probably because her father gave her everything she showed the least bit of interest in; everything except his time and attention.

Which reminded her. "Take your iPod, that way you can tune us out if you want to. Now, go get changed and don't forget your swim suit."

Gracie turned her head to glance at the front door and said, "I don't think Clay really wants to go either, Mom."

"I doubt it's high on his list of afternoon activities," she said. "But he knows this is important to me, and he loves me, so he's willing to go along. I like having Clay with me when I go over there."

"That's because it pisses Dad off to see you with a man that treats you decently," Gracie said.

"Well, yes, it does," her mother replied with a grin. "Anything wrong with that?"

Gracie grinned, too. "No there's not. Clay's a nice-looking guy, and way smarter than Miss Big Boobs. I don't know why you don't marry him. He sleeps here every weekend!"

Clarissa's face took on a slightly worried look. "We haven't really talked about it," she said a little haltingly. "Neither of us had good marriages, we don't want to jump into another one too soon. Besides, I like having time for myself - and time to spend with you. I'm not sure we'd have that if I married Clay."

"Jennifer does have huge honkers, doesn't she," Clarissa continued, changing another uncomfortable subject. I'll bet you an ice-cream cone that she's wearing something that shows everything but nipples. Rocky Road!"

"No bet!" Gracie said. "It's gross the way she bends over all the time. I can understand her wanting to give the guys a good view, but I don't know why she thinks I'd be interested."

"She does it to me, too. I think she wants us to feel inadequate." Clarissa looked at her watch and said, "We're going to be late - go get changed!"

Gracie mentally compared their clothes. Her mother wore white slacks and a red print blouse; expensive, but not excessively so. She was still an attractive woman at forty, lithe and graceful and careful to keep her figure in good shape. Her dark shoulder-length hair was cut in a flattering and current style, framing an oval face and showing off her bright blue eyes. She wore some good-quality costume jewelry, and had had a fresh manicure that morning. "Mom's trying to look classy to show up that gold-digger - but she's doing a great job of it!" Gracie thought to herself.

Gracie considered herself average in all ways. Average height, average weight, average face, average figure. In actuality she was what was called "nice looking", pretty without being gorgeous. She had a nice figure but had inherited some of her dad's chunkiness, which bothered her a little; she was used to comparing herself to her mother's svelte stature and hadn't yet figured out that curvy was good too. Her long straight hair was medium brown, a cross between her mother's near-black and dad's sandy blond. She had pretty blue eyes and a Cupid's bow mouth in an oval face without makeup - she liked the "natural look" (makeup contained chemicals), and carried it off well.

She looked down at her own jean-shorts and T-shirt (it read 'There Is No Planet B') and said, "I'm fine, Mom. You can dress up if you want, but I'm not gonna try to impress Dad. He'll just have to accept me the way I am. These are cotton, they're natural; it doesn't take as much processing to make them."

Clay opened the front door, stuck his head in and yelled, "C'mon Ladies, we need to get a wiggle on!"

Clarissa turned towards him and said, "Be there in a sec!" Then to Gracie, "I'll meet you out front, go get your stuff."

With a loud sigh of resignation Gracie headed to her room.






  








CHAPTER 2




 

Gracie trailed after her mother and Clay as they walked down the flagstone path and opened the gate to the backyard. She could hear the party from the driveway, Dad liked to show off his expensive sound system. Too bad he liked that 80's crap, she wondered how the neighbors could stand it. It never occurred to her that it was "their" music too.

Dad lived in the biggest house in a ritzy neighborhood full of doctors and lawyers and other self-important types. It was a two-story house made of long thin pieces of light-brown stone that Dad insisted on calling a "gold" color. Its right-angled lines and white trim made it look blocky and sterile to Gracie, but Dad said it was modern and stylish. Even the wide opening to the covered front porch had no curves. The lush landscaping only seemed to point out the square artificiality of the house, in spite of the natural stone façade. Gracie shuddered to think how much fertilizer it took to keep the lawn and shrubs looking so perfect.

She could see the pool as they rounded the corner of the house; Justin and his buddy Zack were doing cannonballs. Everyone else was on the patio, away from the probability of being splashed. The covered stone-floored patio ran the entire length of the house, and was divided into several conversation areas with different groups of chairs and occasional tables. Some were wrought iron and others wicker; all the cushions were a solid dark green. Today there was a long table in front of the sliding glass doors, and a large ice chest beside it.

An expanse of meticulously kept lawn (now studded with white plastic folding tables and chairs for the party) sloped very slightly down from the patio to the Olympic-sized pool. The pool was surrounded by a rectangle of concrete covered in artificial turf, which was dotted by several loungers. At least the cushions there were green-and-white striped so they stood out a little, Gracie thought. In the far southeast corner next to the tall cedar-plank fence was a small white building; referred to as the "pool house" its main function was storage for all the floats and toys.

Gracie's dad stood up from his chair on the patio as they walked in. Charles Greene was a big man, loud and cheerful and enjoying playing the gracious host. At forty-six he'd added a few pounds to an already-solid physique, and careful styling concealed a small-but-growing bald spot in his sandy hair. He wasn't a conventionally handsome man; his face was rather plain, his eyes close-set, and his nose a bit large, but his outgoing personality more than made up for it. Today he was wearing khaki shorts and a particularly loud Hawaiian shirt. Knowing her father Gracie figured he'd ordered it straight from Hawaii. He'd probably paid too much for it, too; Dad liked to impress people with his wealth.

Charles made a great show of kissing his ex-wife on the cheek and shaking Clay's hand before waving them both off to the tiki-bar set up just off the patio.

"Gracie, Baby!" he cried as he threw an arm around her shoulders. "Good to see you. Family's all here, just like old times." He waved his other arm expansively to indicate the crowd, sloshing a little of the Scotch from his glass onto the front of her shirt. "Sorry, Baby, I'll buy you a new one. Something pretty for my Princess, not some cheap T-shirt billboard." He didn't sound sorry.

Gracie rubbed the wet spot against her jeans to blot it as best she could. "It's OK, Dad," she said. "It'll wash." She refused to rise to the barb about the shirt, she knew he meant well. She stretched upwards a bit to kiss him on the cheek. "How're you doing? Looks like you've outdone yourself on this one!" The bar-top was covered with bottles, the table in front of the patio doors looked like it ought to collapse from the weight of catered munchies, salads, and side-dishes, and she could see a tall pile of steaks next to the smoking grill.

"Doin' great, Baby," her dad said. "Number One Son doesn't come home a lot, he's busy working on the grades (or is it the babes?) so he can carry on the family tradition of making tons of moolah. Gotta throw him a big bash to show him how good it is to see him. Especially since it's spring and we can enjoy the great outdoors."

Out by the pool Justin belted out his imitation of a Tarzan yell as he jumped off the diving board. "Hey, Dude, you're gettin' me all wet!" Zack cackled at his own lame humor. Gracie turned to watch as Justin hauled himself out of the pool. The boys put their heads together to whisper, then both grabbed towels and headed out to the pool house.

"Oh, like nobody knows what they're gonna go do," Gracie thought. "I know all about the joints he hides in the First Aid kit."

Turning her attention back to her dad Gracie said, "Nobody can throw a party like my Dad!"

Charles guided her over to a conversation area and they sat down. "Hey Baby," he said. "I've got a big surprise for you! How'd you like a brand-new car?"

Gracie had known that any "surprise" would be something material, and "big" indicated it would be more expensive than usual. But - "A car, Dad?" she said in surprise.

"Sure, Baby! You're sixteen now, time you had some real wheels." Her dad wiggled his eyebrows at her, he was obviously pleased with this announcement. "Bicycles are for kids, and you're a young lady now."

"But Dad," Gracie started. "Um, I like the bike, it doesn't pollute." She'd started to disparage the idea of herself driving a car, but quickly realized this would hurt her father's feelings. Besides, there were times when a car would be nice. "Ooh, I know - would you get me a Prius?" she asked hopefully.

"Whadda ya want one of those things for!" her dad said with a good deal of disgust. "They're ugly."

"Looks aren't everything, Dad. They don't use near as much gas as most cars." Gracie was trying to make her father understand what was important to her.

"You don't have to worry about gas prices, Baby," he said. "I'll give you a credit card so you can fill up as often as you like."

Gracie smiled understandingly. "I know, Dad. It's not the money, it's the idea."

"I'm damned if I'll have people thinking I can't afford to give my Baby Girl a real car!" Charles sounded offended at the very thought. "I had in mind something cool, say a new Mustang."

"Dad, I appreciate the offer, I really do," Gracie said. "But I don't care what other people think, I don't care if I'm cool. If I'm gonna drive a car I want it to be the most energy-efficient one possible. It's not what you have to pay for the gas, it's about how much gas you use and what it does to the air."

"You're taking this "green Greene" thing a little too far, aren't you?" he asked a little sardonically. "I mean, recycling the newspaper is one thing but how are you gonna feel in a couple years when you're still driving that fad car and all your friends are heading off to college in something nice?"

"You mean 'expensive'," she said, intending it to sound blunt.

"So what's wrong with that?" he asked. "I want my Princess to have the best."

"I happen to think the Prius is nice, and it costs about the same as the Mustang." Gracie was feeling frustrated. Dad always thought money and status were the only important issues. It hurt that he couldn't understand there might be more important things to her. She knew she should be thrilled at the prospect of the Mustang, but she felt like he wasn't listening to her. He didn't take her seriously!

Somewhat petulantly she said, "So why not buy me something really expensive, maybe a Lexus. Then everybody could see how good you are to me!" The minute the words left her mouth she felt bad about saying them, and didn't for a second think he'd go for it.

"Hmmm. You know, I just might do that," he said thoughtfully. "I've already told Justin I decided not to buy him another car after he wrecked the first one, and I've still got the money set aside so that wouldn't be a problem. Just might teach him a lesson, too, to see you tool around in a fancy car while he's afoot." Charles' face brightened a little, he'd made a decision. "You pick one out Baby, and we'll talk."

Gracie was stunned. "Oh wow, Dad! Thanks! You don't really have to do that, but I really appreciate it. I'll start looking, and let you know." As the idea started to sink in she began to think it might not be such a bad thing. Dad would never know if she continued to ride her bike, and Mom could drive the Lexus instead of the Escalade. Justin would be pissed, but that was nothing new.

She came out of her reverie to realize her oldest brother was standing beside her chair. Clarke Greene at twenty-one was a younger carbon-copy of their father, tall and rather thickly-built, though his hair was a little lighter shade of blond.

"Hey, Sis!" he said. "You're looking good, all that bike-riding agrees with you."

Gracie jumped up to hug Clarke. "Good to see you! You're looking good yourself. How's school? Whatcha been up to? Who's your girlfriend this week?"

"Whoa, slow down kiddo! We've got all afternoon to talk. I saw Dad drag you over here when you first came in, thought I'd bring you something to drink." Clarke handed her a glass of ice-water. "Got it out of the tap, no plastic bottles were harmed."

Gracie sat down and took a drink, all this car-talk had made her a little dry. "Thanks Clarke. And thanks for thinking about the plastic." She cut her eyes quickly towards their father, and Clarke grinned. He knew Dad never paid any attention to anyone else's feelings, he was used to it.

"Did I hear Dad say he was getting you a car?" Clarke asked. "That's great. My kid sister's growing up. I mean it Gracie, you're turning into the pretty girl I always knew you would. Do I need to beat some guys off with a stick?"

Gracie blushed a little and mumbled something about not dating very much. It occurred to her that it was typical of Dad to offer her the car at what was supposed to be Clarke's party. She knew Clarke wouldn't mind, he'd only be happy for her. Clarke hated the way his father treated others and because of it had become a very considerate young man.

Clarissa walked up and put her arm around her son's waist. "Charles, Clarke tells me that he's making straight-A's again this semester," she said proudly. "Isn't that wonderful?"

Charles looked up at her and said, "Well, he did it before, no reason he can't do it again."

Clarissa's smile became a little more strained. "The class project he's leading has been entered in a state-wide competition. His professor says it's a brilliant idea, and they've got a good chance of winning."

"I would expect no less," Charles said. He took a long pull at his drink.

"Well, I'm proud of him, and I would think you would be too," Clarissa said a little tightly.

Charles drained the last of the Scotch and stood up. "Empty," he said. "Gotta go fill 'er up again." He walked off towards the tiki-bar without another word.

Clarissa sat down and Clarke pulled over another chair and sat with them. "He's proud of you too, son," Clarissa said. "He just doesn't know how to say it."

"I'm proud of you too, Clarke," Gracie said. "You've always made better grades than I do."

Clarke sighed and said, "I know he is. I know it intellectually, but I don't ever feel it in my heart. I don't mind so much for myself, I'm a guy, I'm supposed to suck it up. I just wish he treated you two better."

"I mean, look at the way he laughs at you Gracie, makes fun of you for wanting to make a difference in the environment," he continued. "And the way he treated you Mom. A different mistress every other month, and all of them cheap floozies. He didn't even have the decency to try to hide them, we all knew about his affairs. What a bastard!"

"Why do you think I left him?" his mother asked. "I couldn't take the lying and cheating anymore. And the drinking didn't help."

"Why did you wait so long?" Gracie asked. She knew the basics, but had never before had the guts to ask about the details.

"Because he may have been a bastard, but he wasn't a cheap bastard!" her mother replied. "I knew about the other women, but he always encouraged me to buy whatever I wanted. We had the house, fancy cars, the latest electronic toys. I had you three…" Clarissa smiled fondly. "I could afford to look good and do what I liked. But it got worse and I, uh, became more aware of the affairs. I didn't want you guys exposed to that - and I didn't realize you knew so much! Anyway, I finally realized the money didn't make up for it." Clarissa's eyes seemed to focus inwardly for a moment. "I'm not sure I can ever trust a man again."

She sat up straighter and put a smile on her face. "But hey, that's ancient history! These last two years have been great. I have plenty of friends and lots of things to keep me busy. Clay treats me like a queen. I respect myself, and I've learned that money doesn't make you happy."

Clarke reached over and squeezed his mother's hand. "I love you, Mom," he said. "I'm glad you're happy."

Gracie said, "Me too, Mom. Oh, goody!" This last in a heavily ironic tone. "Aunt Jeanine's here."

Jeanine Thomas hitched her bulk slowly across the patio towards the group. She was Charles' younger sister, and like him had inherited the stout Greene body. But where he had padded his belly in recent years Jeanine had packed on the pounds long ago. Oddly, she'd never learned to move the extra weight gracefully. She was looking at her niece and nephew instead of the uneven flagstones, so she didn't notice she'd veered a bit from the path until she stepped halfway onto the grass and nearly fell.

Susan Holloway, who lived across the street from Charles, ran up to Jeanine and grabbed her arm. "Are you OK?" she asked.

"Jesus H. Christ on a crutch, I thought I was gonna fall on my ass!" Jeanine said loudly. "Those goddamn rocks are dangerous, someone could get hurt." She put her hand to her chest in a melodramatic pose and panted noisily a few times for effect. "Whew! And I haven't even had a drink yet. Maybe that's what I need. I'm gonna go sit down and catch my breath for a minute. I'll catch up to you later Susan."

Susan just said, "Sure, you do that." She patted Jeanine's flabby arm and went back to her seat. She'd known Jeanine long enough not to expect a 'thank you' from her. She enjoyed Charles' parties, he didn't stint on the drinks and knew some interesting people - but she spent as little time talking to Jeanine as possible. She'd just happened to be nearby when Jeanine had tripped, and couldn't let her fall.

Jeanine made her way to the patio without further mishap. "Hi Gracie, hi Clarke," she said. She didn't speak to Clarissa.

In unison Clarke and Gracie said, "Hello Aunt Jeanine." There was a definite formulaic tone to their voices as if this were just an automatic response instead of a warm welcome.

Gracie noticed that her aunt was wearing her usual "dressy" outfit. A pair of Capri's and gaudy matching top that would've looked cheap when new, and was now stretched, frayed, and faintly stained.

"Get up boy, and lemme sit down," Jeanine said. "My back's acting up again, hurts like a son of a bitch, I need to sit a spell."

Clarke dutifully stood up and helped his aunt sit down. She dropped heavily into the chair like the proverbial ton of bricks. "I think I'll go for a quick swim," he said. "Zoo Time has left the pool, and we'll be eating soon." Clarke walked away, headed for the changing room behind their small conversation area.

"Zoo Time?" Jeanine asked. "What the hell is he talking about now?"

Gracie laughed merrily. "It's Justin and his friend Zack, Aunt Jeanine," she said. Justin's buddies call him 'Time', as in 'just in time.' Zack's last name is Owens, which makes his initials 'Z.O.', so they call him 'Zoo'. It's appropriate, don't you think? I mean, they act like animals."

"They act like little asses, if you ask me," Jeanine replied. "Don't just sit there, girl," she said to Gracie. "Go get me a drink - and make it a double!"

Clarissa quickly said, "I'll get it." As she got up she saw Gracie stick her tongue out at her. "Sorry kiddo," she thought. "I'm not about to sit here and listen to her whine."

Gracie was stuck for quite awhile, listening to a catalogue of ailments, cases of bad luck, and a detailed list of people who'd deliberately done her aunt wrong.






  








CHAPTER 3




 

After delivering Jeanine's drink Clarissa decided to pay her respects to the hostess. She didn't like Jennifer, but she saw no reason not to be polite. She supposed she ought to resent the fact that Jennifer was now Queen of the Castle in the house she'd formerly lived in, but Jennifer could have it as far as she was concerned. She was far happier without the big house.

Jennifer was at the big table, looking for something low-cal to snack on. She was a twenty-six year old bottled blonde, obsessively vain about her appearance. She had a good figure and dressed to accentuate it, though she somehow managed to make even expensive clothes look tawdry. Gracie had been right not to accept the bet about the low-cut blouse.

Jennifer's good friend Cindy Stone was with her; she was stuffing down some cookies. Cindy was twenty-two, maybe. She was the complete opposite of Jennifer; a quiet, slightly chubby, plain girl who seemed to have no self-esteem but who had a natural and honest quality about her. Not for the first time Clarissa wondered how that friendship worked. What did they talk about together?

"Hello, Jennifer," she said. "And Cindy, good to see you both. It's a lovely day, isn't it?"

Cindy brightened at being noticed. "Hi, Clarissa! How are you? That's a really pretty blouse you're wearing."

Jennifer deliberately chose a piece of stuffed celery and took a bite before answering. "Hello," she said as she crunched noisily. "It's so hot out here, I don't know why we couldn't, like, have the party inside. I'm getting all sweaty, yuck."

"Thanks, Cindy," Clarissa responded. Then to Jennifer, "You know Charles likes his outdoor parties. He thinks he's the Grill King. You've both done a very nice job, the food looks delicious." Clarissa selected a canapé, something indefinable on a cracker, and nibbled it delicately.

"Well, I guess I could always go swimming to cool off," Jennifer said. "Hey, can I ask you something?"

Privately Clarissa thought she'd prefer that Jennifer should suddenly develop a headache and go inside to lie down than to show off by the pool. But she simply said, "Sure."

Jennifer moved a little closer as if to say 'this is just between us girls.' "Do you always have to bring your boyfriend when you come here? I mean, it upsets Charles. You know, to see you with him. And, I mean, it's not like you two are married or anything."

Clarissa was a little surprised at this. "Well, um," she stammered. "Yes, I do have to bring Clay with me! Just because we haven't chosen to marry doesn't mean he's not a part of my family. We're a committed couple; he likes spending time with my children, and I'm getting to know his daughter Candy."

"But do you have to, like, flaunt him in front of Charles?" Jennifer asked petulantly.

Clarissa looked around to spot Clay deep in conversation with Jim Holloway. Probably talking Golf. Charles was on the other side of the lawn, talking to his friend Bill. "He doesn't look upset to me," she remarked.

"Well, but, I mean, he doesn't like it," Jennifer replied. "And I want him to be happy, you know."

Clarissa considered that Jennifer doubtless did want Charles to be happy. A happy husband was less likely to notice how shallow she was or how much she complained. The poor kid was going to have trouble keeping Charles happy, but that was her problem.

"Well since we're no longer married, I guess he's just going to have to deal with it," Clarissa said. She grabbed another canapé and said, "Think I'll go see what the boys are talking about. Susan told me Jim's made another hole-in-one, bet he's bragging about it." She left the table and wandered over to join in Clay and Jim's conversation.

* * * *

Gracie was getting really tired of talking with her aunt. Perhaps 'talking' wasn't the right word; you never actually talked with Jeanine, you mostly listened. Jeanine had wound down her current tale of woe, the point of which Gracie had never quite determined. It had something to do with money - or the lack thereof, Aunt Jeanine was always broke.

"I'm starving," she announced into the momentary quiet. "I'm gonna go get something to eat. You want me to bring you something?"

Jeanine looked a little confused at the sudden change of topic. She'd suddenly remembered another grievance she wanted to air and it took a moment for her brain to change gears. "Um, yeah, some of that green Jell-O stuff on the corner there," she answered. "Ooh, and a piece of that chocolate cake, too."

Gracie said, "OK," and walked away quickly. Under her breath she muttered, "Lime Jell-O and chocolate cake? Yuck!" There was a stack of paper plates on the table and she picked up two. "Paper plates, Dad?" She spoke quietly, not really meaning anyone else to hear, just wanting to air her disgust. "You had this shindig catered, you couldn't have asked for real plates? The caterers would've washed them."

She scooped some of the Jell-O salad onto a plate and added the cake, then set it down while she contemplated her own choices. She walked slowly around the table, taking a little of this and a few of that and checking everything out. She got to the other end and started around to the back side just in case there was something yummy she'd overlooked.

Jennifer and Cindy were standing there close together talking, their hands clasped between them. Jennifer suddenly skipped forward and grabbed something off the table and popped it into her mouth. "Oh, hi guys," Gracie said. "Didn't mean to startle you. Ooh, those meatballs look good - are they?"

Jennifer swallowed with some effort and made a disgusted face. "Actually they're pretty greasy." She turned to Cindy and said, "Those cracker-things are almost gone, let's go see if there's, like, more in the kitchen." Jennifer opened the patio door and Cindy followed her inside, sliding the door shut behind her.

Gracie speared several of the meatballs on a long toothpick and added it to her plate. "Fine," she said to the blank door. "Don't talk to me."

"Got enough on that plate to last until the steaks are done?"

Gracie looked up to see Bill Conover's smiling face. Bill was her dad's best friend, they'd been roomies in college. He was a short man with average looks and short black hair. Though he was a chemistry professor at the local JC he was the one who'd gotten her interested in the environment, and they'd become pals because of their shared interest. He was convinced there were useful eco-friendly compounds to be discovered, and had some kind of hush-hush government grant to work on them.

"Hey, Bill!" she said. She thrust her plate in his direction with both hands. "Hold this for a sec, would ya?" Bill slid his hand under the over-full plate before it had a chance to fall apart, and lost the meatballs anyway. Gracie picked up the other plate and told him, "Lemme just go give this to my aunt and I'll be right back."

Jeanine had buttonholed Jim Holloway and was droning on to him about some misfortune. Gracie dropped the plate on her lap with a quick "Here," and turned around to make good her escape. As she left she could hear Jim saying, "I'll leave you to eat your cake in peace." Poor Aunt Jeanine, she never Got It that she bored people. No wonder her husband had left her after only six months. The wonder was that he'd stayed that long!

Bill was sitting at one of the tables set up on the lawn. Gracie sat down and attacked the food. "Don't they feed you at home?" Bill asked with a big grin.

"'M'ungry," Gracie said. She continued to shovel food into her mouth for a few minutes while Bill watched, shaking his head at the voracity of teens. The bottomless pit temporarily satisfied, she sat back and sighed contentedly.

"You left a couple of sausages," Bill pointed out.

"They're too spicy," she replied. "So, how've you been? How's the research going?"

"Well, I didn't happen to make any breakthroughs after you left Tuesday afternoon. I feel like I'm close, but can't quite seem to get there. Wish I could spend more time in the lab, but the grant doesn't pay the bills so I have to teach."

"You must be doing a little better," she said. "You're wearing new clothes."

"How can you tell?" Bill was a little nonplussed.

Gracie laughed good-naturedly. "You're such a guy. They're not all soft and faded, they haven't been through the wash a zillion times." She cocked her head to one side as she regarded his attire critically. The shirt was a big plaid in black-and-gray on a white background and looked good with black Dockers. "You look nice. It's good to see you spiffed up a little."

"Thanks," he replied. "It's not that I have any extra money, I never seem to. I just decided I needed a little something for myself, don't want to look like a total slob up there in front of the kids. Though God knows none of them dress to impress!" Bill sighed resignedly. "I'll have to brown-bag it for a couple weeks to stay within my budget, and probably ride my bike to work, too."

"I know teaching doesn't pay real well," Gracie said. "But Bill, you're such a good teacher, you could get a job at a bigger school. Make more money."

"It wouldn't matter, Gracie," he said. "My child support is based on my income and it would go up too. And I like the college, and I'd have to move somewhere else to get a better-paying job. Not that I regret taking care of the kids. I wasn't able to give them much when they were young, at least there's more money for them now. I do wish I could see them more often." His voice sounded regretful.

Gracie knew that Bill loved his two children, and missed them a great deal since his ex-wife had moved a couple hours' drive away. The ex hadn't understood his passion for teaching and research; she didn't feel it was as worthwhile in and of itself as he did. It wasn't that she was greedy, she just wanted a better life for her kids.

And there was something else Gracie knew, too. Her dad had been drunk one night and had told them all about Bill's skeleton in the closet. That was sooo like her dad to enjoy airing someone else's dirty laundry, she thought. Even his best friend wasn't immune.

Bill had never spoken about it, and she'd never let on that she knew. In college Bill's girlfriend had gotten pregnant and her parents had insisted he stay away from her. They'd also insisted he sign support papers, which he'd willingly done. But it meant that he'd had less money for his own family when he'd gotten married, which had only added to his financial and marital problems. Bill had never been resentful, had only tried to do the best he could with what he had while he balanced family and life-calling.

Gracie was racking her brain trying to think of a response when she heard Aunt Jeanine's voice, even louder than usual. She and Bill turned to watch the commotion.

"C'mon, Charles - you owe it to me! I'm your only sister, for God's sake. It's just a little loan, I'll pay you back."

Charles had been on his way to the grill when his sister had caught up to him. Now they stood in the middle of the patio, arguing for everyone to hear.

"Like you paid back all the other loans I made you?" Charles asked nastily.

"What loans?" Jeanine asked. "You haven't loaned me any money in years!"

"Because you never paid me back!" Charles shouted. "I never thought it was a good idea to make you a loan when you couldn't even pay the rent, and I was right. Two months later you were crying for rent-money again. What'd you do with the money? Probably blew it at the bingo hall."

Jeanine looked confused for a minute, clearly having blocked any memory of owing her brother. "Oh, Jesus, Charles. You must be talking about when that son of a bitch left me. You know I was broken up about that, I was so upset I lost my job."

Charles glared at her. "They fired you, Jeanine, because you couldn't manage to get to work on time. You were so pissed off because you had to support yourself that you lay awake nights plotting your revenge and then over-slept. You couldn't even be bothered to buy an alarm clock."

"But that was a long time ago, Charles," Jeanine whined. "This time I'll pay you back, I promise."

"No you won't," Charles said harshly. "Your car will break down or your A/C will go on the fritz or some other emergency will come along and you'll use the money for that and then where will you be? You've never saved a dime in your life!"

"Well, I can't save anything when I only make $9.50 a fricking hour," Jeanine yelled. "That's why I need the money, so I can get this training and get a better job."

"What happened to the grand you borrowed from your cousin? You were gonna be a court reporter that time, I think. I seem to remember you took three lessons before you dropped that scheme. You never paid him back, either."

"I couldn't help it if I had to have surgery. That scar's never been right, either, still gives me trouble. But this is different, this is a great opportunity and I'll be able to make plenty of money. I can't pass it up!" Jeanine was beginning to wheedle.

"Tough shit, Jeanine," Charles said in a harsh voice. "It's always 'different', except that it isn't. Get the money someplace else, I won't give it to you."

"But there isn't anyplace else," she said desperately. "I really need you to help me."

"You're in my will," Charles said sneeringly. "You can get it when I kick the bucket." Charles walked off before Jeanine could say more. Jeanine hobbled to the table and loaded up another plate, then went back to the corner to sulk and eat.

Gracie and Bill looked at each other and shook their heads. They both knew that Charles wouldn't loan money unless he were sure of making a big profit. And no one in their right mind would give Jeanine a loan, why had she even bothered to ask?

"Looks like we're going to eat soon," Bill said nodding at Charles standing at the grill. "I'm gonna go get another soda, you want anything? Here, I'll toss your plate." Bill walked to the patio, dropped the plate in the trash and rummaged through the cooler. Jim came up and they struck up a conversation.

Gracie watched as Justin and Zack ran across the lawn to the table. They were yelling insults at each other, clearly making it a race. They zipped by on either side of Cindy, nearly knocking her glass from her hand. Zack paused to turn around and say, "Sorry!" before running on. Justin made it to the food first.

Justin was the middle child, eighteen years old. He got his looks from his mother, slim and dark-haired. He wore his hair long, mostly because it bothered his dad. He was still wearing swim trunks, though he usually dressed in ragged jeans and black T-shirts advertising some underground band Gracie hadn't heard of.

Zack looked pretty much like Justin, except his hair was a Nordic blond - or would be if it was clean. They'd been friends since grade school. Zack had always been a little brighter, but he was a follower. If Justin said they should do something, that was good enough for Zack.

The boys were arguing noisily over the food, joking about what it might be made of, and making graphically sexual comments about the cocktail sausages. They started shoving each other and knocked the bowl of Jell-O salad off the table. "'Zoo Time', indeed," Gracie thought. "They're stoned and they've got the munchies."

At the grill Charles had heard the commotion. He turned toward them and yelled, "Steaks'll be ready in ten minutes Justin, can't you wait 'til then?"

Justin and Zack both pointedly ignored him and took their food around to the front of the house, not wanting to socialize with anyone.

Gracie sat at the table by herself, people-watching. It was interesting how groups formed then broke up, and people moved on to another group. Her mother was gossiping with Susan, while Clay had joined Bill and Jim. Jennifer was standing next to the grill, waving away the smoke as Charles cooked the steaks.

The sun was warm and she was content for the moment. She began nodding her head in time with the music, and found herself singing along. "I'm never gonna dance again, guilty feet have got no rhythm…" She stopped because she hadn't quite got the pace of the words. She tried again. "So I'm never gonna dance again, the way I danced with you. Time can never mend the careless whispers of a good friend."

She sat up a little straighter, she'd figured it out. "That's not Seether," she said aloud. "Not enough bass. Wow, I guess someone else did it first. Wonder who?" Gracie got up and went to ask her dad about the tune. Maybe his music didn't suck so bad after all.

As she walked up behind her father she could hear him talking to his wife. Not wanting to interrupt, she just stood there waiting.

"But how do you know?" Jennifer was saying.

"Because I can count, Jennifer," Charles said. They were keeping their voices down. "I know how much cash I keep in that drawer, and some of it disappears every week. It's either Justin or that little weasel Zack. They buy pot with it I'm sure, although I can't figure out where he keeps it."

"It must be Zack," Jennifer said, quite sure of herself. "Justin wouldn't, you know, steal from his own father. Zack's probably the one who got Justin into the pot, I wouldn't trust him. I'd throw him out the next time he shows up, but, I mean, Justin would just give me the 'evil step-mother' routine."

"No, don't say a word," Charles said shaking his head. "I've laid a trap for him and I want it sprung."

"A trap?" asked Jennifer. "What kind of trap?"

"A very simple trap," Charles replied. "I put the cash in a different drawer, and positioned a paper-clip very carefully on top. To the casual eye it looks like it just got dropped in there, but I know exactly where it was so I'll know if it's been moved. Pretty clever, huh?"

Gracie was embarrassed at having overheard this much, so she turned and went into the house to refill her glass.

 
 






  








CHAPTER 4




 

The steaks were done, everyone had filled their plates and were sitting at the tables eating. Gracie might care deeply about the environment, but she wasn't one of those new-age vegans who refused to eat meat. She liked the way Bill had put it once: "We humans didn't claw our way to the top of the food-chain so we could sit around eating bean sprouts and brown rice!"

Charles of course had fixed his plate last after he'd made sure his guests were served. Instead of sitting down he stood at his table to make an announcement.

"Listen up, everybody!" he said in a voice that carried without being especially loud. "I've got good news! There's a reason I'm the top salesman at the Wilkins Agency. I sell more insurance - and make bigger sales - than anyone else there."

"And this time I've outdone even my usual achievements." Charles paused and looked around to make sure everyone was listening before importantly proclaiming, "I've landed the Bixby contract." There was a polite smattering of applause, though from the slightly blank looks on most people's faces it seemed clear that this name meant little to them.

Charles realized he was losing his audience so he explained. "Old Man Bixby not only owns the big fertilizer plant outside of town, he also owns that humongous mansion out by the lake." Heads began to nod in understanding.

"I've put together a proposal that insures not only the entire plant and all the equipment and cars that are part of the business - but also the house and all personal vehicles associated with it! And the employee life insurance to boot. No one's ever managed to package the whole shebang before, I'm tellin' you, I'm good." This engendered more applause, and Jim raised his glass in Charles' direction.

"Not that I didn't have to work for it!" Charles continued. "Yes siree, I've worked hard on this one."

"You're a lazy bugger! You just sit back and collect your commissions, you haven't had to work in years!" Jim shouted good-naturedly.

"Well now neighbor…" Charles winked obviously. "I admit that I haven't exactly had to hustle these last few years. I've lived - and well - off the fat of the hard work I did in my youth." He rubbed his belly to signify the pun, and drew some laughs from the crowd.

"But I have worked on this one, whether you believe it or not! It took me months to put this thing together - research, meetings, massaging the figures. And that wimp Dunbar can kiss my ass if he thinks he's gonna get any part of this commission. I asked him if he wanted to help, but the lazy slob's too busy with his junk food to do any real work."

Charles gave his audience a serious look. "I spent all morning in my home office slaving over the final presentation, and I'll finish it up tomorrow. It's all over but the shoutin' and Bixby will be so wowed by my presentation that he'll be begging me to let him sign on the dotted line."

"Yes, friends and neighbors," he was beginning to sound like a revival preacher. "I'm going to meet with the Mr. Bixby himself - and at his private mansion." He smiled self-importantly. "Not many people can say that, but I'm one of them! Tuesday afternoon at 2:00 P.M. I'll get to see the place for myself. I'll make the deal of a lifetime, and then I can retire on those commissions! I wanted you all to be the first to hear the good news."

Charles was beaming as he sat down to yet more applause. People returned to their meal and the hum of conversations returned. Over the next thirty minutes everyone stopped by to congratulate him on his big coup. The party seemed to be in full swing now.

* * * *

George Thompson strode through the gate and around the corner of the house into the yard, looking like steam should be coming out of his ears. George was a realtor who lived next door on the east. He looked around for a second, spotted Charles, and headed straight for him

"You can hear the noise clear down to the end of the block!" George exclaimed. "And your guests have parked their cars in front of my driveway again. Could you please turn the volume down a little?" It was clear he was trying hard to be polite.

"Simmer down, George," Charles said cheerfully. "Fix yourself a drink and join us. We're just having a little fun, and it's too nice to stay inside. I think there's some steaks left over if you want one."

"What I want is some peace and quiet," George responded tersely. "I just got home from an open house and I'm tired."

"Well, Hell man, you need a drink about now. It'll help you chill out."

"I'm tired of noise and I'm tired of idiots," George said meaningfully. "I want to have a nice glass of iced-tea and read a book quietly. I don't want to join your party, and I don't want to hear it! Turn the volume down, or I'm calling the cops."

"It's my house and I'll do what I want in my own back yard!" Charles retorted. George stomped off back to his house, but the cops never showed up.

Gracie was a little bored since there wasn't anyone her age to talk to. She got caught up on Clarke's life and had a nice (if short) chat with Cindy. She spent some time talking to Susan about getting one of Susan's charities involved in recycling. She even made a stab at talking to Justin and Zack, but that lasted about three seconds before they made it clear they weren't interested in anything she could possibly have to say.

So she changed into her swim-suit and went for a dip in the pool. She swam a few laps, then stretched out on a lounger to catch some sun. She was glad her mom had suggested the iPod, she could relax with her own music.

After awhile she needed to answer the call of nature and walked across the lawn and patio to the changing room which had a toilet so guests didn't have to go into the house and track water on the carpet. The door was closed and Justin answered her knock with, "Go away! Occupado."

Gracie banged on the door again, a little harder. "It's me, Justin. Hurry up in there!"

"We're going swimming again, we need to change. We'll be out when we're good and ready, so lump it," Justin responded.

"There goes the neighborhood," Gracie muttered. "Well, then give me my clothes," she yelled. "I'll get dressed and leave the pool to you guys. I don't wanna get splashed!"

"How'm I supposed to do that?" Justin asked. "You just want a peek at Zack's buns - or is it mine?" He laughed suggestively.

Gracie opened her mouth to respond, and then shut it again. It just wasn't worth the effort. "I'll stand by the wall and hold my hand out, you can open the door just enough to hand them to me. C'mon Justin, please."

"Ooh, beg some more, Sis," Justin giggled.

Zack said, "I'll do it, Gracie. You ready?"

The transfer was made and Gracie carried her bundle of clothes into the house. She went to the downstairs bathroom, dried off and changed, and combed out her hair. On her way back outside she heard voices from her father's office. She recognized his voice and Bill's.

"That girl sure was pretty," her father said tauntingly.

"So you slept with her," Bill said. His voice was angry and accusatory. "She was young, a college student, and you seduced her."

"I've slept with a lot of pretty girls," Charles responded smugly. "I don't remember all their names."

Gracie walked on, not wanting to be caught eavesdropping. "What was that all about?" she asked herself. She knew her father played around and preferred younger women. Was his latest conquest one of Bill's students? It would be like Bill to take him to task for it. She shook her head sadly, but there was nothing she could do about it.

Outside on the patio she decided she was hungry and went to the big table to see what was left. Over by the cooler Aunt Jeanine was talking to Jennifer.

"But you're his wife," Jeanine was saying. "You could get him to change his mind."

"I think his mind's, like, made up," Jennifer said shortly.

"You've gotta tell him how important this is to me. We're family now, Jennifer, you gotta help me." In spite of the fact that she was demanding instead of asking, Jeanine's voice had a definite whining quality.

"There's nothing I can do," was Jennifer's rather cold reply.

"I'm desperate," Jeanine sounded like it. "I've gotta get the money somehow so I can quit this crap job."

"Well, I can't help you," Jennifer responded icily. She turned on her heel and walked over to Gracie. "Gracie dear," she said with patently false friendship. "Have you gotten enough to eat?"

"Well, I thought maybe a couple more of those meatballs," Gracie said.

Jeanine turned to yell at Jennifer. "He's gettin' all this money, and he won't even help his sister. He'll regret this!" Jeanine gathered up what little dignity she could, and waddled off to her car.

Gracie carried her food to the table where her mother was talking to Susan and joined their conversation.

"You could take vacation, Clarissa," Susan said. "Even half a day, the tournament doesn't start until one. We'd love to have you. And of course it's for a good cause."

"What tournament?" Gracie asked.

"Oh, one of Susan's charities," her mother replied. "It's a golf tournament benefiting underprivileged children. I'd like to, Susan, but isn't it too late to sign up?"

They discussed the possibilities for awhile, Gracie subtly pushing her mother to agree. She hadn't had a chance to play for several months, and Gracie thought it would be good for her. As the three talked Gracie noticed Bill emerge from the house, an unhappy look on his face as he strode briskly around the corner to his car.

In the end Clarissa decided to play in the tournament after all, and happily made plans for her afternoon out with friends. The party went on for a couple more hours, and Gracie was more than ready to leave when her mother suggested it.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






  








CHAPTER 5




 

"It's 8:30 Sweetie," Jennifer said. She was in the kitchen and her husband had wandered in looking for her. The room was sunny and bright, glossy light oak cabinets with white marble counters and gleaming stainless steel appliances. "Shouldn't you, you know, be leaving? I mean, you don't want to be late to work."

"I've got plenty of time," Charles said with a smile; he was in a good mood. It was Tuesday, his big day. "The morning's light, anyway. Think I'll go pat a couple of clients on the back, remind them what a good job I've done for them so they'll be sure to renew. I'll drop by the office for awhile just to put in an appearance. Then it's on to the Big Presentation!"

"I'm just thinking of you," she said silkily. "I mean, you know how you get to talking and lose track of time. I know how important this is to you, I wouldn't want you to feel, like, rushed." Jennifer was in the process of fixing herself a bowl of cereal as she spoke, gathering box, milk, and dishes.

"I'll be fine," he assured her. "Figure it'll take me about an hour at Bixby's, then I'll have to take the paperwork back to the office. But, hey! Then I can come home early, and we'll go out to celebrate." He leered suggestively at her.

"Sounds like you've got a lot of stuff to do," she said. "So don't you think you should, you know, get started?" Jennifer never paid much attention to her husband's schedule, she didn't really care what he did during the day. Though she did wish he'd hurry up and leave as she had plans herself.

"Um, do you, like, want some breakfast before you go?" she asked.

"Not if 'breakfast' is that garbage you're eating!" Charles said in disgust. "Looks like you scraped it off the bottom of a birdcage."

"It's granola, Charles. It's good for you, you know, helps you keep your weight down. Want me to fix you some?" she asked sweetly. She didn't point out that he could stand to lose a few pounds, but she hoped the threat would get him to go. She put the milk back in the fridge and took her bowl to the small table at the other end of the kitchen.

"Ugh, no!" he said disgustedly. "I'll catch something on the way in. Well, guess you're right, I should get out the door. Go buy yourself a pretty new dress Baby - I'll see you tonight!" Charles gave her a big smooch, then picked up his keys and whistled cheerfully as he headed for the garage.

* * * *

"Hey, there you are. It's nearly 11:00 - I was afraid you weren't coming," Cindy said.

"I'm sorry, Love," Jennifer said. "I had a couple things, you know, to take care of. You know I'd, like, call if I couldn't make it." She dropped her purse on the couch and held out her arms. "Come gimme a hug, I missed you!"

The two women fell into each other's arms and hugged intensely. After a minute they moved apart just far enough to be able to kiss deeply.

Cindy laid her head on Jennifer's shoulder and declared, "I love you!"

Jennifer stroked her hair gently and said, "Yes, and I love you! I'm sorry I'm late, had to go buy a new dress. Hubby wants to celebrate his big sale tonight, and I've gotta, like, keep him interested. I can always return it tomorrow for cash."

They stepped apart and Cindy said, "Ooh, show me?" She smiled mischievously. "You know how much I like to slowly peel you out of a fancy dress…"

Jennifer looked a little wistful. "Maybe in a little bit. Besides, it makes me feel a little, you know, creepy knowing he'll want to do the same thing tonight." Her face took on a thoughtful look. "But if he orders champagne…I can dump mine in the centerpiece or something, and maybe he'll drink so much he won't be interested by the time we get home."

"I wish you didn't have to live that way," Cindy said sadly. "I wish you could live here, with me. You could get a job too, we could get by."

"I know, Love," Jennifer said, trying to comfort her. "But I don't know how to do anything else that pays. Men have always been willing to take care of me so I never had to work. And I don't want you to live in a dump. Think of this like it's my job - and you gotta admit, it pays well!"

"I know it does," Cindy replied. "I just wish I could see you more often. I mean see you, not like at the party." That seemed to remind her of something. "Hey, did Chucky really mean it about retiring like he said? That would be awful, he'd be home all the time and we'd never get to really see each other."

Jennifer laughed. "God, don't let him hear you calling him 'Chucky'!" she said. She thought about Cindy's question for a minute. "I don't think it would, like, make much difference. He'd just spend even more time at the country club playing golf - or at least drinking at the bar. He could pick up more women, too. No, I don't think it will matter."

"What if he wants to travel?" Cindy asked. "Take a slow boat to China and tour the temples or something."

"A plane to Cancun's more his style," she replied. "Somewhere he can drink and play around and tell everybody, you know, how rich he is. Maybe you could go too! We'll just have to play along for a few more years, until, you know, my escalator clause isn't a problem."

"You mean 'escalation'," Cindy corrected her. "Then you can divorce him and we'll have enough to live on."

"Speaking of money," Jennifer said briskly. She turned to pick up her purse, opened it and pulled out several $20 bills which she handed to Cindy. "Here, I put some cash on the card when I got groceries yesterday."

Cindy took the money and put it her pocket. "Thanks, electric bill's due."

Jennifer took Cindy's hand and led her to the couch. "There's a little problem I need to tell you about."

They sat down and Cindy waited for her to speak.

"You know I've been swiping money from his desk, right?" Jennifer asked.

"Yeah, sure. You've got as much right to it as he does," Cindy said.

"Well, maybe that twit Justin has been too. Charles seems to think so, anyway."

"So what's the problem?" Cindy asked. "Just agree with him and let the kid take the rap. He's probably buying dope with it, if you ask me."

"That's what Charles said!" Jennifer replied. "The problem is, Charles has set a trap and wants to catch him at it. If he does, there'll be, like, a really bad scene. Justin might be smart enough to stop."

"Well, but Charles would just blame Justin again if you keep taking the money." She paused to think a moment. "Oh, do you mean you know there's a trap but you don't know what it is?"

"I know what it is, all right," Jennifer said assuredly. "He put a paper clip in a special spot on top of the cash so he'll know if it's been moved. It's easy enough, you know, to get around. I just don't know if it's the only one."

"You think he suspects you and made up the story about thinking it was Justin to scare you off?" Cindy asked. She too was worried now.

"Oh, I'm sure the kid's stealing. I suggested it might be Zack, just to throw him off, but I don't think so. Zack's got a little more on the ball." Jennifer looked at her shrewdly. "But if he set two traps - and only told me about one - then he'd know it was me."

"Oh, I get it!" Cindy said. "If the other trap is sprung, then it's Justin. But if the paper clip's in place and something else is wrong then he knows it's you."

"Exactly," Jennifer said decisively. "I think maybe I should quit for awhile and see what happens. Or, maybe I could check it after Justin leaves the house. If the clip's been moved it ought to be safe for me to take some, and the kid'll get the blame!"

When the bell rang signaling the end of class Justin was first out the door. He had the 11:15 early lunch break this year and was ready to get out. Justin was always ready to get out of class, but he had special plans today. He raced through the halls to his locker to find Zack waiting for him.

"Hey Man," he said by way of greeting. "You ready to go?"

"Uh, hey. Change of plans, no can do," Zack replied.

Justin opened his locker and shoved his books inside. "Whadda ya mean?" he asked. "You promised you'd take me home at lunch today."

Zack responded with a big grin, clearly pleased about something. "Got a hot lunch date!" he announced. "You'll never guess who, either."

Justin frowned for a moment and finally said, "You're joking. You couldn't get a date, who'd go out with you?"

"You know that hot girl in third hour? I heard her telling her friends she didn't like what the cafeteria's serving today, so I said I'd take her to the Sonic."

"No way Man!" Justin exclaimed. "You mean Carrie? She's no fun, and she's a prick-tease, too."

"Oh, like you'd know!" Zack retorted. "I've heard she's lots of fun."

"Yeah, if all you want to do is suck face," Justin said in a superior tone. "I've heard she gets all 'Oh, I don't want to do that, we might get in trouble' if you try to cop a feel or light up a joint. Speaking of which, I really need you to take me home so I can get the money, we're supposed to meet that guy after school so we can score."

"Yeah, well, I'd rather be suckin' face with Carrie than driving your ass somewhere," Zack told him. "I pick you up and take you home as it is since you wrecked your car. You can get the money later, or walk home, it's not that far. You're just jealous. I've gotta go meet Carrie, see ya later."

Zack walked off and Justin aimed a vicious kick at his locker.

Gracie had the later lunch hour, she didn't get out until noon. She put her books in her locker and met a couple of friends. They were on their way to the cafeteria when she saw her brother talking to Tina, which was a little surprising.

Tina Reynolds was pretty in a sleazy way but had the reputation of being a slut; she'd do anything for either money or drugs. Gracie had once overheard Justin and Zack talking about her; she remembered because she was surprised that they'd figured out Tina was only interested in what she could get from them.

"C'mon, Tina. Please," Justin was saying in his best persuasive voice.

Tina's face said she wasn't interested. "What's in it for me?" she asked.

Gracie and her friends walked on, out of earshot, and didn't hear his answer.

Cheryl said, "I thought your brother was smarter than that, Gracie. He must be desperate to ask her out!"

"No kidding!" Gracie replied. "Wonder why he's not hanging out with Zack?"

"Maybe Zack got a date and Justin wants to make it a double!" Shawna said, giggling wildly.

"Ewwww!" they all said together.

Clarissa left work at noon and drove to the country club. All the other ladies had met earlier in the club restaurant; the tournament was a valid fund-raiser for the charity, but it was also a good excuse to socialize. Clarissa arrived in time to order a sandwich and chat a bit with friends she hadn't seen in awhile.

"Clarissa, Dear!" Amy exclaimed. "I didn't expect to see you here, thought you'd be at work." She made it sound like a dirty word.

"I've been working too hard," Clarissa replied. "I needed a break and this was the perfect excuse."

"It's good to see you, it's been awhile and we've missed you at our meetings," Theresa said.

"Thanks," Clarissa replied. "Wish I could come more often, but something has to give when you're trying to make a new life for yourself."

"You're looking good, something about your new lifestyle must be agreeing with you," Liz remarked.

"Or some one!" Susan taunted.

"So, when are we going to meet the boyfriend?" Theresa asked. "I hear he's really easy on the eyes."

Clarissa grinned. "Yes, he is! But more importantly he treats me right. It's nearly summer, there will be lots of parties - I'm sure we'll both make it to some of them."

"I'm glad you're happy," Liz said. "After twenty years with that jerk, you certainly deserve it. I don't know how you stood it that long, all the cheating."

Murmurs of agreement ran around the table. Clarissa said, "Well, it left scars I'm sure. But I'm free of it now and just want to get on with my life."

"You should've demanded more money," Amy said. "Think how mad it would make him to know you're spending his money on another man!"

"But I don't care about making him mad, Amy," Clarissa said. Then she grinned a little wickedly. "Tweak his nose a little, maybe. Make it obvious to him that I'm glad I left him and show him how well I'm doing. But I spent my anger during the divorce, I'm over it now. I want to make a positive life for myself and the kids."

With no more dirt to be dug, Amy changed the topic. Not long afterwards the women all trooped out to the course to begin the tournament.

Bill spent his lunch hour in his office at the college, eating a sandwich while grading test papers. He kept a jar of sun-tea on the window ledge so he didn't even have to buy a soda, just swipe a couple of ice-cubes from the department fridge. Lunchmeat wasn't very exciting, he reflected, but he could stand it for a couple of weeks.

He finished up a little before 1:00 PM, tidied up the office and walked over to the lab. On the way he stopped to check with the department secretary.

"Hey, Rita," Bill said. "What's going on?"

"Oh, hi Bill," she replied. "Nothing much. Phone hasn't even been ringing today. Hey, you look nice - didja get some new clothes?" Rita Kowalski was a petite but slightly chubby brunette with soft brown eyes and a perpetually sunny disposition.

"Thanks. Yeah, I did. No messages then?" he asked. "Must be pretty boring sitting here with nothing to do."

"No messages," she replied. "At least I'm not running six different directions at once. And Masterson says he'll have some grades to enter this afternoon so that'll keep me busy. You off to the lab?"

"Yep. Gonna go lock myself in and discover a miraculous formula which I'll sell for zillions of dollars so I can quit this job." Bill grinned, it was the standard joke; the researchers all thought they were just one step away from making a fortune.

"Well, good luck in there," Rita responded. She watched Bill go into the lab and muttered to herself, "Think he's a little paranoid locking the doors, but they're all afraid someone will steal their work." She heard the lock click as he engaged it from inside.

Jerry Wilkins had been glad when Charles finally left the office just after 1:00 PM. Jerry was in his sixties, a tall well-dressed man who had been very successful selling insurance. When he'd opened his own agency 20 years ago he'd hired Charles as a salesman. Charles had been a young go-getter who certainly brought in the big contracts, but his methods left something to be desired in Jerry's opinion. Like the Bixby contract; Jerry would be glad if his company got it, but he was thoroughly sick of hearing Charles natter on about it.

Jerry stood up from his desk and stretched, walked out of his office to the communal coffee pot. Suddenly Charles burst through the front door, screaming something about his car.

"Whoa Cowboy," Jerry said in a slightly strained voice. "Simmer down. I can't understand what you're saying. Is something wrong with your car?"

"Damn right," Charles said, a little calmer but still obviously angry. "The whole back window's busted out! The alarm was blaring, couldn't figure out how to turn it off for a couple minutes. There's glass all over the back seat."

"What happened?" Jerry asked. He set his coffee cup on the table in order to give Charles his full attention.

"I don't know!" Charles' voice was getting louder again. "It was just sitting there in the parking garage with the window broken."

"Is the car OK other than that? Is anything missing? Obviously it wasn't stolen." Jerry was trying to calm him down by using logic.

"I don't know," Charles said again, a little less distressed this time. "Uh, lessee. I sat down in it to get my briefcase out from under the passenger seat. I'd have noticed if the stereo had been yanked out; no, I remember now, I checked and it's still there. So was my briefcase! I'm not sure if anything else is gone, and I don't have time to deal with it right now."

"Do you think someone was trying to steal it and the alarm scared 'em away?" Jerry asked.

"By breaking the back window?" Charles asked.

"Maybe another car kicked up a rock that hit it just right. Or maybe it had a crack already and it was just time for it to shatter." Jerry had to admit it didn't make a lot of sense.

"That sounds like some of the hokey excuses our clients come up with," Charles retorted. "What the hell could've happened?"

"Calm down Charles. You were wound pretty tight when you came in while ago and this isn't helping. It's just a car, it'll be OK. Have you called the police?"

"Don't have time," Charles replied shortly. "Gotta get out to Bixby's, don't want to be late, I'll call 'em when I get back. I'll have to take your car."

Jerry fought to control a frown; he didn't like loaning his car to anyone. But Charles always kept his own car spotlessly clean so it wouldn't come back trashed up, and the man did need to make that meeting. He dug in his pocket and handed the keys to Charles.

"Thanks, Boss," Charles said. He tossed the keys into the air and caught them again, his mood clearly improved. "What a day! Well, I'll get going - and next time you see me we'll both be richer!"

Gracie was standing at her locker pulling out books for her last class when a couple of friends called out to her.

"Hey, Gracie! 'Zoo Time' strikes again," yelled Chris.

"You brother's a dork," Kelly added.

Gracie rolled her eyes and asked, "What did they do this time?" She wasn't sure she really wanted to know.

"They were talking in class last hour, arguing about something," Chris explained. "Miss Sullivan threw 'em out for disrupting class."

"Yeah, they're in trouble again," Kelly said. "She sent 'em to the principal's office."

Gracie shut the locker door and started walking with them. "And you think I care, why?" she asked.

Jennifer pulled into her driveway at 2:45. She was thinking of all the things she needed to do to get ready for the evening's celebration, and she wasn't exactly looking forward to it. Cindy was right, this was no way to live. She took her new dress out of the back seat, carefully shook any wrinkles out, and draped it over her arm. She walked up the steps and started to unlock the front door, but something was wrong. The door was standing ajar, and there was a big gouge mark in the wood beside the lock.

 

 






  








CHAPTER 6





 

Jennifer pushed the door open and ran into the house. It never occurred to her that she should be cautious; she was angry that someone had done this to her. She dropped her purse on the table in the entryway and let the dress slither off her arm on top of it. She didn't notice that the dress fell to the floor as she ran down the hall and into the den.

The den was a mess. Drawers and cabinet doors had been pulled open and their contents strewn on the floor. Pillows had been thrown off the couch and chairs and over by the bar she saw a liquor bottle smashed on the floor, its contents having soaked into the corner of the area rug.

The violence of the destruction began to frighten her. She ran to the dining room but saw nothing out of place. The kitchen and living room looked fine, too. Then she thought about her husband's office.

Charles' desk had been thoroughly ransacked; drawers had been turned upside down to dump their contents, the empty drawers dropped on the floor beside the desk. Papers were everywhere. She walked through the mess to get a closer look, but knew the cash would be gone. "So much for the trap!" she thought. She was really scared now.

She made a brief tour of the rest of the downstairs, but saw nothing missing. Her heart was beating so hard she barely had the breath to climb the stairs but she pushed herself to do it.

Sure enough, the master bedroom looked like a tornado had hit it. Clothing was hanging out of open drawers, stuff had been swept off dresser and tables to litter the floor, and the mattress had been pushed partly off the bed. She snatched up her jewelry box, but it was empty. Likewise the big jewelry armoire next to the dresser. "Oh, God!" she said. "It's all gone."

She looked around in dismay and suddenly realized the nightstand drawer was still closed. She opened it and picked up a couple pair of earrings, a ring, and a diamond bracelet. She was bad about forgetting to take her jewelry off until she climbed into bed, and often put it in the drawer instead of getting back up. She slipped the items into her pocket.

As the toll began to sink in she felt sick, and her head was killing her. She walked into the bathroom to get an aspirin and saw it was a mess, too. The medicine cabinet door was wide open and there were bottles everywhere. She spied the aspirin, then suddenly remembered she wasn't supposed to touch anything. "I guess I need to call the police," she said. Then the somewhat disjointed thought, "There should be some aspirin downstairs."

She headed for the stairs, then realized she should check the rest of the top floor. The guest rooms were undisturbed, as was the bathroom down the hall. Justin's door was open and she peeked in. The kid got snotty about her going in his room, and it was such a pit she didn't want to anyway. Even from the doorway she could see it had been trashed too.

Jennifer walked downstairs in something of a daze. She felt violated, her supposedly-safe home invaded. Not only was her jewelry gone, but some pervert had dug through her undies searching for more. She'd have to wash it all, and even then she wasn't sure she'd feel right about wearing it again. She shivered just thinking about it.

She found a bottle of aspirin in the downstairs bath and took it into the kitchen to get a glass of water. She paused a moment to psych herself up to play the role of terrified female, then dialed 911. As she began her report she realized she wasn't playing a part, she really was scared and upset. The 911 operator wanted to know if she was in the house and suggested she should get out. He assured her the police were on their way and offered to stay on the line, but Jennifer told him she'd be OK and hung up.

Next she called Cindy, still in something of a panic. She'd be glad when Cindy got there; she didn't want to be alone and would need help straightening up. Jennifer got a diet soda from the fridge; she felt a little faint and wished for once that she could have a real soda, she needed the sugar. Though she wasn't much of a drinker, she thought she might just have a drink to calm her nerves after the police left.

She wasn't quite sure what to do next. It was tempting to begin putting the house back in order, but she knew better. On the other hand, she didn't want to see the mess again and be reminded that this wasn't just a bad dream. She paced around the kitchen for a few minutes. It occurred to her that she should let Charles know what had happened, but she wasn't looking forward to that. He'd be pissed, and probably act like it was her fault. She was sure she'd set the security alarm before she left. She started to dial his office, then remembered the big meeting and called his cell. Thankfully she got voice-mail and left a message without having to speak to him.

Jennifer decided she ought to go wait outside, but even as she stepped onto the porch she saw the police car pulling up to the curb. At least he wasn't using the lights and siren. A short chubby man with curly dark hair got out of the car and came up to her.

"Officer Sam Barclay, Ma'am," he said by way of introduction. "You're Mrs. Greene?"

"Yes, I am," Jennifer said a bit breathlessly. "Oh, it's horrible! The whole house has been torn apart!"

"You reported a burglary." It was not a question. "Are you sure the burglar is gone, apparently you've been inside the home."

"Yes," Jennifer said in answer to both statements. "I just got home and the door was open a little and, you know, I wondered why so I went on in. I saw the den first, but then went all through the house - I never thought he might still be there."

Officer Barclay inspected the front door and then they both went inside. He noticed the security keypad by the door and noted that the system was off. Though she swore she'd set it before leaving, his demeanor made it clear he was skeptical. She took him on a quick tour of the house so he could see the damage.

He suggested they talk in the dining room. He could see that she needed to sit down, and hopefully it would be a calming spot since it hadn't been disturbed. He wondered about that when they went into the room, as it didn't look very comfortable to him. The cream walls and gold carpet somehow looked cool and sterile. The furniture was made from some kind of blond wood, and had very simple square lines. Abstract paintings in cool colors on the walls didn't warm it up any, either.

Office Barclay called the forensics crew to come take fingerprints and any other evidence. Jennifer told him she'd been shopping with a friend, when she'd left the friend's house and returned here. He asked if any other family members would have been home and she told him her husband rarely came home during the day and Justin was at school.

"Do you keep anything of value in the home?" the officer asked. "Anything that someone might have known about?"

"We have, I don't know, the usual stuff I guess. Nothing specially, like, important," she said.

"It doesn't have to be unusual to be worth stealing," he replied a little sarcastically. For instance, do you have silver in the buffet over there?"

Jennifer said, "Oh!" and jumped up to pull open a drawer. "Yes, the silver's still here," she said. "But my jewelry's all gone upstairs."

Officer Barclay wrote that down. "Is there anything else missing that you know of?" he asked.

"Well, my husband often keeps cash in his desk drawer, you know, the one in his office. The drawers were all dumped, he must've taken it." She replied.

"How much was there, do you know?"

"No, Charles never said. He, you know, likes to keep some money around just in case. He always gives me spending-money when I ask, he doesn't like me messing around in his office." Jennifer gave the cop her best smile to cover the fact that her last statement might have sounded a little suspicious.

"So you wouldn't know if anything else was missing from the office then?" he asked.

Jennifer thought for a minute. "Well, there were the coins. He showed them to me once when we were dating. We've only been married just over a year," she said.

"A coin collection?" he inquired. "Did he say it was valuable?" He started to ask for more details, but decided she probably didn't know. Clearly she was the second wife, and the husband hadn't exactly married her for her brains.

"I don't know," she replied a little petulantly. "It was all, like, in little plastic pockets in a big box. Didn't look very interesting to me."

Officer Barclay wrote that down, too. "Did you have any prescription medications in the upstairs bathroom, Mrs. Greene?" he asked.

"Um, yeah, you know, some pain meds and muscle relaxers and stuff," she said.

"I'll need you to call your pharmacy and get a list," he said as he added that to his notes. "And if you discover anything else missing, let me know."

"Um, OK, sure," she said. "I mean, the TV and stereo and stuff are all here, they're worth money, why wouldn't a thief take them too?

"Right now it looks like they went for the easy stuff. Small items that are easy to carry and yet still worth a lot of money. Cash of course; but the jewelry, coin collection, and drugs are all easy to fence. I know it sounds corny, but he could easily have carried it all out of here in a pillow case."

At that moment they both heard someone calling out from the front door.

"Oh, that's my friend," Jennifer said. "Come on in Cindy, we're in the dining room. Don't go in the den, it's scary!"

Cindy walked into the room and went straight to Jennifer to give her a quick hug before taking a seat herself.

"Officer, um, Barkley?" Jennifer suddenly realized she wasn't sure of his name. "This is Cindy Stone. She's the one I told you about, I mean, that I was shopping with all day. I called her after I called you, I mean, 911."

"It's Barclay. Sam Barclay." He shook Cindy's hand across the table. "You were with Mrs. Greene all morning?" he queried.

"Yes, sir," Cindy replied. "She had to buy a new dress for tonight and we spent the day shopping. She took me home about 2:30 and left. She called all in a panic just before three; I was just leaving for work then." Cindy thought through her statement for a moment. "I had to come," she added.

"Of course," said Officer Barclay kindly. "I know this is all very upsetting."

They heard a man's voice from the front door. "Hello? The CSI gang is here! Where's the crime scene?"

Sam Barclay stood up and went to talk with them. As soon as he was gone Jennifer and Cindy shared another, longer, hug.

"Gosh, Jen, how horrible!" Cindy exclaimed. "What was taken?"

"You can't imagine how shocked I was," Jennifer replied. "My jewelry's gone, and some pills in the bathroom, and the money in Charles' desk. I haven't had a chance to see if anything else is gone, I mean, I had to call the cops as soon as I saw the place. The electronics are all here, the officer says he was after the little stuff, you know, that he could put in his pocket."

Jennifer glanced quickly at the doorway through which she could hear the cop talking to the forensics crew. She reached into her pocket and handed the few pieces of jewelry to Cindy. "Here. He missed these, they were in the nightstand. Put 'em in your purse and we can sell them later," she said in a whisper.

Cindy looked a little nervous, but did as she was told.

In a slightly too-loud voice Jennifer asked, "Would you like a soda?"

They went to the kitchen and sat at the breakfast table to continue discussing what might be gone and who might have done it. They could see the forensics team moving through the den, and hear some of them walking around upstairs.

After some time Officer Barclay poked his head into the kitchen and asked, "Did your husband own a gun, Mrs. Greene?"

"A gun?" Jennifer asked like she'd never heard of such a thing. "Oh, um, yeah, I think so."

"We've found a box of shells in his office, but no gun. Did he usually keep it there?" He moved further into the kitchen so he didn't have to yell.

Jennifer knew very well that Charles had kept a gun in the drawer, but didn't want to appear to know too much about his desk. "I don't really know, I guess so. I mean, if you found bullets there he must've kept the gun there too."

"Do you know what kind of gun it was?" he asked.

"A little one, I think. It had one of those round things on it, that's all I remember. I really don't, you know, know anything about guns. They scare me."

"A revolver, then," the policeman confirmed. "The shells are for a .38. Did he have a license for it?"

"I guess," Jennifer shrugged.

"We'll check on that," he said. "Well, we're done now. If we have any more questions I'll give you a call. Oh, and please have your husband check to see if there's anything else missing. You can start cleaning up now, we've got all we need." He looked at the two women huddled 'round the little breakfast table and smiled in a kindly way. "And Mrs. Greene, I'm really sorry this happened. Be sure to set the alarm after we've left. Goodbye, now."

"Goodbye, Officer. Thank you," Jennifer said. She walked him to the front door and saw the forensic team packing their van. She stood there waving to them as they drove off, a rather forlorn figure. When she could no longer see their cars she shut the door and very deliberately punched the 'on' button on the security key-pad.

Jennifer walked back to the kitchen to see Cindy pouring two glasses of wine.

"Here Sweetie," Cindy said. "You look like you need it."

Jennifer took the glass from Cindy and took a big sip. Her hand shook as she held the glass. "Thanks, Love. I need something! And that jerk ripped off all the Xanax too, so this will have to do."

Cindy said, "Well, I guess we should get started cleaning up. You want to do the bedroom first?" Cindy was the practical one.

Jennifer sighed and said, "Definitely. You go get the laundry basket, the creep went through my underwear drawer. Yuck! I'll go get started." She grabbed the wine bottle and walked out calling over her shoulder, "Meet you up there."

* * * *

"Liar! You did not," Zack growled. "You're just jealous 'cause of Carrie."

"Did so!" Justin shot back. "Ask her yourself, she'll tell you."

"So, did you get any?" was Zack's next question. "If you did, you better go to the free clinic! Heh, heh."

"Nah, Man, we just went to lunch." Justin tried to sound casual as he added, "But who knows what might happen later…"

They were in Zack's car on the way to Justin's house. Zack was over his earlier arrogance, and eager to get the dope deal made so he could get high. Justin seemed more interested in telling how he'd run into Tina and gone to lunch with her. "He must be desperate," Zack thought, "to go out with that skank."

"Would you forget about nookie for one minute, Dude?" Zack said a bit irritably. We gotta get to your place so you can get the money, we don't wanna be late for this deal. This guy gets nervous if he thinks you're not coming through."

"Well, maybe we shouldn't do it then," Justin said a little hesitantly. "I know some other guys, we'll go see one of them tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?" Zack asked in a panic.

"Yeah, Man. It's not like I'm out or anything, there's a few joints left," Zack replied. "I'm hungry, let's stop for some ice cream or something first."

"Dude, we can go get ice cream after we smoke. I wanna get this taken care of. Thought you did, too."

"Oh now you're in a hurry!" Justin said sharply. "If we'd done this at lunch like you said we would we'd be on our way to score right now. It's not my fault. And who's getting the money, anyway?" He was glaring at Zack.

"OK, OK," Zack said in an attempt to calm Justin down. "So I'm driving and you're paying. It works."

Zack whizzed around the bend in the street, pulled up to the curb in front of Justin's house and shut the engine off. "Looks like you've got company," he said.

Justin stopped glaring at Zack and whipped his head around in surprise to look at the house. It seemed to take him a moment to recognize the cars in the driveway. "Um, hey, it's just the step-bitch's Merc, and the old Chevy belongs to that mouse that's always hanging around with her," he said with some relief. "You scared me for a sec, Dude. Thought my old man was here. That would've made it tough to get the money."

As they got out of the car Zack looked across its roof and taunted, "You don't have the balls to steal it when he's there."

"Do too," Justin retorted.

"Do not," Zack said, and shoved Justin.

"Cut it out!" Justin yelled.

"Whassa matter, you a sissy? Want me to push you again?" Zack threatened. "You act like you don't wanna do this."

"Just leave me alone, Man," Justin said sullenly. "Let's get this done and get outta here." Justin unlocked the door and they stepped inside.

Jennifer ran halfway down the stairs and screeched, "Turn off the alarm!"

The boys started at her sudden appearance and furious demand. Justin backpedaled and stared at the keypad in confusion.

Jennifer moved down a few more steps and yelled again. "Turn it off, you little brat. Don't just stand there!"

Justin punched in the code and turned to glare at her. "What's your problem? Why's the alarm on anyway if you're home?"

Zack walked to the bottom of the staircase; he could see Jennifer's face looked drawn and she was wringing her hands. "Are you OK, Mrs. Greene?" he asked.

Jennifer descended to stand with the boys. "I'm sorry Justin," she said, and sounded like she actually meant it. "It's just that - I mean, we've been robbed!"

Justin stared at her. "Robbed?" he repeated without inflection.

"The house was, like, broken into," she sobbed. "It was terrible! I came home and there was stuff thrown everywhere. He took all my jewelry! The place is a mess, Cindy's here to help me clean it up."

"Oh my God," Zack replied. "Did you call the cops?"

"Your jewelry's all you can ever think about," Justin said sarcastically. "What else did he take?"

"Some stuff out of your dad's office. It's so hard to tell right now. I mean, it's a mess, the den's trashed - and he went through your room, too." Jennifer's eyes suddenly took on a mean look. "You'd better go see if you're missing anything important. The cops looked in there, too."

Justin and Zack looked at each other, obviously somewhat nervous.

Justin said, "Wow! Let's go check it out, Man." He turned on his heel and headed for the office. "Dad's gonna be pissed," he said worriedly.

The three of them inspected the damage in the office, and then the den. They went upstairs and the boys peeked into the master bedroom, but it was pretty much back in order. Cindy paused in the middle of making the bed to wave to them, and Jennifer shooed the boys off to Justin's room with a snotty remark about what the cops might have found in there.

Justin shut the door and sank down on his bed. He surveyed his room and said, "What a mess! Wouldn't surprise me if the bitch came in here and tore it up herself, and blamed it on the thief."

Zack had walked straight to the back wall and stood looking at the return vent grille at the bottom of the wall. Both boys could clearly see through the louvers; there was a baggie containing two joints. "Do you think she knows?" Zack asked as he moved the cover aside and pulled the baggie out. "Or is she just guessing?"

"Who cares?" Justin said disdainfully. "The cops didn't find it, that's all that matters."

"Maybe it's like her and her girlfriend," Zack said thoughtfully. "We know, but we don't know, if you know what I mean."

"Yeah, well, it's a Mexican standoff. She won't rat on me because I'll just tell Dad her dirty little secret. Personally I think it serves Dad right that she's cheating on him so I'm not about to clue him in."

"Yeah," Zack agreed. "But Dude, what about the money? You saw your dad's office. No matter what the guy was after he would've taken the money too. We are so screwed!"

Justin thought for a minute and then grinned. "No we aren't! Dad's got a secret hidey-hole he thinks I don't know about," he said. "You go talk to the girls, keep 'em busy. I'll slip down to the office and get the cash. Then we're outta here."

The plan worked like a charm. Zack was still chatting with Jennifer and Cindy when Justin yelled up from the bottom of the stairs that he was ready to go. Everyone was glad they'd left.

Gracie parked her bike in the rack on campus and locked it down. She often visited Bill at the lab on Tuesdays, they could talk without being interrupted by his students. They chatted about environmental issues while he conducted his experiments. He was always so afraid someone would steal his work, but she didn't know enough about what he was doing to be a threat, and besides, she was his friend. She'd just been there last week, but wanted to ask him about that conversation she'd overheard at the party.

She walked to a side door in the chemistry building, she knew a shortcut to the lab. When she got there she pounded on the door and yelled, "Bill! It's me, Gracie!"

She got no response, so she knocked again. "Bill? Are you in there? Yell if you're busy, I can wait."

She heard nothing. She tried the door but, as expected, it was locked. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket to check the time - not quite 4:00 PM.

"He's supposed to be there," she said aloud to herself. "Maybe he knocked off early today. Might's well go on home."

Gracie took the long way out, intending to ask Rita if she knew where Bill was. But as she approached the information counter she saw Rita was busy talking to a student and decided not to interrupt.

"I'm Jesse Conover," the young man was saying as Gracie walked by. "I saw him last week and told him I'd come back."

"I'm sorry sir, but the professor is unavailable at the moment," Rita said smoothly. "You'll have to come back tomorrow." She was very good at her job.

Gracie turned her head towards them on hearing the name, odd to hear it when she'd been looking for Bill. The guy glanced over his shoulder at the passing students as he seemed to wonder what to do next. He was medium height and a little thick; with a plain face and sandy brown hair. He reminded Gracie of someone, but she couldn't think who. Maybe she'd seen him around the building before; she didn't pay much attention to the guys, none of them would be interested in a high school girl. She walked on out and biked home.

Gracie checked the answering machine when she got home. Shawna had told her she might be able to take her to the car lot this evening, and she was excited about it. There was indeed a message - but not from Shawna.

"Gracie? This is Jennifer. I, um, thought you should know. I wouldn't, like, talk to your dad about the car for a few days. We got broken into this morning, some stuff was taken. He's not going to be in a good mood for awhile. He's not home yet, but I left him a message. So, you know, don't bug him about it for awhile. Um, Bye."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 7




 

"What time is it, Love?" Jennifer asked. "Seems like we've been working for hours." In spite of having drunk most of the bottle of wine Jennifer was surprised she wasn't tipsy. Apparently she'd needed it to calm herself down.

The den looked better now simply because the cushions were back in place on the furniture. It was a big rectangular room with a yellow spruce floor and wallpaper with subtle rippled stripes in yellow and white. The furniture all stood on chrome legs and was covered in yellow, orange, or brown leather. The chrome and glass coffee and occasional tables echoed the rectilinear theme. In one corner a large mirror was surrounded by glass shelves full of liquor bottles and glassware, with a white marble-topped bar in front. The opposite corner was taken up by a large plasma screen TV and stereo system. The wall next to the television was completely covered by bookshelves above pine cabinets topped with sunshine-yellow cushions to make a bench seat.

Cindy looked up at the clock from where she sat on the floor putting old magazines and games back in the cabinets. "It's just now 5:00," she said. "It does seem like it should be later."

Jennifer had a bucket of water and a sponge, she was trying to soak the Scotch out of the tan area rug. "At least he could've smashed the vodka," she muttered. "It wouldn't stain so badly." She paused in her efforts to look at Cindy.

"I wonder where Charles is?" she asked. "I mean, he said he'd be home early and I, like, left him a message. You'd think he'd want to come see what was stolen."

"Maybe his 'big deal' went south, and he's drowning his sorrows," suggested Cindy.

"Oh, God, don't say that!" Jennifer replied with some heat. "That's all I need. I'm hoping he made the sale and will be in such a good mood that he'll just blow this off." She thought for a minute, then asked, "Do you remember what time he said the meeting was?"

Cindy shut one set of doors and scooted over to the next pair. "Do you really need to keep all this stuff? I thought he said 2:00. How long could it take?"

Just then the doorbell rang. Jennifer stood up and grabbed a towel to dry her hands, inspecting her nails in the process. "I've ruined my manicure," she complained. The bell chimed again and she went to answer it.

There was a nice-looking middle-aged man in a brown suit standing on the porch. "Mrs. Charles Greene?" he asked. He held out an official-looking badge and said, "I'm Lieutenant Kenneth Freeman, may I come in and talk to you please?" Lieutenant Freeman was about average height, with slightly graying brown hair cut just a little longer than what used to be considered the department standard, as if he hadn't quite gotten out of that habit. He had soft brown eyes and the beginnings of a padded middle.

Jennifer said, "Of course, Officer. Please come in." She stepped aside to let him in, and shut the door behind him. "You're here about the robbery. We're still cleaning up, I mean, the other officer said it was OK. My, um, husband hasn't come home yet if you're, like, here to talk to him. He should've been here by now."

"Robbery?" Lieutenant Freeman asked in surprise. "There's been a robbery here today?"

Jennifer looked thoroughly confused. "Yes," she said firmly. "Someone broke in while I was out shopping." She began to get a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. "Isn't that why you're here? To, like, follow up from Officer Barker?"

Cindy walked in at that point and said automatically, "It was 'Barclay', Jen." She turned to the policeman and said, "I'm Cindy Stone, a friend of Jennifer's. She called me when she got home and found it had been burgled." She paused a moment, looking shrewdly at Lieutenant Freeman. "There's something wrong, isn't there?"

The lieutenant looked down the hall trying to see the layout of the house. "Is there somewhere we can sit, Mrs. Greene?"

Jennifer's face had turned white, and Cindy put her arm around her friend's shoulders. "Let's go to the dining room, we can talk in there." She guided Jennifer and Lieutenant Freeman followed.

Ken Freeman looked at the two frightened faces across the dining room table and thought that this was the absolute worst part of his job. There was no way to soften the blow, and he always felt the consummate stranger when he had to deliver the message.

"Mrs. Greene," he began. "I'm very sorry to tell you this, but your husband is dead."

"Oh God, NO," she wailed. "Charles? It can't be true!" She'd been sitting with her arms on the table and now dropped her head onto them, sobbing loudly.

Cindy looked equally shocked. "Oh my God," she said rather quietly. "I guess you're sure or you wouldn't be here. What happened, was it a car wreck?" She was patting Jennifer gently on the back, trying to let her know she wasn't alone.

"No, Ma'am. There's no easy way to say this, but it appears to be murder," the lieutenant said.

Jennifer sat bolt upright and shrieked, "Murder?" Tears were running down her face, her mascara running down her cheeks.

Ken thought to himself that she was being a little obviously melodramatic. Most people went into shock and the tears came later. He was cynical enough to think that since she was much younger than her husband she was probably more attached to his money than to him. She certainly looked like a gold-digger. Then again, if she'd come home to find she'd been robbed she would already be quite emotional. Could there be a connection? He allowed himself his opinions, but wouldn't let them interfere with the facts.

"I'm afraid so, Ma'am," he said. "He was found shot to death outside the gates of the Bixby mansion this afternoon."

"Shot!" Cindy said. "He had an appointment with Mr. Bixby this afternoon at 2:00. We were just saying that he should've been home by now." She was quiet for a minute before saying, "Now we know why he wasn't."

Jennifer had returned her head to her arms and was crying again.

"Yes, Ma'am," Ken said. "We know about the meeting, it was Bixby's staff that found the body and called us. I know this is a bad time, Mrs. Greene. But did your husband have any enemies? Anyone that might've wanted to kill him?"

Jennifer sat up and sniffled, tried to compose herself. "My husband was a generous and friendly man," she said. "He made a lot of money, I suppose there are people who thought, I mean, he might've done some things they didn't like. He liked to flaunt his money, maybe it, like, made someone mad."

Tears started running down her face again. "Please excuse me, Officer," she said in a shaky voice. "I need to go get a tissue." She got up and left the room.

"Ms. Stone, did you know Mr. Greene?" Ken asked. "Can you think of anyone who might've wanted to kill him?"

Cindy pondered the question for a minute. "Yes Sir, I knew him. Jen's my best friend, I was over here quite a lot. Jen wouldn't say it, but Charles wasn't really a nice man. He thought of himself that way, but the only person he really cared about was himself. He could be very generous, that's true - but he only did it to show off or so he'd get some favor down the line."

"He cheated on Jen," she continued. "And his first wife, that's why she divorced him. He drinks quite a bit, too. I don't know it for a fact, but I wouldn't be surprised if he cheated anyone else if he had the chance, especially if there was money involved. He certainly lied to Jen, he probably lies to others, too." She smiled a little cynically. "I think that goes with the territory of selling insurance, don't you? Anything to make the sale."

Ken agreed that salesmen did have that reputation. "Sounds like there are a lot of possibilities. Do you know of anyone in particular?" he asked.

"No," Cindy replied. "I don't think Charles much liked me, so I didn't hang around when he got home. I don't know anything about his professional life, I'm afraid I can't help you there."

Jennifer came back in, her eyes dry and makeup repaired. "I'm sorry, Officer," she said sweetly. "I'll try to answer your questions now. She sat down demurely.

"I was asking if your husband had any enemies that you knew of," he said.

"Charles? No," she replied. "Of course I don't know about work, but, like, he seemed to get along with everyone. Well, George, the, um, guy next door, he always complained about the noise when we, like, had a party." Jennifer smiled brightly. "We always invited him, but I guess he's just a party pooper."

"So, tell me about the break-in," Ken said.

"Well, there's not much to tell," Jennifer replied. "I mean, I came home and the house was all torn up and all my jewelry was gone."

"What time did you come home?" he asked.

"It was 2:45," she said. "I remember looking at the clock in the car when I got here, because I had a lot of stuff to do." She started crying softly again. "We were supposed to celebrate his big sale tonight. Oh, I don't even know if he made the sale or not!"

"Yes, Ma'am," Ken said. "Mr. Bixby signed the contract and your husband left at 3:00. A staff member noticed his car was still in the driveway around 4:00, went to check on it and found the body." He paused a moment, then said as diplomatically as he could, "I have to ask this, Mrs. Greene. Is there anyone who can verify what time you got home this afternoon?"

Jennifer looked indignant. "Of course there is!" she exclaimed rather heatedly. "I called the police as soon as I got here, and then I called Cindy because I couldn't, like, deal with it all by myself. Oh, I called Charles too; only I got his voice mail and left a message. You can check my phone records!"

In a calm voice Cindy said, "Jen, Dear, you told me you'd gone through the house before you called the police."

"Oh, yeah," she said. "Yes, I'm sorry, I'm just so upset. Yes, I walked through the whole house, in a kind of, like, shock first. Then I came straight downstairs and called the police, and then Cindy and Charles."

Ken was inclined to let that little detail go. It was natural enough that a person would want to see the extent of the invasion - and clearly this one was quite concerned about her jewelry. He wondered how much it was worth, probably quite a lot in this neighborhood. And what else was missing?

"She called me just before 3:00," Cindy said. "I was running a little late for work or I'd have been gone already. We'd been shopping all morning and she'd dropped me off around 2:30." Cindy's manner was factual without sounding cold.

Cindy smiled a little ironically. "But I'm afraid you just have our word, Lieutenant. Unless maybe some of the neighbors saw us. Jen did buy a dress, I'm sure she's got the receipt in her purse; but we found it first thing out so it doesn't prove much. We were having fun so we just kept on shopping."

Ken said, "It'll be easy enough to check with the officer that investigated the burglary, but I can't see how you could possibly have a better alibi than talking to the cops at the time of the murder!" He made a pained face, having realized how bad that sounded. "I apologize, ladies. That was out of line."

"It was an Officer Broccoli," Jennifer said eagerly.

Ken automatically looked at Cindy for confirmation. He'd already figured out that Jennifer was either very distressed (quite possibly the explanation under the circumstances), or not very good with names.

Cindy smiled kindly. "Officer Barclay," she said. "But I'm afraid I don't remember his first name."

"I'll find him," Ken said. "Did you and your husband live here alone?"

"No," Jennifer said in a slightly irritated voice. "Justin lives here, too. Um, he's Charles' son, like, from his first marriage. He's, um, eighteen, he's still in high school."

"No love lost there!" Ken thought to himself. "Where is Justin now?" he asked.

"Oh, um, he and his friend went out somewhere." Jennifer's voice was much nicer now, she didn't want to give the cop the idea that she didn't like Justin - even if she didn't! "They came home earlier and I told 'em about the break-in, and they left again. I think they were just, you know, trying to avoid having to do any work." She smiled as if to say 'you know how boys are.'

Ken did, he had two boys of his own. He asked, "Did your husband have any other children? You mentioned an ex-wife…"

"Yeah, um, two other kids," Jennifer replied, looking like she'd had trouble doing the math. "Clarke is twenty-one, he's away at college. Gracie is sixteen, she lives with her mother, Clarissa, you know, his first wife. And, um, he's got a sister, too."

Ken said, "You'll want to give them the bad news. And I need to check into the robbery, there might be a connection." He thought for a minute and then said, "I'd really like to talk to the family tonight. Could you possibly ask them to come over this evening, say in an hour or so?"

Jennifer looked like the task was beyond her capabilities, but Cindy immediately said, "Of course, Lieutenant." She looked at the clock and back to the policeman. "How about 6:30? They'll all be here."

"That'll be fine, Ms. Stone," Ken said and got up to leave. "Mrs. Greene, I am truly sorry for your loss." Even though he meant it, it sounded stilted to his ears.

Jennifer muttered her thanks but made no effort to stand. Cindy was the one who escorted him to the door.

 






  








CHAPTER 8




 

At 6:30 PM the Greene home once again hosted the people who had been there at Saturday's party. Except for Clarke (Clarissa had called him with the news, but urged him to stay at school for the time being) and of course, Charles. Even Justin and Zack had showed back up. This time the guests were somber and nervous, no one quite knew what to say.

Clarissa had stopped on her way over to pick up a selection of sandwiches, and she and Gracie were arranging them on the dining room table when Jeanine walked in.

Jeanine snagged a sandwich, stuffed half of it in her mouth, and tried to talk and chew at the same time. "Jeez, I'm starved. Payday's not 'til Thursday, I didn't get any lunch. Can't believe the frickin' cops want us here at dinner time."

With just the slightest trace of sarcasm Clarissa said, "That's exactly why I brought the sandwiches. Poor Jennifer isn't thinking about food, but I thought this way we could eat if we felt like it. Be a dear, Jeanine, and find the big coffee maker, I'm afraid this will be a long evening."

Susan Holloway poked her head through the door as Jeanine left the room. "Hey, Clarissa. How are you holding up? Have you seen Jennifer? I wanted to give her my condolences."

Clarissa paused in her artful arrangement of sandwiches. "I'm fine, Susan," she said. "Though I'm sure we're all pretty upset tonight. I think the widow is still upstairs, probably trying to figure out how to accessorize her little black dress without any jewelry. I'm sorry, that was tactless of me!"

Susan grinned to show she agreed, regardless of the issue of tact.

Jeanine pushed past Susan and headed for the sandwiches again. "Coffee pot's on the counter," she informed them. "Is that ham or chicken?"

Susan and Clarissa looked at each other and shook their heads at Jeanine's laziness, while Jeanine picked up two sandwiches and took a bite of each.

"I'll go make the coffee," Susan volunteered. "Why don't you come help me, Gracie?"

"Bring me some ice when you're done," demanded Jeanine. "I need a drink!"

In the kitchen Susan put her arm around Gracie's shoulders. "How you doin', kiddo?" she asked as she gave Gracie a quick hug. "Are you OK?"

Gracie threw her arms around Susan's waist and hugged her fiercely for a moment, then stepped back in embarrassment. "I don't know, Susan," she said forlornly. "I still can't believe it's true. It would be bad enough if he'd had a heart attack or something, but murder? I know Dad wasn't very sensitive of other people's feelings, but…"

"But he was your father, and you loved him," Susan said quietly. "Warts and all, as the saying goes. And he loved you, too; even if he wasn't very good at showing it. You just remember that, no matter what happens. You've seen enough movies to know that we're going to hear a lot of horrible accusations, but that doesn't mean they're all true. The police will get to the bottom of this and find the person who killed him."

"I know they will," Gracie said listlessly.

"Justice will be done," intoned Susan. "But your father's still gone, and you'll miss him forever. You need to grieve, Honey, and don't worry about what happened. If you need to talk, just give me a call."

"Thanks, Susan," Gracie said. "If you don't mind, I'd like to go outside for a little bit and be by myself."

"Sure, you go ahead. I'll get the coffee made and get your aunt a drink, maybe that'll quieten her down a bit."

Gracie slipped out the front door and sat down on the porch steps. She felt like she was ten years old again, and didn't understand what all the grown-ups were talking about. They all said nice things about her dad, even when she knew he hadn't treated them very well much of the time. She remembered their conversation about the car, and felt terrible about asking for the Lexus. Then she remembered how irritated she'd been that he didn't take her concern for the environment seriously and felt mad all over again.

She shook her head, trying to banish her confusion. She got up and began walking around the front yard, trying to enjoy the peace and quiet and not think. The lush landscape provided a restful background and for once she enjoyed its beauty instead of bemoaning the fertilizer and pesticides. After all, her father might have wanted the yard to look good as a reflection of his good taste, but it meant he did enjoy beauty too.

Gracie strolled around the driveway and began amusing herself by thinking how all the cars reflected their owners. She supposed Jennifer's flashy new Mercedes was in the garage, but there was Cindy's old Chevy; it was faded and a bit battered, but reliable. Mom's Escalade still seemed wrong to her (classy but too extravagant), but Clay's red truck fit him to a 'T' - comfortable and hard-working, but still looking shiny and pretty.

She walked by Bill's Taurus. It was at least ten years old, the dark blue paint faded, but scrupulously clean inside and out and somehow proud of itself for continuing to perform its duties. Bill's bike was clamped to the roof rack, and she reached up to remove a small evergreen branch that had been stuck in the tag bracket. Bill must've missed it when he'd loaded the bike.

Next was Aunt Jeanine's piece of shit. She smiled to think how her mother would glare at her for using that crude phrase - and then laughingly admit that it was the perfect description. The Toyota was only a few years old, but looked like it was ready for the scrap heap; the silver paint was peeling in spots, there were several good-sized dents in the body, and the left-rear window was covered in plastic because it wouldn't roll up anymore. It was anyone's guess whether it would start tonight when Jeanine left.

An unfamiliar car pulled up to the curb, and a man got out and walked toward the house.

"Hello," Gracie said to him. "You must be Lieutenant Freeman. I'm Gracie Greene."

He shook her hand and told her, "Pleased to meet you, Miss Greene. I'm sorry about your father, I know it must be a shock."

"Thank you," Gracie said. "Well, everyone's here, I know you want to talk to us all, so please come in."

"You can stay out here if you like, Miss Greene," Ken said. "This kind of thing gets pretty emotional and ugly, and I'm sure you're upset enough as it is."

Suddenly Gracie was tired of feeling like a child, not being taken seriously. "But Lieutenant, what if I'm the murderer?" she asked impishly. "Or what if I've accidentally run across some little piece of information that will break the case?"

Ken laughed whole-heartedly and delightedly. He liked this young woman, she was smart, and he could understand that she didn't want to feel left out. "Then, Miss Greene, let's go into the lion's den - but don't say I didn't warn you!"

Gracie led the lieutenant into the den, which was still in quite a bit of disarray. People were milling about and talking in low voices. Justin and Zack were sitting at the bar, and immediately slunk out upon the arrival of the cop. Jennifer and Cindy were still not in evidence.

Clarissa took control of the situation. She introduced herself to Lieutenant Freeman and offered to retrieve the widow. She turned to the room in general and said, "May I have your attention please? This is Lieutenant Freeman, he's the detective investigating Charles' death. I'm sure he will tell us what he knows to date, and then will have a lot of questions for us all. I'm going to go get Jennifer, so this would be a good time to get a sandwich if you haven't already. Then we can get started.

She turned to Ken and said, "Lieutenant, I imagine you've been quite busy this afternoon, so please help yourself to a sandwich and coffee if you'd like."

Everybody began finding a place to sit, but Gracie decided it would be a good idea to get something to eat. She didn't want to miss any of the discussion; somehow it seemed to make her feel less powerless to think that she might really be able to help in the investigation, her earlier comment to Lieutenant Freeman having given her the idea.

As Gracie walked in Aunt Jeanine was just leaving the dining room, carrying a plate heaped with sandwiches. "Damned impertinent little snots," Jeanine said to no one in particular.

Justin and Zack were standing by the table making juvenile jokes about being arrested. Gracie began loading her plate and tried to ignore them, but it was only a matter of moments before the laws of sibling survival required her to harass them unmercifully.

"You guys must be shaking in your boots with a cop in the house," she said knowingly. "What if he wants to look around and finds your stash?"

"What stash?" Justin sneered. "I don't know what you're talking about!" He did his best to give her an innocent look.

"Oh come on, Justin," she replied with exasperation. "You may have Mom fooled, but I know you smoke pot. Everybody at school knows, it's obvious the way you act."

"Just because I'm not a goody two-shoes like you, it doesn't mean I smoke pot," Justin retorted.

Gracie said, "Whatever," and started to walk away. Then something occurred to her and she whirled around to face them once again.

"Ooh, I get it!" she said excitedly. "I bet the burglar found your joints in their little hidey-hole and took them, along with our dear step-mother's jewelry. So I guess you're safe for the time being."

Justin and Zack exchanged looks of surprise.

"And what hidey-hole would that be?" Justin asked. The façade of innocence was slipping, badly.

"The A/C vent of course," said Gracie smugly. "I used to live here, remember? It's just like a couple of pot-heads to use the oldest hiding place in the book! Probably took him all of two seconds to find it."

Gracie could almost see the thoughts work their torturous way through Justin's mind. She knew about the pot but apparently hadn't snitched for some reason. Maybe she'd been saving it for the right time - or maybe she just didn't care. Either way, it would do no good to continue to pretend.

"Well, for your information the burglar didn't find it!" Justin declared in a cocky voice. He stuck his tongue out at her, making a rude noise. "But now that you've kindly told me that you know about it, I guess I'll have to find another place to keep it."

"Like I care," Gracie retorted.

Ken walked into the dining room, surveyed the scene, and asked, "Am I interrupting? I haven't had dinner yet, your mother said it would be OK."

Justin and Zack slipped out of the room without a word. Gracie told Ken to help himself and followed the boys out, admonishing them to go to the den with everyone else instead of sneaking off to Justin's room. She sat on the couch next to Bill.

"Gracie, I'm so sorry this had to happen," Bill said. "I know you don't understand, and you're upset. If you need to talk, just let me know."

"Thanks, Bill, I appreciate that," she told him. "I stopped by the lab to see you after school today but you weren't there."

"Sure I was," he said. "Must've missed you. You know I get caught up in what I'm doing, did you keep knocking?"

"I know you, Bill!" she said. "I banged on the door several times, but you didn't open up, or even answer."

Bill took a bite of his sandwich as he thought about it. "Oh, I know! I splashed something on my new shirt..." He pinched the fabric between two fingers and pulled it away from his chest to make the visual point. "So I went to the men's room to wash it out. It wasn't anything dangerous, I just didn't want to stain it so soon. Then it would look like all my other shirts."

Gracie laughed and said, "We couldn't have that!"

"It took a little work, had to take it off and scrub the spot with hand soap. I wasn't paying attention to the time, but that must've been when you came by."

"No big deal," Gracie said. "I just wanted to chat." This certainly wasn't the time to ask Bill about the overheard conversation.

Ken walked into the den and everyone settled down. Jennifer and Cindy had joined them and sat together at one end of the big couch. Ken stood at one end of the room, with his dinner and a notebook on an end table beside him. He took a moment to finish a sandwich and wash it down with some coffee. He was aware that it gave the impression that he was in control of the crowd and would do things in his own good time - but it didn't hurt that he was hungry.

"Let me introduce myself," he began. "I'm Lieutenant Ken Freeman, I'm a homicide detective here to investigate the murder of Charles Greene."

A collective shiver seemed to go through the people watching him. They'd only learned about the death an hour ago, and somehow it made it more real to hear a policeman say the words.

With a nod to Clarissa he continued. "Mr. Greene had a meeting with Mr. Bixby this afternoon at 2:00 PM; they concluded their business and Mr. Greene left shortly before 3:00. Around 4:00 some of the Bixby staff noticed Mr. Greene's car was still parked on the drive just outside the gates and went to investigate. They found Mr. Greene lying on the grass with what appeared to be a bullet wound to the chest."

"They called 911 and paramedics pronounced him dead when they arrived. The body has been taken to the morgue. Mrs. Greene," Ken paused and looked apologetically at Jennifer. "I would appreciate it if you would come with me later and identify the body."

Jennifer broke out in a fresh fit of sobs, her face in her hands, but nodded her head mechanically. Cindy murmured, "I'll go with you, you don't have to do it alone."

"A forensics team has gone over the area, but so far hasn't found any obvious clues. His car appears undamaged, and we found his briefcase on the passenger seat, with the contract inside it." Ken looked around at the faces. "Robbery doesn't appear to be the motive, unless there's something missing we don't know about. Does anyone know if he was in the habit of keeping cash or valuables in his car?"

Everyone looked at everyone else, and slowly heads began to shake. Clarissa spoke up. "Charles would probably have had quite a bit of cash in his wallet, but he didn't keep any in the car."

Ken nodded and made a note. "A wallet was found on the body with…" He consulted his notes. "$842 in it. And credit cards. So I think we can rule out robbery."

"However," he continued. "There was a break-in here in this house today. Mrs. Greene's jewelry was taken, some cash from Mr. Greene's desk, a coin collection, some prescription meds, and a gun." As Jennifer still had her hands over her face he directed his remark to Cindy. "Ms. Stone, I understand you've been helping restore order."

Cindy nodded in response. "We haven't discovered anything else missing, if that's what you're asking," she said.

"Have you had a chance to go through Mr. Greene's office yet?" he asked.

"No, sir," she replied. "We thought we'd let him do that when he got home." She offered a wan smile. "He wouldn't have liked us going through his stuff."

"I understand," he said. He looked at Jennifer for a moment, then turned to Clarissa.

He asked, "Ms. Stewart, you're Mr. Greene's first wife, is that right?"

"Yes, that's correct. I took back my maiden name when we divorced."

"Do you think you could go through the office and see if you think anything's missing? I know it's a long shot, but it might be important," he explained.

Clarissa glanced at Jennifer meaningfully, but said, "I would be happy to do so, Lieutenant, but I doubt I'd know if anything was gone. Even when we were married I stayed out of his office, he considered it private." She thought for a moment, and had an uncomfortable look on her face. "Perhaps his lawyer would be a better choice. But I'll certainly take a look if you like."

"I'd appreciate that," he said. "We can get the lawyer in after you've had a look." He let his gaze wander over the assembly; he had their full attention.

"At this point it's hard to tell if the burglary is in any way connected to the murder," he pronounced. "It might be a coincidence. On the other hand, perhaps someone broke in looking for something in Mr. Greene's desk; if they found it and didn't like it - or if they didn't find what they were looking for - they could then have confronted him and shot him." Ken paused to think. "But it seems odd that it would've happened way over at the Bixby mansion," he finished.

Jim Holloway said, "But we all knew about the appointment, Charles made a big announcement about it at the party Saturday. He was really pumped about this sale."

Ken looked a little surprised. "You all knew?" he asked.

"Yeah," Jim said. "Everyone here was there. Um, let me think. Oh! Clarke was there, but he's back at school now. Yeah, I think this is the same group."

"Clarke?" Ken asked.

"My oldest son," Clarissa clarified. "He was home from school for the weekend, that's why we had the party. Surely you don't think one of us did it!"

"Well, I have to check everything out," Ken said in a business-like tone. "Mrs. Greene says she doesn't know of any enemies her husband might have had." He left it at that, to see what information might be forthcoming.

People looked at each other and shook their heads, Ken could hear mumbles of, "Not that I know of." and "Don't think so."

"I know this is an uncomfortable question," he began. "But was Mr. Greene in any kind of financial difficulty?"

He got the same kind of vague negative response.

"He always paid his alimony and child support on time and in full," Clarissa volunteered.

"Well, we'll certainly check that out," he said. "Now I need to ask you all where you were at 3:00 today. And in the morning, too I guess; we're not sure when the burglary took place."

People were obviously expecting this question and everyone began to talk at once. Ken noticed the two boys slip off their barstools and begin to saunter out of the room.

"Just a minute, son," he barked. "We'll start with you."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 9




 

Justin stopped in his tracks, and his head flew up to look at the lieutenant, a look of guilty shock on his face. Zack smacked into him from behind and bounced back a step. Justin said, "Uh, me?"

Now that he had their attention Ken smiled to show he wasn't all bad. "I presume one of you two is Mr. Greene's son."

"Yeah, that's me," Justin replied suspiciously. "I'm Justin. I was at school all day, we get out at 3:30. And I don't have a car right now, so I couldn't have been there on the other side of town." His tone was rather defiant.

"Thanks, Justin," Ken replied, making a note. "And the other young man is?"

"I'm Zack Owens, sir," Zack responded. "I'm, uh, Justin's friend. I was in school too."

Zack looked like he wanted to say more, so Ken waited patiently.

"I brought Justin home after school, that's when we found out about the break-in. Jennifer - I mean Mrs. Greene - was really upset, the place was really trashed. But that was nearly 4:00, I think."

Ken said, "Thank you Zack. You guys understand, I have to ask everyone. Now that I've gotten your statements there's no reason you need to hang around, you can leave whenever you want."

Justin and Zack left the room, quietly for a change.

"There's something fishy about those two," Ken thought. "But it doesn't have to be anything to do with the murder. Wouldn't be surprised if they'd been in trouble before."

"OK," Ken said as if dismissing the boys from his thoughts. "Mrs. Greene has given her statement to Officer Barclay; she and her friend were out shopping all morning. 911 recorded her call at 2:53 PM, and the officer arrived here shortly after 3:00. He noted that Ms. Stone arrived at approximately 3:15 so it's doubtful she could have been involved." With an apologetic nod to Cindy he said, "We'll check the phone company records of course, but I don't think you would've had time to make the drive from across town."

He turned to look at Clarissa. "Ms. Stewart, what about you?"

"I'm a secretary at Maxco Engineering, I was at work until noon," Clarissa said calmly. "Then I drove to the country club where I met friends for lunch and a charity golf tournament. I got home around 5:00."

Gracie sat next to her mother so Ken turned to her next. "Miss Greene?"

"I was at school all day, Lieutenant," she said in a serious voice, as if she were giving testimony at a trial.

Ken gave her a little wink and surveyed the rest of the crowd.

"You, sir," he said nodding to Clay.

"My name's Clay Wilson. I'm Clarissa's boyfriend," he responded. "I was at work during the morning, at Turner and Associates. I spent the afternoon with my daughter, Candy. She'll verify that."

"Of course. Thank you, Mr. Wilson." Ken paused between each question to make notes. The large noisy woman was next. "And you are?"

"Huh? Oh, me?" Jeanine seemed surprised to be asked. "Hell, I'm the dead man's sister!" she exclaimed. "Not that he treated me like family, son of a bitch wouldn't even give me a little loan to help me out."

Ken looked up from writing. That was a very interesting statement. "I need your name for the record," he told her.

"Jeanine," she said. "I was at bingo all afternoon. Got shitty cards too, didn't win a dime."

Ken tried not to sigh in exasperation. "Which bingo hall would that be, Ma'am?"

"Oh, the one on 16th street," Jeanine seemed at a loss for the name. "Lots-O-Luck, that's the name!"

"And during the morning?" Ken prompted.

"I'm off Tuesdays and Wednesdays. Had to go to the laundrymat, damned washer's broke again, it won't drain," she replied.

"What's your last name please, Ma'am?" he asked. This one didn't follow instructions well, and volunteered information that others would keep quiet about. Which might or might not mean anything.

"Jeanine Thomas," she said. "I'm his baby sister," she added.

"Thank you. You're next, sir."

"My name is Bill Conover. I'm - was - Charles' good friend. We went to college together, been friends ever since," Bill explained. "I was doing research in the chem lab at the university. I had classes in the morning. Tuesday's my light teaching day, so I spent the whole afternoon at the lab."

Ken nodded and turned to the well-dressed couple. "And what are your names?"

"Jim Holloway, and this is my wife Susan," Jim replied. "I'm a doctor, I was seeing patients all afternoon. My offices are located in the Northwest Medical Tower, by Mercy General."

"I was at the golf tournament with Clarissa," said Susan. "I'm on the committee so I stayed to finish up some details with the donations, I only got home a few minutes before Cindy called with the news. But - I might be able to help with the theft."

The room was suddenly quiet, and everyone turned to look at Susan. "Yes?" Ken asked.

"Well, I spent the morning making calls on behalf of another charity," she began. "And then I realized I needed to get to the country club and I happened to notice Charles' car in the driveway as I was leaving."

"What time was this, Mrs. Holloway?"

"It was around 10:00 AM," she said. "I thought it was a little bit odd, he doesn't usually come home during the day. But he does sometimes, it's not like he has to stay at the office all day. Salesmen don't keep regular hours."

"Did you see Mr. Greene?" he asked.

"No, just his car," she replied. "He must've dropped by to get something for his presentation. He said he'd been working on it at home over the weekend."

"Did you happen to notice when Mrs. Greene left this morning?" he asked.

"No, she keeps her car in the garage so it's hard to tell if she's home or not," she replied.

Ken took a few moments to look over his notes. "Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen," he announced. "I think that will do it for this evening. I will want to talk to you all sometime tomorrow, so please give me your contact info before you leave."

"Again, I'm sorry for your loss and thank you for being here tonight."

* * * *

Back home once again after the family meeting with Lieutenant Freeman Gracie was sitting in her bedroom, thinking. She was so confused! It had been such a shock when her mother had told her about Cindy's call. And Cindy - why hadn't Jennifer called? Probably, Gracie thought uncharitably, because Jennifer knew she wouldn't sound properly upset. Not that anyone really believed Jennifer had in any way loved her father, nor that he had loved her. She was a beautiful young woman, he was rich. Everyone understood - and accepted - the arrangement.

No, Cindy had called everyone with the bad news because Cindy knew it had to be done, and she was the kind of person who took care of the details even if they weren't pleasant. Too bad Dad hadn't married her! Cindy would've made his life comfortable and taken good care of his wants and needs. She'd make someone a good wife someday.

Gracie tried to picture the kind of man Cindy might marry, but for some reason she kept coming up blank. As far as she knew, Cindy didn't even date. Maybe she just didn't have a serious boyfriend, and that's why she never brought a date to the parties. She worked evenings, Gracie knew, at some call center. That would make it tough to date, but not impossible.

Maybe it was because she hung around with Jennifer all the time. What guy would give Cindy (or any girl, for that matter) a second look with Jennifer stealing the show? They must be really good friends for that not to bother Cindy.

Unless, of course, Cindy wasn't interested in men. Now that was a thought! But wouldn't the same thing apply in meeting other women? Jennifer was married, she wouldn't care; but human beings preferred pretty people, regardless of their sexual orientation. Quiet, mousy Cindy would have trouble meeting anyone when Jennifer was around.

Gracie felt like she was on the verge of figuring it out but couldn't quite put it together. Why spend all your time with someone who would steal the spotlight and leave you sitting home alone on Friday night? Except that Cindy worked nights and spent her days with Jennifer. Gracie shook her head, that was circular logic.

She was hungry, the sandwiches hadn't been enough. She rolled off her bed and padded down the hall into the kitchen to check the fridge. There was some leftover fried chicken and several cups of yogurt. The chicken sounded better, but at nearly 10:00 at night she didn't need the extra calories from the greasy chicken. She opened a cup of blueberry yogurt and headed back to her room.

Something about grease and calories was knocking at her brain. Halfway down the hall she suddenly remembered what it was. At the party Jennifer had snatched up a meatball and popped it in her mouth. Jennifer would never eat a greasy meatball, it was against her religion, meaning her vanity. "Think!" she commanded herself. What had Jennifer been doing just before that? Something she'd stopped doing, something that was worth eating a meatball to keep me from seeing.

Gracie replayed the scene in her head; she remembered walking around the table, Jennifer and Cindy were standing behind it. "Holding hands! That's what Jennifer didn't want me to see," Gracie said aloud. "Then they'd gone in the house together, and I thought she just didn't want to talk to me."

That was it, Jennifer and Cindy were a couple. That answered all the riddles, explained why they spent so much time together and why Cindy never had a boyfriend. Cindy worked evenings so she could spend her mornings with Jennifer, and Jennifer would be home in the evenings with her husband.

But, if that were true, why had Jennifer married Dad? Was she bi? Was Cindy just her fun on the side, like Dad had his many flings? That didn't make sense, Cindy had always been Jennifer's friend. Well, at least for the year and a half that Gracie had known them. It must be a fairly committed relationship.

"OK," she told herself, "Think it out. Jennifer and Cindy care about each other, but Jennifer marries Dad. Now she lives in a big expensive house and spends her days shopping, while Cindy lives somewhere and works a crummy job."

Money. That was it. Jennifer had access to rather a lot of money - and would get more if her husband died. Then Cindy would move into the house, or Jennifer would sell the house, and they'd be set up. That had to be it.

But would it happen that way? Dad might well have been dazzled by Jennifer's cleavage, but surely he wouldn't leave all his money to her. Wouldn't most of it go to us kids? They'd only been married a year, he'd had plenty of time to change his will. He sold insurance, surely he had a life insurance policy on himself. Who was the beneficiary?

She scraped the last of the yogurt off the sides of the cup as she thought about it. What was it that Shawna had talked about last year when her mom had re-married? A pre- something. "Pre-nuptial, that's what she called it. Both people agreed on what they would and wouldn't get if they divorced."

It had sounded silly to them then, if you love someone why put limits on the marriage? Now Gracie began to see the reasons. You wouldn't want the new wife to get everything if you had kids. Dad wasn't stupid, had he made Jennifer sign one? Was there something in it that changed when they'd been married for a year?

Maybe that explained the "burglary", she thought. Jennifer was looking for a copy of the pre-nuptial in Dad's office, it would be just like her not to have a copy herself. She said she'd been shopping, but maybe she'd really been home looking for it. But in that case, why tear up the rest of the house? That didn't make sense.

"Follow the thought out," she told herself. Maybe Jennifer hadn't found it in the office, had gotten desperate and looked through the rest of the house. It still didn't explain why it was such a mess; it would take more time to search neatly but Jennifer had time.

So what if she did find it - and it didn't say what she thought it had. Maybe she hadn't even read it before she signed it, she'd just taken Dad's word about what was in it. Maybe she found out she didn't get much if she divorced him, but she'd inherit a ton if he died. Especially if they'd been married at least one year. Maybe she thought if she destroyed it she'd get everything; but that was stupid, Dad's lawyer would have a copy, Dad would have seen to that. It still didn't explain the mess.

In any case, Jennifer had been home at 3:00 when Dad had been shot. She'd been on the phone with 911 and talking to the police a little later. She had an iron-clad alibi, she couldn't possibly have shot him. That was a relief to Gracie. Although she didn't like Jennifer, she didn't want to think she was capable of cold-blooded murder.

That left Cindy. Maybe Cindy shot him so Jennifer would have an alibi. That could explain the mess, Jennifer set herself up. But she really couldn't see Cindy as a murder. Murderess? What was it Lieutenant Freeman had said? Something about Cindy showing up shortly after the police had come to investigate the break-in, and that he doubted she'd have had time to drive across town. Well, the police would check that out, but it seemed like Cindy was in the clear, too.

If the burglary and murder were connected, who did that leave? Her mother wouldn't need to break in to find anything, she kept copies of the divorce decree in her desk, Gracie had seen them. Something to do with a client who thought Dad had cheated him? Nah, they'd break into Dad's office downtown.

Gracie tried to remember what everyone had said earlier tonight. She went down the guest list in her mind. Then it hit her - Aunt Jeanine! She'd complained that Dad hadn't treated her like family because he wouldn't give her a loan.

She remembered the scene at the party. Dad and Aunt Jeanine had had a loud argument about the loan. Dad had said some pretty ugly things and Aunt Jeanine had begged. No, wait. Aunt Jeanine had begged Jennifer to talk to Dad, but that was later on. Dad had refused to loan her the money, but he'd told her "you're in my will".

Had Aunt Jeanine broken in to find the will? That made a little more sense, she wouldn't have bothered to be careful in her search. And she'd certainly have taken the cash Dad kept in his desk drawer. Wouldn't her car have been seen? Maybe the neighbors didn't pay any attention because they knew it "belonged" at the house.

What had her alibi been? Gracie remembered the lieutenant had had to drag it out of her in bits and pieces, Aunt Jeanine never could tell a story so it made sense. Oh, yeah. She'd done laundry in the morning and played bingo all afternoon. Well, that wouldn't surprise her. It wouldn't be easy to check out, though.

Perhaps Aunt Jeanine had found Dad's will, and learned that either she wasn't in it or that she didn't get very much. That would certainly have made her mad! But mad enough to shoot him? Gracie just couldn't see that. Besides, it would have required her aunt to do something for herself, and she did as little as she could. That was the biggest reason she never got the things she wanted, because she wasn't willing to make any effort on her own behalf. Aunt Jeanine might be ditzy enough to think there was only one copy of the will and that the money would be split among family if it couldn't be found, though.

Even if Aunt Jeanine had discovered she inherited a big chunk of change, she'd just spin fantasies about how she was gonna spend it all. Gracie had heard it all before; "when I win the lottery", followed by a list of purchases: car, house, jewelry, plastic surgery and liposuction, and then a new wardrobe. In spite of her faults Aunt Jeanine was basically a good person; she could twist the truth in her own favor but she couldn't lie, it just wasn't in her nature. Neither was murder.

So maybe the burglary was a coincidence after all. Some junkie looking for things he could sell so he could buy drugs. It seemed odd that he'd only hit Dad's house and none of the others in the neighborhood. Surely the police would've known by now if several houses in the area had been robbed. It also seemed funny that a junkie would've left Justin's marijuana; free dope would've been a little extra bonus. Hadn't he stolen pills out of the medicine cabinet?

Gracie gave up and decided to go to bed. Maybe it would all make better sense in the morning.

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 10




 

Gracie was sitting in class Wednesday morning during first hour when an aide stuck her head in the door and briefly conferred with the teacher.

"Gracie?" Mr. Jackson turned to look at her. "Would you get your books and go with the aide, please?"

Gracie closed her notebook and piled the textbooks on top. She picked everything up and walked to the door. "What's going on, now?" she asked herself. The aide just smiled at her as they walked out the door and down the hallway.

"Where are we going?" Gracie asked her.

"Mrs. Baker wants to see you," she said without giving any further details.

"Great, now I know how my brother feels. Except that Justin doesn't care when he's sent to the principal," Gracie muttered to herself.

Gracie was nervous when she was ushered into the inner sanctum. So much had happened yesterday, she was afraid maybe there was more bad news. But Mrs. Baker just smiled and gestured for her to take a seat.

"Gracie, I am so very sorry to hear about your father's death," Mrs. Baker said. "You must be terribly upset."

"Thank you," Gracie replied. "I am upset, but more confused. I just don't know who could've done it, or why."

"The police don't have a suspect yet?" Mrs. Baker asked.

"No Ma'am," Gracie said.

"Well, these things take time. I was surprised to see you were in class today, I'd expected you would stay home."

"I'd rather be here," Gracie told her. "If I stayed home I'd just drive myself crazy trying to figure it all out. School gives me something else to think about. It's OK, isn't it?"

"It's fine, if that's what you want. If you change your mind just let us know, and we'll understand," Mrs. Baker said.

"OK, thanks. Uh, can I go back to class now?" Gracie asked.

* * * *

At 9:00 AM sharp Ken Freeman walked into the Wilkins Insurance Agency offices. Although technically it was evidence in a murder investigation, he felt that the victim's briefcase - and the contents thereof - should be turned over to the man's boss. The secretary pointed him to Mr. Wilkins' office.

"Gerald Wilkins?" he asked as he stepped inside the door. "I'm Lieutenant Ken Freeman, Homicide."

Jerry stood up and shook hands with the officer. "Call me 'Jerry'," he said jovially. "Homicide did you say? How can I help you?" He seemed a little confused. "We're a full-service agency here, includin' life insurance. Are you wantin' info on a policy-holder? That's private information, I'm not sure we can tell you, say, who the beneficiary is."

"No, it's not that," Ken said. "I understand that Charles Greene worked here as one of your agents." It was not a question.

"Charles, sure!" Jerry said affably. "My top salesman. He hasn't come in yet this morning, probably out seeing clients. He should be in after while, I expect."

"I'm afraid," said Ken, "that Mr. Greene was murdered yesterday afternoon."

"Murdered?" Jerry said, stunned.

"Yes, Sir. Mr. Bixby's staff found the body around 4 PM yesterday, just outside the gates of the mansion. Did he perhaps stop to call and tell you Mr. Bixby had indeed signed the contracts?"

Jerry sat back down in his chair, looking like he wasn't even aware he was doing so. "Well, I'm sure glad to hear that. Not that it seems terribly important at the moment. I'm sorry, Lieutenant, I'm so rattled I'm forgetting my manners. Please, have a seat." He gestured to a chair in front of his desk.

Ken sat down, with the briefcase resting across his lap.

"I haven't heard from Charles since he left yesterday," he said. "To tell you the truth I was a little surprised. The Bixby contract was a big deal to us, and I really expected Charles to come in whoopin' and hollerin' about it. Kinda made me wonder if the old man hadn't signed after all. But, no, he didn't call me."

Ken laid the briefcase on the desk in front of him. "We found Mr. Greene's briefcase in his car. I thought you should have it, knew you'd need the paperwork; though I should tell you that I've photocopied everything just in case. Can you tell me if anything's missing? Or if there's something there that shouldn't be?"

Jerry took the case somewhat gingerly, as if it might bite. He opened it and pulled out the papers, spread them out on the desk and mumbled to himself as he checked them off against some mental list. Finally he looked up and said, "Everything looks in order, far as I can tell. A copy of the presentation, the contracts, his itinerary, some notes on other clients. Thank you very much, Lieutenant, for letting me have these. But it wasn't Charles' car."

"What?" Ken asked in mild shock. He pulled out his notebook for the details. "A gray 2007 Jaguar XJS, license number LJS…"

"4328," Jerry finished, in unison with Ken. "It's my car. Something happened to break the back window of his car yesterday, so he borrowed mine." Jerry smiled a little sarcastically. "Charles thought imitation would be flattering to me, so he bought a Jag that looked just like mine. 'Cept his was a year newer."

"So where's Mr. Greene's car?" Ken asked.

"Guess it's still in the parking garage across the street," Jerry said. "I had to call my wife to take me home last night."

"So he stopped here to borrow your car before going to Bixby's?"

"No, Sir. He came in to talk about the pending contract, I guess. You know, let me know he was about to go meet the man. He seemed pretty wound up, guess he was a mite nervous, this was a pretty big sale." Jerry stopped to remember the details.

"But he left the office and then came back a few minutes later yellin' about his car. Said the back window was broken and the alarm was going off. I asked if anything was missing but he said 'no'. I told him he should report it to the police, but he was in a hurry, said he'd do it when he got back," Jerry explained.

"I will definitely check on that next!" Ken said.

The two men continued to talk for several minutes. Jerry had been in the office all day, but it wasn't unusual for Mr. Greene to be out. Ken learned that Greene was, in Jerry's words, "a high-pressure salesman", and a man who always "liked to win". Jerry didn't know of any enemies, but it was clear he thought Greene had probably rubbed many people the wrong way.

Just as Ken was about to leave another man stuck his head in the door.

"Hey Jerry, have you got the numbers on the Thompson account?"

"Yeah, just a minute," Jerry replied. "Jack, this is Lieutenant Freeman," he said indicating Ken.

Jack stuck a half-eaten powdered sugar donut between a finger and the coffee cup in his left hand so he could free up his right to shake. "Jack Dunbar, nice to meet you," he said.

Jack was a little man with a pronounced slouch, a pasty face, and he sported an obvious comb-over of graying dark hair. Ken introduced himself and explained why he was there.

Jack rocked back on his heels in surprise at the news. "Well! I can't say that I liked him very much, but I'm sorry to hear he's dead."

"Why didn't you like him?" Ken asked.

"Oh, well, he thought he was a real hot-shot," Jack replied diffidently. "He was always bragging and putting me down."

"That seems pretty vague," Ken commented.

"Well, how's this?" he asked with a little irritation. "The guy stole some of my clients. I don't know if he went through my desk or what, but more than once I'd call on a renewal and find Charles had already talked to them."

Having said that Jack seemed to deflate, as if the accusation was enough to satisfy him. "I can't prove it, of course," he ended a bit lamely.

After what he'd already learned about the victim, Ken wasn't surprised to hear about inter-office rivalries. Greene was apparently a jerk, but so far he hadn't heard anything specific that would make a good motive.

He thanked the men for their time and left Jerry's office. He stopped to talk to the secretary for a minute. She confirmed Jerry had been in the office all day yesterday, but the salesmen were in and out and thus difficult to keep track of. She did remember Charles' ruckus over his car, said he'd finally left a little after 1:00 pm.

After a little thought she also remembered Jack had been in the office during the afternoon. She'd just been leaving her desk for a break when he'd insisted she make some copies for him first. She was vague about the exact time, but it was around 3 PM. Ken figured that was close enough, Dunbar hadn't shot his co-worker over stolen clients.

* * * *

Jeanine breezed into the grocery store's small office, looking for her manager. She spied him at a desk, working on a computer and flipping through a large stack of papers to find the one he currently needed.

"I gotta talk to you, Tony," she said without preamble.

Tony looked up from the computer screen, swiveled his head to glance at the clock, then turned back to her. "You're late! Your shift started thirty minutes ago – and you're not even in uniform."

"You gotta do something for me," Jeanine began.

Tony interrupted with, "People who want favors generally begin their request with the word 'please'."

"I said 'please'," Jeanine declared much to his surprise. "I need to take the week off."

"No," Tony said succinctly.

"But it's bereavement, the law says you gotta give it to me," Jeanine told him.

"Bereavement?" Tony asked. "What happened, your grandmother die again?"

"My brother! Didn't you read the papers this morning? Oh, Jeez, it was awful – he was murdered yesterday," Jeanine said very emotionally.

"Jeanine, I'm sorry," Tony said kindly. "No, I don't read the paper, I hadn't heard. What happened?"

"Someone shot him," she said dramatically. "Right through the heart. Around 3:00. I'm so upset, I just can't work right now. Got to help his kids with the funeral and all that. So you see, there's just no way I can come to work this week, I gotta have it off."

"How horrible," he responded. "Do the police have any suspects?"

"They talked to us all last night. You know, 'did he have any enemies' and 'where were you yesterday afternoon', that sort of thing. Like they thought I might've done it!"

"They have to ask those questions. They'll figure it out eventually. When's the funeral?" he asked.

"Don't know yet, he won't let us have it," she said somewhat cryptically.

"Who won't let you have what?" Tony asked with some exasperation.

"The body," she replied.

"You mean the coroner won't release the body yet."

Jeanine merely nodded as if he were an idiot who needed everything spelled out.

"Well, let me know as soon as the funeral's set and you can take that day off. But you know we're short-handed right now, there's no one to cover your shift. So you need to get out there and get to work right now." Tony told her.

"But I just told you, I can't work today. Not after all I've been through," Jeanine's voice alternated between whining and outrage.

Tony sighed heavily. "Jeanine, you're always complaining about not getting enough hours, I'd think you'd need the money."

"I'll get some of his money, now that he's dead," Jeanine said smugly. "Then I won't have to work at this crappy job anymore."

"It'll take months to get the will probated. You'll need to work until then, or can you afford to wait that long without pay?" Tony asked.

"You're not gonna let me have the week off?" she asked angrily.

"No! You can have the day of the funeral off, but that's all. Don't count your chickens before they hatch, and be grateful I don't fire you for that 'crappy job' remark. And you're not on the clock 'til you show up in uniform and ready to go to work."

Ken walked across the street from Wilkins' Insurance Agency to the parking garage. It was easy enough to spot Greene's Jaguar, it was parked not far from the door to the street. The parking spaces were at a right angle to the wall with the door and the car was nosed-in to the space. That meant the back window was facing him as he turned to his left - and the window was clearly shattered.

He walked around the car, checking out the damage. The back seat was covered in broken glass but the rest of the windows were rolled up. He peered in the driver's side window, careful not to touch the glass, but saw nothing unusual. He didn't try to open the door because that might compromise any prints. The boys in the lab would handle that.

The view through the passenger window didn't shed any light, either. He did notice something dark on the edge of the seat and made a note to have the lab check it out. But he could see the dash clearly enough to tell that the sound system was still in place. He had to admit the man kept his car clean, there was no trash on the floors and nothing in the cup holder. He looked carefully at the back seat, but couldn't see a rock or anything else that might've been thrown through the window. There was, however, a long scratch down the right side of the car.

Ken wandered on to the back of the car to check it out more closely. There! It was a small hole in the edge of the trunk, just below the left-hand taillight. In the dim light of the parking garage it was hard to tell, but it looked like it went all the way through the metal. A man who kept his car so spotlessly clean would've fixed any damage immediately, so this must have been recent. Could it be a bullet hole?

He straightened up and sighted along the path a bullet would've taken. That bullet wouldn't have broken the window, it was likely embedded inside the trunk somewhere. But he could see another hole through the headrest. Had someone shot at Greene as he sat in his car? He could've heard the shot to the trunk and ducked so that while the second shot was aimed much better it still missed him.

Greene hadn't driven away, possibly because his only escape route was backwards towards his assailant. Why didn't the gunman stick around and finish the job? Maybe because the broken window set off the car alarm and that scared him away. So did that mean he'd hung around and followed Greene to the Bixby mansion? That meant it could be someone who wasn't at the party and wouldn't have known ahead of time where Greene would be at 2:00 yesterday afternoon.

That made a little more sense, Ken thought. Anyone who knew about the appointment would probably prefer the more remote location for a murder; besides, how would they know he'd drop by work beforehand? It certainly widened the pool of suspects, and left open the question of motive.

Ken called Forensics and requested a crew come get the car. While he was waiting he made a few more calls. First he called Jerry Wilkins and asked if Greene had said anything about being shot at. He hadn't, and in fact hadn't seemed to know what had caused the shattered window. Jerry was adamant about that. Could Greene have been lying so he wouldn't have to get involved with the police which would make him miss his big presentation? If so he must've felt sure he was safe, maybe he saw the guy drive off.

Next he called some of the specialists who were checking various pieces of data. The resident department techie confirmed that a phone call was made from the Greene home to Cindy Stone's number at 2:56 PM, lasting three minutes. Ms. Stone did not have voice mail or an answering machine and an unanswered call would show up on phone company records as "failed", so someone had to be there to answer the phone. It didn't have to be Ms. Stone of course, but add to that the fact that she had arrived at the Greene residence fifteen minutes later and, at least at this point, had little obvious motive it was enough to move her way down the list of suspects.

Mrs. Greene's credit card was used to make a purchase at Jayne's Boutique at 10:19 AM Tuesday in the amount of $387.56. That would be the dress she'd bought for the evening's celebration. It seemed odd that she'd bought the dress almost as soon as the store had opened but claimed she'd shopped all day. Well, maybe so, rich women liked to shop. However there were no other charges that day, so what had she done for lunch? She could've paid cash – and a vain woman (which she certainly seemed to be) might skip lunch for her figure's sake, especially since she was planning a big meal out that evening. But it didn't help prove where she'd been for approximately four hours.

Mrs. Greene's call to her husband's cell phone was also verified. The voice mail message was time stamped 3:07 PM. The message was short, a frightened woman's voice talking about the break-in and begging Greene to come home. Ken wondered if the man had already been dead at the time.

The coroner confirmed time of death to be consistent with 3 PM. Body temperature, rigor, and lividity all indicated the man had been dead approximately an hour when the ME had arrived. Put that together with the facts given by Bixby's staff and the murder must have been committed at 3:00 or within a very few minutes thereafter. The bullet had been sent to ballistics.

His next call was to the forensics team that had checked out the murder site. They reported marks indicating a scuffle, but it had occurred on a grassy area and nothing was very clear. By measuring the footprints it appeared there were only two people involved, but that wasn't certain. Two people could've had approximately the same size feet, and they hadn't been able to get any clear footprints from the grass so there could have been more than one assailant. The driveway was graveled and dry as it hadn't rained recently, so there were no prints there either. Impossible to know if Greene got out of the car under his own steam, or was dragged out.

They'd noted bicycle tracks in the grass, going to and from a clump of trees growing beside the mansion's high stone wall. Again there were indistinct footprints among the trees, indicating perhaps that the assailant had biked to the scene and waited for Greene in the trees. The guy hadn't been kind enough to leave cigarette butts or any other evidence that might help identify him. It might mean there was only one murderer – and it might only mean that some kid had hidden in the trees the night before, probably trying to get inside the walls for some kind of midnight mischief.

The tow truck crew finally arrived and Ken pointed out the two possible bullet holes. They began loading up the Jag and Ken left them to their job. It was time to start checking out alibis, and see if he could stir up any motives while he was at it. Someone had certainly had it out for Mr. Greene, he thought. They broke into his house in the morning, took a couple shots at him around 1 PM, then finally managed to kill him at 3:00. Whoever had done all this would be missing in action for most of the day. The man's family and friends had all had alibis for at least part of the day, maybe he could shake some of them.

Ken decided to go to the Northwest Medical Tower and check out the neighbor's story. Jim Holloway had seemed on pretty good terms with Greene, though there was always the possibility of unpaid loans or advances to the wife.

Dr. Holloway's staff assured Ken the doctor had indeed seen patients all afternoon, even showing him the man's schedule on the office PC. He'd made his rounds at the hospital in the morning, and been in the office since 10 AM, had left at 4:30. No need to check any further at this point, unless he discovered a more likely motive. It would be difficult for a busy doctor to disappear for even an hour, much less several.

From the upscale medical tower Ken drove to the shabbier side of town. The Lots-O-Luck Bingo Hall was housed in an ex-grocery store. The interior space was huge, filled with long tables, lots of chairs, and cigarette smoke. The caller's voice over the PA system echoed off the bare walls so that Ken could hardly understand the numbers. Apparently no one else had that problem, as the players hurriedly dobbed at their cards with each call.

He asked to speak to the manager, but the man didn't recognize Jeanine Thomas' name. Ken showed him a picture and that produced a response. Jeanine was a regular player, but he couldn't say if she'd been in yesterday. Other employees were called in to have a look, but their memories weren't any better. Ms. Thomas' name was not listed among the winners on Tuesday; she had said she hadn't won anything.

Ken requested a minute to address the players, and after the current game ended he took the stage with mike in hand. He simply asked if anyone remembered her being there, and held up the picture, leaving them to wonder why he wanted to know. He saw a lot of heads shake, but no one volunteered any information. He hung around during the next couple rounds. A few women came up to get a better look at the picture, and several of them recognized the face but the best he could get was "she might've been here yesterday, I'm not sure, might've been last Tuesday."

Having had enough of the noise and smoke, Ken left. Jeanine had motive in that her brother had turned her down for a loan. Possibly she'd needed the money to pay gambling debts, or to pay her bills after she blew her paycheck on bingo. She might actually have been here hoping for a big score since she couldn't get a loan, but it was going to be hard to prove. He'd get a uniformed cop to ask around here some more, and see if by chance the laundry attendant remembered her. Jeanine Thomas moved up the list.

Ken drove over to North Central High to speak to the school secretary. Attendance records showed both Justin and Gracie had been present for all classes yesterday. His suspicion that Justin was a troublemaker was proven right; Justin and his buddy Zack had caused a disturbance in their 5th hour class, and had spent the rest of the day in the principal's office, only leaving when school let out at 3:30. He disliked the idea of checking up on kids, but he was thorough.

To complete that thoroughness he put in a call to older son Clarke's college. The woman who answered eventually came up with Clarke's class schedule which showed his last class of the day at 11:40. She transferred him to the professor's office but he got voice mail so he left a message and hung up. Not having met Clarke he had no intuition about the young man's personality. But the woman had said it was an hour and a half class, standard for a Tuesday-Thursday schedule. The college was a couple hours' drive, but if he'd gotten out of class after 1:00 he probably wouldn't have had time to make the drive by 3:00.

Next he drove to the architectural firm where Clay Wilson worked. Wilson was out at a construction site, but the secretary confirmed he'd been at work yesterday morning. She hadn't seen him during the afternoon, but he was often out of the office. So he couldn't have been the burglar, but was unaccounted for during the two shootings. If the victim's ex-wife inherited anything, as her boyfriend Wilson might want to hurry that money along. The trouble was, most ex-wives didn't inherit in their own right, maybe as trustee for minor kids like Gracie. He couldn't see Gracie letting her mother's boyfriend get his hands on her inheritance, but that might not stop Wilson from trying.

Clay's daughter Candy worked as a salesclerk at a clothing store in the mall, so he headed there next. He spoke to the store manager first, who told him that Candy was one of her less reliable employees. She often came in late and apparently hung over, and she tried every excuse in the book to get time off. She had been there on time at 10 AM yesterday, but hadn't bothered to show back up after her lunch break, which had been at 2 PM.

Candy Wilson could best be described as "cute", and definitely "perky". She was nineteen, a short young woman with long curly dark hair, twinkling brown eyes, and an upturned little nose. Ken watched her work a sale, saw that she used her smile and bubbly personality to advantage. When she was done he approached her.

"Miss Wilson? I'm Lieutenant Ken Freeman, Ma'am," he said as he showed her his badge.

Candy smiled brightly and said, "Good morning, Lieutenant. Dad told me you'd probably drop by. From what I've heard about Mr. Greene I'm not surprised someone finally took him out, but how can I help you?"

"Where were you yesterday afternoon, Miss Wilson?" he asked.

Candy looked around furtively to make sure the boss wasn't nearby. "Oh, I was supposed to be working," she replied. "But I didn't feel like it, so I took off! I called Dad and suggested we spend the afternoon together."

"Where did you go?" Ken asked.

"Oh, back to my place. We talked for awhile, I haven't gotten to see him much since I moved out, thought it would be nice. I'm, uh, busy most evenings." She offered a grin that seemed meant to imply she liked her fun. "And Dad's got his girlfriend so the afternoon seemed like the only time."

"How long did your father stay at your place? And by the way, I'll need your address please, for the record."

"All afternoon," she replied. "We were talking about getting something to eat, but Clarissa called to tell him about the murder so he left. I live in the Oak Place Apartments, number 217."

Ken wrote that down, then asked, "When did you call your father?"

"Why, when I left for lunch!" she exclaimed. "I'd been thinking about it all day, decided what the heck, just go for it." She anticipated his next question and answered it. "He got there about 2:30, so I guess he was there about three hours." She smiled as if to say that was all there was to say.

Ken thanked her and left. Back in his car he pondered his next move. There was nothing wrong with the story on the surface, but a couple of things bothered him. Candy appeared to be a fun-loving kid who probably partied quite a bit – that kind didn't usually want to spend a lot of time with Daddy. It was possible, he supposed, that she needed money. But she'd expected him to show up, which indicated her father had contacted her after the family meeting last night. That sounded suspiciously like Wilson had told her to verify his alibi.

Ken called the techie and asked him to check on calls to and from Wilson's cell phone yesterday.

* * * *

Clay was at the office when Candy called.

"Hi, Dad!" she said brightly. "The cop showed up, just like you said."

"And you told him we spent the whole afternoon together?" he asked.

"Yep, sure did. Told him I'd been thinking about you all morning and decided to give you a call at lunchtime and take the afternoon off so we could talk. Said you'd left after Clarissa had called you about the murder."

"Candy, you didn't!" Clay's voice had risen a bit. He got up to close the door so no one walking by could overhear.

"What's wrong with that? Oh, you're not gonna yell at me for taking off work again are you?" she replied.

"What's wrong with that is that you didn't call me. I told you to say we'd planned it in advance, why didn't you?" Clay's voice was tense now, and he paced the office as he spoke.

"Oh, yeah, I forgot," Candy said contritely. "So big deal, what's wrong with me saying I just wanted to spend time with my Dad? Besides, I hadn't asked for the afternoon off. I'd have done that if we'd planned to get together."

"Candy, you wouldn't have asked even if we had planned it. I know you!"

"OK, so I got a wild hair and took off. I still told him I was with you all afternoon." Candy was sounding petulant now.

"But the call, Candy," Clay said seriously. "The police can trace calls, and they'll find out you didn't make it. How are we going to explain that?"

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 11




 

There was one last school on Ken's list, the local college. He found the Chemistry Building and spoke to the department secretary.

"I'm very sorry, Lieutenant," Rita Kowalski said. "Professor Conover is in class at the moment and cannot be disturbed. If you'd like, I could check his schedule and let you know when he'll be free."

"At the moment I'd just like to know where he was yesterday," Ken said.

"Oh, sure. The professor was here yesterday. Locked in his lab like every Tuesday," Rita said.

"Locked in his lab?" Ken asked dubiously.

Rita chuckled. "I know it sounds crazy," she said shaking her head and rolling her eyes. "He's got some kind of government research grant, and he's paranoid someone's gonna steal his research. The lab's free on Tuesday afternoons, so he goes in there and locks the door while he does his thing."

"What kind of research grant, do you know? What's he working on?" Ken asked.

"I could find out for you," Rita replied. "Most of the professors here have some kind of grant or other, it brings prestige to the school. I take care of all the paperwork – and believe you me, there's a lot – but I don't understand most of it."

"That's all right, I doubt I'd understand it either!" Ken responded with a short laugh. "Do all the professors lock themselves in their labs? Is the research that secretive?"

"I don't think so, Lieutenant," Rita said with a grin. "But most of them act like it's Top Secret, and yes, some of them do lock their doors. They certainly guard their notes jealously. Grant money isn't easy to get, they're all afraid someone will steal their work and make the breakthrough they haven't yet."

"Where is Professor Conover's lab?"

Rita pointed across the hall and to the left a little. "Through those double doors right there," she explained. "I saw him go in yesterday just after lunch, and heard the lock click."

"What time did he leave?" Ken asked next.

"I think about 5:00, sometimes he stays later than that but I remember waving to him as he left. I was just packing up to go home myself," she replied.

"Did he stay locked in all afternoon, or did he come out to use the bathroom or something?" Ken inquired.

"Yeah, he did come out sometimes. There's no facilities in the lab. I don't remember seeing him come out yesterday, but then I got pretty busy and I don't always stay here at the desk anyway. Sometimes I have to make copies or track someone down, and students always stop by to ask questions," she explained.

The lab doors were standing open so Ken asked if he could take a look inside.

"Sure, be my guest!" Rita said. "Just, I wouldn't touch anything in there, you never know if it could be dangerous or something."

Ken thanked her and walked across the hallway into the lab. It looked like every other lab he'd ever seen; long tables full of funny-shaped glassware and equipment whose purpose he couldn't even guess at. Being sure to keep his hands in his pockets he wandered through to the back. There was a storage room there, full of bottles of chemicals with complicated names on the labels. At the back was an emergency door with a large red sticker proclaiming that an alarm would sound upon opening. Said alarm box was visible high up on the wall next to the door.

He left the lab, glad to be out of there. He'd been half afraid he'd knock something over and ruin his suit – at the very least! He waved to Rita as he walked past her desk and out of the building. The Nutty Professor was pretty well accounted for.

He decided to drive out to the country club, at least the surroundings would be more pleasant than the lab or the bingo hall. He heard exactly what he'd expected to hear; there had indeed been a charity golf tournament at the club course yesterday, tee-time 1:00 PM. Susan Holloway had been one of the organizers and Clarissa Stewart had also played, though she'd only signed up at the last minute.

As he walked back to his car Ken realized he'd forgotten to check with Ms. Stewart's office, so he put in a call. Ms. Stewart herself answered the phone, cheerfully transferring him to her boss. Bossman said she'd been at work until noon, and mentioned that she'd only requested the half-day's vacation on Monday morning. Would he lie for her? Even so, that would only mean she might've been the one who broke into the house. Since she'd once lived there herself, it would stand to reason she wouldn't have had to turn the place out to find whatever she'd been looking for. Did she still have a key? And the neighbor lady admitted to being home all morning; the two were obviously old friends, would Mrs. Holloway lie by omission to help her friend?

School had ended for the day and Justin and Zack were walking through the parking lot, trying to remember where Zack had parked the car that morning.

"It was in Section C," Justin said. "'C' for 'crime', easy to remember."

"You weren't joking about crime last night," Zack retorted. "You couldn't wait to get outta that house. The only reason you stayed as long as you did was so we could get high after the cop left."

"Yeah, it was a trip smoking in my room with the whole family downstairs," Justin said smugly. "They never knew what we were doing."

"They probably left as soon as the cop did," Zack said. "That's why they didn't know. And when we found out we had the whole house to ourselves, what did you do? You freaked out and said you couldn't stay there alone. What was that all about, anyway?"

"It just seemed spooky," Justin said quietly. "I mean, my Dad's dead, Man. Someone broke into the house and then pumped him full of lead. What if he came back to the scene of the crime to get rid of the rest of the family? And the step-bitch had split, too. Probably couldn't wait to sleep with her little girlfriend."

"Do you think your dad knew about them?" Zack asked with sudden interest.

"Doubt it," Justin replied. "He'd have said something if he did. Had a little too much booze one night and called her a lezzie or something. I doubt he'd have cared if he did know, anyway. I heard him talking to a friend one time, saying how he'd love to watch two chicks make it. He's such a perv, he'd get off watching his wife with another girl, probably wanna do 'em both after."

They'd finally found the car and Zack was impatient to get out of the crowded parking lot. He honked the horn as a car pulled in front of them causing him to slam on the brakes.

"So, you gonna stay at my place again tonight? I'm not sure my folks would be real happy about that," Zack said.

"Let's go smoke a joint first," Justin suggested. "Maybe we can catch the lezzies in bed. Hey, I know! Why don't you stay with me. We can ditch school tomorrow and hang out. Freedom, Man! We can do whatever we want to."

Ken's cell phone rang, it was the techie. Clay Wilson had received several work-related calls yesterday afternoon, but none that could've been from his daughter, or any phone in the mall. He had called no one. Ms. Stewart had called him at 5:21 PM so that part of the story was true. Interestingly, he had called Candy at 7:48 PM last night, and the call had lasted nearly 15 minutes. Where had the man been that he felt he needed an alibi, and why use his daughter?

Ken sat in his car with the air-conditioner blowing cool air in his face as he went over his notes. Nothing was making sense so far. The Greene home had been broken into in mid-morning and some easy-to-carry stuff stolen. He'd had no word yet on whether there were any papers missing from the man's home office.

He closed his eyes and leaned back in the seat to visualize the layout of the house. The den had still been a mess when he'd arrived with news of the murder. It was to the right as you walked in the front door. The office was to the left, also the stairway to the second floor. But nothing else on the first floor seemed to have been touched.

Walk up the stairs and you faced the master bedroom, which had also been vandalized, to include taking prescription drugs from the attached bath. Guest rooms and bath to your left, clean. Justin's room to the right – also torn up. What would an 18-year-old have that would be worth stealing? From the looks of the boy, possibly illegal drugs. But that was an assumption, and the kid wasn't likely to admit he even had drugs, much less that they'd been stolen, so no joy there.

Everything stolen was small in size and high in value; that was a common M.O. among thieves. None of the neighbors had reported break-ins, even checking back several months. It seemed odd that a thief would choose that one house on that day. Assuming it was a real burglary everything made sense except the den.

You wouldn't expect to find anything both small and of major value in the dining room, kitchen, or downstairs bathroom. Ditto guest rooms. You would expect to find such items in the home office, master bed and bath, and possibly the teen's room. But what would the crook be looking for in the den? That didn't fit the pattern. Perhaps someone close to the victim knew about something he kept there, but then why tear up the entire room? Ken began to feel that the burglary had been faked, but for what reason he couldn't yet say.

Gracie coasted her bike into Bill's driveway and braked to a stop. Bill looked up from sanding the front porch railing and waved to her. He turned off the sander and set it down, took off his safety goggles and brushed at his clothes.

"Hey, kiddo. What's up?" he asked.

"Bike's not shifting right," she said as she leaned it on the kickstand. "I thought maybe you could take a look at it and save me a trip to the shop."

"Sure. Go get the toolbox out of the garage and I'll be right with you," he told her. "I wanna finish sanding this piece so it'll be easier to remember where I left off. Oh, and bring a yardstick, too; it's hanging on the pegboard."

As Gracie headed for the garage she could hear the sander start up again. She got the tools and left them beside her bike, then walked closer to watch Bill work. He guided the sander along the wooden rail, forward and backward; dust and paint chips flew to the sides. Suddenly it seemed to jump to one side and she thought he might drop it, but he didn't. Frowning, he placed it back on the rail and continued for a couple of minutes. He paused to rub his hand over the wood to judge his progress, then turned the machine off.

"It looks so easy on TV!" he said. "I understand the procedure, but this damn sander seems to have a mind of its own." He held up his left hand and she could see the backs of his fingers had been abraded, presumably by the sandpaper.

"Ouch, that looks like it hurts," she said. "Guess it's expensive to hire it done. Maybe you should, anyway, before you hurt yourself."

"Aw, it's just a little skin," Bill said dismissively. "It'll grow back. I'm sure the painting will be easier, if I ever get it ready to paint. Let's take a look at your bike."

They walked to the driveway and Bill crouched down in front of Gracie's bicycle. "Hand me the yardstick," he instructed. He laid it on top of the front and back gears. "Here's your problem. See how the chain's sagging? We just need to tighten it up a little." He rummaged through the toolbox, came up with a small wrench and set to work loosening the nuts on the rear axle.

"Have you heard anything from the police?" he asked as he worked.

"No, not yet," she replied. "I've been in school all day. Guess he's probably checking out everyone's alibis today."

"Yeah, I expect so," he said. "He hasn't had enough time yet to gather all the clues, much less come up with a suspect. Hey, should I be talking about this – does it bother you?"

"It's OK, Bill. It bothers me that it happened, but I hope the lieutenant does tell me what he's found. Thinking about it and trying to figure it all out is better than waiting without knowing anything."

"Don't pester the poor guy, Gracie. Let him do his job. Now, watch this."

Bill moved a small wheel back and forth so she could see how the chain tightened and relaxed with the change. He adjusted it so the chain hung half an inch below the yardstick and tightened the nut holding it in place. "That ought to work better. Grab that can of chain lube off the workbench and I'll oil it for you."

Gracie brought the can and watched as he sprayed oil on the chain. "You knew Dad really well, do you have any idea who'd want to kill him?" she asked.

"My money would be on Jennifer, I never did understand why he wanted to marry her," he told her. "I tried to tell him she was only after his money, but he insisted. So I was Best Man at his second wedding, too; what else are friends for?"

"But Jennifer was freaking out over the burglary when it happened," she pointed out.

"Yeah, I know. Kinda shoots that theory, doesn't it? Ride it up and down the street and see if it shifts better now."

Gracie rode to the end of the block, turned around and came back. "That's a lot better, Bill. Thanks a bunch. Want me to stay and help with the sanding?"

"No thanks, I can handle it. Be careful on your way home."

Gracie heard the sander start up again as she rode off. She wondered if Bill would have more skinned spots tomorrow.

* * * *

It was getting on toward evening now, so Ken decided it was time to talk to the neighbors. Then he wanted another look at that den. Once in the neighborhood he knocked on doors across the street for nearly a block in both directions. As he'd suspected, people had either not been home yesterday morning or they hadn't noticed anything out of the ordinary. No one had seen Mrs. Greene leave or noticed Mr. Greene's Jaguar in the driveway. Neither had anyone seen any service vehicles parked along the street. Same story with the house to the west. George Thompson, who lived in the house east of Greene, had been home all day. Unfortunately he hadn't seen or heard anything either.

Ken rang the bell at the Greene home, but got no answer. He tried calling the house phone just in case Mrs. Greene wasn't in the mood to receive visitors, but got voice mail. He called her cell phone with the same results. Hard to say whether she was avoiding him or just didn't want to talk to anyone. The only other thing he could think of was to talk to the ex-wife, maybe she knew something about the den.

He got another call on his way to Ms. Stewart's house.

"Lieutenant? This is Joe in Ballistics."

"Yeah, Joe," Ken said. "It's after 5:00, what's up? Figured you'd gone home already."

"The guys at the garage dug two bullets outta that Jag you had brought in and got 'em to me about an hour ago. Figured it was important, so I stayed to check 'em out," Joe said.

Ken simply said, "And?"

"They both match the slug the ME dug outta the corpse," Joe said deadpan.

"They do, huh?" was Ken's response. "Somehow that doesn't surprise me. Someone had a go at him in the parking garage, and finished him off later. Any match on the computer?"

"No, there wasn't," Joe replied. "They were .38's, lotta those out there. You find me a gun and I'll see if it matches them. Thought you'd want to know ASAP, I'm going home now. Bye!"

When Ms. Stewart answered the door she told Ken she and Gracie were just sitting down to dinner, and invited him to join them. He probably should have declined, but Gracie said she wanted to hear everything he'd found out and told him she'd feel bad if he just sat there watching them eat. The kid was the only one who seemed to really care what had happened, and a nice family dinner would put everyone at their ease. It would give him a chance to help sort things out in his mind as he talked.

Ms. Stewart's dining room was much more congenial than her former husband's. The walls were a light sage green and the carpet a sort of golden brown color. Table and chairs of a simple traditional style were made of a warm, dark wood. Taupe curtains with an olive stripe at the bottom, comfy-looking chair cushions and a runner over the small buffet in a burnt-orange leaf print gave it an earthy feel. Various ceramic pieces in aqua set off the earth tones. Once the food had been served Ken began asking questions.

"Ms. Stewart, you used to live in the house where your former husband resided, is that right?"

"Yes, Sir, I did," she replied. "I know the wife usually gets the house in a divorce, but I didn't want it. It reminded me of too many painful things, and I wanted to put them behind me. Besides, it's huge, what would I do with all that room? Clarke was going off to school and Justin elected to live with his father, so it was just Gracie and me. In lieu of the house Charles gave me half its value and I used it to buy this one."

"That certainly sounds civilized," Ken said around a mouthful of a very delicious chicken casserole.

Ms. Stewart laughed, a pleasant and light-hearted sound. "It was anything but!" she said. "Since I'd already moved out he tried to tell me I'd abrogated my right to the house, and it took months of legal wrangling to arrange the transaction." She waved her hand around the room. "But as you can see it was eventually worked out."

"Did you visit Mr. Greene's house often?" he asked, and then added, "You were there at the party on Saturday."

"Yes, I visited occasionally," she said. "I take every advantage to see my sons. Justin is at that stage where he thinks he can do without parents, so Clarke's visit was a good excuse to see them both. Before you ask, I got along OK with Jennifer. I wouldn't say we were friends, but I'd fully expected Charles to remarry after I left him so I didn't resent her presence. But I wasn't in the habit of socializing with them, unless there was some family event."

Gracie stopped eating long enough to say, "I go over there sometimes. Dad's got the pool, and he didn't mind if I brought my friends. I've got a key, we go over and swim sometimes after school. Dad said I could keep some stuff at the house, but I didn't want to."

"Do you still have a key to the house, Ms. Stewart?" Ken asked.

"No," she said. "I gave it to my lawyer as part of the agreement."

Gracie was spooning more broccoli onto her plate. She paused to look up at her mother. "Dad had the locks changed," she told her. "He gave me a new key over a year ago."

Clarissa just smiled and said, "Guess that shouldn't surprise me."

Ken took a minute to savor his food, giving himself a chance to think. Unless this was just a little act put on for his benefit it sounded like the ex-wife hadn't had a key. But her daughter did, and it would be easy enough for her to have a copy made if she'd wanted one. She could've gotten in the house to look for something, maybe deliberately made a mess to throw us off.

"I've been thinking about the burglary," he announced.

"Me too," mother and daughter said in unison.

"Have you had a chance to go through Mr. Greene's papers yet?" he asked.

"I was going to do that this evening," Clarissa replied. "I called Jennifer when I got home from work, but she wasn't home. I can understand that she might not want to stay there right now, with all she's been through. I'll try again after we finish dinner, how's that?"

"That'll be fine," he replied. "The sooner the better, but there isn't much you can do if Mrs. Greene's not home. If you can't get hold of her tonight let me know and I'll see what I can do."

"We know some of what was taken from the office – cash, coin collection, and a gun. At least Mrs. Greene thinks there was a gun in the office," he continued.

"That's where he usually kept it," Clarissa agreed. "At least, it was when I lived there."

"Do you know what kind it was?" he inquired.

Clarissa furrowed her brow in thought for a moment. "I believe it was what's popularly called a 'snub-nosed .38'," she said. "It was a revolver, though I have no idea what brand it was. He always kept it loaded, said we needed it for protection." She offered a wry smile. "How ironic that the thief took it."

"OK, that covers the office, except for any papers that might be missing," he said. "Jewelry was taken from the master bedroom, and prescription drugs from the bathroom. Justin's room was searched too – did he mention if anything was missing?"

Gracie was taking a bite of chicken, and suddenly began coughing. Her mother thumped her on the back and handed her her glass of iced tea. "Are you OK, Gracie?" she asked with concern.

Gracie took several gulps of her tea, and coughed again. "Yeah, I just put too much food in my mouth," she said a little weakly. "Please excuse me for a minute." She got up and walked out of the room.

"I'm sorry, Lieutenant," Clarissa said. "In spite of my best efforts Gracie's table manners could use some improvement. What was it you asked?"

"Did your son say anything was taken from his room?" Ken asked. "I'm not sure why a thief would look in a teenager's room."

"He didn't tell me if anything was gone." Clarissa looked off in the distance for a moment, as if deciding what to say next.

"No parent likes to admit this, but Justin smokes pot. I'm not aware that he takes other drugs, but unfortunately I'm no longer in a position to know for sure. I'm sure that's why the burglar would have searched his room."

Gracie had just walked back into the dining room, but upon hearing her mother's statement she stopped in her tracks. "You knew about the pot?" she asked in disbelief.

Clarissa turned to look at her daughter, giving her a faint smile. "Yes, dear, I did. The scent is unmistakable, I noticed it when I did his laundry. He started about a year before I left your father; I feel a little responsible because I was so involved with my own problems that I didn't have enough time for him. And of course your father never spent much time with you kids, I'm sure that's why Justin started, to get attention from his parents."

Gracie sat back down at the table and stared at her mother. "But Mom, we all knew you and Dad were having trouble, partly because you started doing a lot more things with us even though Dad seemed to be around less. It was Dad's attention Justin wanted, that's why he wanted to stay there."

Clarissa put her hand over Gracie's and said, "Thanks. It really makes me feel better to hear you say that."

Gracie ruined the tender moment by asking, "But what I want to know is, how do you know what pot smells like?" She gave that impish grin of hers.

Her mother returned it. "I went to college, Gracie, and I did my share of partying! I may not have been as wild as Candy is, but I knew what went on. There was usually a group sharing a joint in some corner of the room, or outside if the weather was good. You may not believe me, but I promise you I never tried it. Still, you don't forget the smell."

Ken spoke up to say, "Ms. Stewart, I may be a policeman but I'm not going to arrest you for smoking pot twenty years ago!"

Clarissa looked hurt. "But I didn't, Lieutenant, honestly. I got my kicks from beer – until I met Charles and he introduced me to Scotch. Then we got married and I got pregnant with Clarke; I quit school and settled down to be a mother."

"Mom would tell me the truth," Gracie said positively. "Even in front of you. She's big on honesty, it's one of the things I like about her."

"Which is why I need to be honest, too," she continued, with a serious look on her face. "I knew about my brother's habit and I knew where he kept his stash. Last night I was thinking about the robbery and razzed him about its being stolen. I don't think he believed me at first, but when I told him he hid the baggie behind the A/C vent – where anyone with half a brain would look first – he knew I was right. He swore it hadn't been taken, and I think he was telling the truth. He said he'd hide it somewhere else, but I doubt he will."

"Thank you, Gracie," Ken said. "That must've been difficult to admit. I want to take another look at the house tomorrow, so I'll check that out."

"Please don't tell him I told you!" Gracie begged.

"Don't worry, I won't. In fact, I'm not even interested in the marijuana. But if it's as easy to find as you say, it seems odd that the burglar would search the room and either not find it or not take it," Ken said.

"What do you want to see the house again for?" Gracie asked with keen interest.

"I was leading up to that," Ken replied. "It's the den. Why would a burglar tear up a den?" He turned to Clarissa. "Did Mr. Greene keep anything valuable there that you know of?"

Both Clarissa and Gracie shook their heads. "I can't think of a thing, Lieutenant," Clarissa said. "The books were all there for show, no first editions or anything. There was the TV, stereo, and computer – but of course they wouldn't have been easy to carry out without someone seeing. Charles always kept the bar very well-stocked, but the liquor was still there."

"That's pretty much what I thought," Ken said. "It doesn't make sense. I think the burglary was faked, but I don't know who would've done it, or why. It must be tied in with the attempt at the garage and the murder later."

"Attempt?" Gracie said in a shocked voice. "What are you talking about?"

Ken slapped his forehead with his palm. "I'm sorry, I got so busy thinking about the burglary that I forgot to tell you!"

He told them about finding Greene's car in the parking garage with two bullet holes in it, and that ballistics had matched them to the fatal bullet. Over coffee and dessert he went over the facts he'd uncovered during the day, discussed alibis and possible motives. Clarissa tried once again to reach Jennifer, but she still wasn't answering her phone. Ken said he'd start a search for her tomorrow if she didn't show up. Had she done a bunk?

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 12




 

Shawna and Cheryl had shown up after dinner wanting to cheer up their friend. They'd offered to take Gracie out for ice cream, but she hadn't felt like it. She appreciated their company, but didn't feel like she should be out having fun. She knew she wasn't exactly acting like she was grieving, but inside she was.

Instead they went to Gracie's room, put on some music, and plopped down in bean-bags pulled into a rough circle in the middle of the room. The bedroom walls were painted Builder's Beige and the carpet was a light brown. White furniture would have made it look bland, except that the frilly curtains and geometric-patterned bedding – and nearly everything else – was some shade of purple, from lavender to a deep amethyst.

For awhile Gracie tried to explain to her friends how she felt, which was mostly confused. She hadn't been close to her father, hadn't liked how he'd treated most people, but she still found it hard to believe he was dead. He'd tried to be kind to her, in his own way.

"I know it sounds silly," Gracie said. "But I feel like I can't get past all the bad stuff about him until I know what really happened. Then maybe once I know I can see that there was good stuff, too. If that makes any sense."

"Like once you know the worst, then you can see he had a good side, too," Shawna offered. Shawna was a slender girl with long honey blonde hair and green eyes. They all teased her about being a shop-a-holic, as she always seemed to be wearing the latest styles.

"Yeah," Gracie said. "I mean, if he owed someone money, well...that's not such a horrible thing. Except it would be more likely that someone owed Dad the money."

"The cops will figure it out, you gotta give them time. It's only been 24 hours!" Shawna told her.

"I know, I just wish I knew now. I want to help them so it'll go quicker. And so I don't feel so helpless, just waiting," Gracie declared. "It's all so confusing, so many things happened and none of it makes any sense."

Cheryl said, "First the burglary and then the shooting. They have to tie together some way." Cheryl was several inches taller than either of her friends, and extremely thin. Her café au lait complexion and short curly black hair were set off to perfection by a plain white French tee and simple gold chain necklace.

Gracie suddenly realized she hadn't yet told them about Dad's car being found, or that the lieutenant thought the break-in was faked. They were properly shocked at the details.

"I just can't imagine who would do a thing like that!" she told them in exasperation.

"Maybe it was the wicked step-mother?" Cheryl suggested. "She wanted all his money and killed him to get it." She said it in an overly-dramatic tone, like it was an advertisement for some horror movie.

"That would certainly be a good motive, and I wouldn't put it past her for a second," Gracie said. "Trouble is, she was talking to the cops when Dad was shot."

"Where was she in the morning?" asked Shawna meaningfully.

"She said she and Cindy were out shopping," Gracie replied. "Ooh, I forgot! I always thought there was something weird about her and Cindy, I think I figured it out – they're a couple!"

"They're gay?" Cheryl asked, aghast.

"It's 'lesbian'," said Shawna. "And anyway Jennifer must be bi if she was doing it with your dad."

"I think she was just using Dad to get his money," Gracie told them. "They were friends when he met Jennifer, I think she figured it was a good way to get a lot of money and then they could live together." She told them how she'd come to that conclusion the night before.

"Makes sense to me," Cheryl said. "So did Cindy do the dirty deed for her lover?"

"I don't see how she could've," Gracie said. "Not without help. Someone answered her phone when Jennifer called just before 3:00. If it was Cindy then she couldn't have been the murderer; and even if it was someone else I don't think she'd have had time to drive to Dad's house and get there when she did."

"But they could both have faked the burglary, right?" Shawna asked.

"Yeah, they could've. Jennifer bought that dress just after the stores opened, and didn't use her credit card the rest of the day so she can't prove they were really shopping. Maybe she thought you couldn't tell what time she bought it. But if they had all that time, why did they make such a mess?"

"Maybe the plan was to steal the jewelry and scam the insurance company, then they'd sell the bling," Cheryl offered.

"And it was just their bad luck that someone happened to shoot Dad that very same day?" Gracie asked.

"Could happen," Shawna said, though it didn't sound like she really believed it.

"They don't have an alibi for the shots in the garage, either," Cheryl reminded them.

"Oh, that's too much!" Shawna exclaimed. "They fake a burglary – hey, maybe they did it to get the gun! Then they try to shoot your dad and get scared off and just give up. Except that someone really does shoot him a couple hours later. I'm not buying it."

"Neither am I," Gracie said firmly. "Besides, I can't see Jennifer stealing her own Xanax; she wouldn't know how to sell it on the street and she'd probably need it after that!"

"Justin might've swiped the pills," Shawna suggested. "He'd know where to sell them. And you said he claimed his weed wasn't stolen, that makes sense."

"Ooh, and he was stealing money from Dad too!" Gracie told them what she'd overheard about the trap. "I just can't see Justin taking all of it at once. It's more his speed to swipe a few at a time, just enough so he could buy a few more joints."

"And didn't Chris say Zoo Time spent last hour in the principal's office?" Cheryl asked. "Not that I think even your stupid brother would shoot his own father. I think you're right, Gracie. It's just not Justin's style. Not that he has any style!"

"So who does that leave?" Shawna asked. "We know it wasn't you, and I can't see your mom doing it either. Plus, she's got good alibis for the whole day."

"Clarke was at school out-of-state, that takes care of immediate family," Gracie said. "What about Aunt Jeanine? Dad said she was in his will, maybe she did it all. The lieutenant couldn't find anyone who actually saw her at the bingo hall." She wanted to see if her friends would think of something she hadn't.

"I've met your aunt, Gracie," Cheryl said. "She's lazy. Won't get up off her fat ass to get another drink, not if she can get someone else to do it for her."

"Your dad would've recognized her," Shawna pointed out. "He wouldn't have let her get away with the first shots, he'd have called the cops. And if she'd tried once, surely he'd have just driven off the second time he saw her."

"Maybe he didn't actually see her the first time," Gracie mused. "She was hiding behind another car or something. Then he'd have stopped to see why she was there at the mansion."

"Didn't you say the cops found bicycle tracks at the scene? I just cannot see your aunt riding a bike!" Cheryl said.

Gracie laughed loudly. "No, I can't either! But she'd have had to get there somehow; Dad would've recognized her car and I can't see her parking it down the road and walking. Not her style."

"Anyone else? Who was at the party?" asked Shawna.

"Clay was there with Mom," Gracie said. "The lieutenant thinks his alibi stinks, too."

"Why? What did he say he was doing?" Cheryl asked.

"Said he spent the afternoon with his daughter, Candy," Gracie replied. "Candy confirmed that. Except that she says she called him and there's no record of it."

"Maybe he just went to see her, and she thought it sounded better if she said she called," Cheryl said.

"The thing is, Clay called her – after we all met with Lieutenant Freeman," Gracie said meaningfully.

"That does sound suspiciously like he needed an alibi, doesn't it?" Shawna asked.

"Yeah, it does. Except what possible motive could Clay have?" Gracie asked.

No one had any bright ideas on that score.

"Bill was there, too," Gracie said. "But he's my Dad's best friend! Why would he want to kill him? He doesn't have any motive, that I can see." Gracie giggled, remembering how Lieutenant Freeman had referred to Bill. "The lieutenant called him 'The Nutty Professor', but Rita told him she heard Bill lock the lab door. And he had classes all morning, so he couldn't have broken in either."

"So, who does that leave?" Cheryl asked.

"Just the neighbors, I guess," Gracie told them. "The Holloways have lots of witnesses, and they're old friends, can't see why either of them would do it. There was George, next door – he didn't like Dad, always complained about the noise and the parties. But his style would be to call the cops, he's done it often enough."

"Then there's the 'un-sub', someone we don't know about," Shawna said.

"Right now that's about the only thing that makes any sense!" Gracie declared. "Someone broke into the house in the morning and made it look like a burglary. Who knows if they took something from Dad's office, or maybe just found some info that pissed them off. They lay in wait for him at the garage and took a couple of shots at him, then followed him to Bixby's and killed him there. It had to be the same person, they used the same gun. I'm not buying the burglary wasn't part of it."

"The family and friends either don't have a good reason (that we know about, anyway) or if they do they have a great alibi. It must be someone we don't know."

"Except maybe for Aunt Jeanine," Gracie thought to herself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 13




 

Thursday morning found Ken Freeman in his office looking over his notes on the Greene case. A (probably faked) burglary, an attempted murder, then a successful murder. He shook his head in exasperation; this one wasn't going to be easy to untangle. Everyone except the sister had a reasonably good alibi for at least part of the day; the ex-wife's boyfriend was at work in the morning so he couldn't have been the burglar, but it looked like he'd manufactured an alibi for the time of the murder.

Could some of these people be working in cahoots? From what he knew of them it didn't seem likely, but it was something to keep in mind. He needed to talk to them all again and see what they'd tell him without the others around. There was another question that bothered him – there was no good way to know for sure when the burglary had occurred. He pushed papers around on his desk until he found the one he wanted. The neighbor lady had said she'd seen Greene's car in the drive around 10:00; the wife said Greene had left home at 8:30 and she'd left to go shopping at 9:30. No one else had seen anything.

Ken began scooping the pages back together when his eye fell on the notes for the interview with the victim's boss. The man had described Greene as "pretty wound up", and that was before shots had been fired at his car. Ken had wondered if the man had been shot at before he got to the office, though it didn't make a lot of sense for him to admit to the broken window (at least) a few minutes later. If he'd gone home to find the house vandalized, that could explain his mood.

It also begged the question of why he hadn't reported the burglary. Maybe it was what he'd said about the car, he was hell-bent on making that meeting with Bixby and didn't want to take the time. From what Ken had heard about this guy it wouldn't surprise him that Greene would've just left the whole mess for his wife to find and deal with.

On the other hand, maybe he was just nervous about making the big deal. Ken had read the contracts, there was a lot of money involved and even a seasoned salesman might be concerned at the outcome. Which would mean that the house had been fine when he was there at 10ish, and the burglary must've happened later in the day.

The phone on Ken's desk rang. It was the oldest son's professor returning yesterday's call. Clarke Greene had indeed been present in his 11:40 class, which didn't let out until 1:10. Ken looked it up on MapQuest to get the mileage, the kid couldn't possibly have had time to drive down here by 3:00. Besides, he couldn't have known when the meeting would be over, so why take the chance?

Ken put in a call to Jerry Wilkins, the victim's boss. Jerry said Greene had talked of nothing but the pending meeting, and upon reflection described Greene's mood as tense rather than angry. Greene hadn't mentioned he'd been home during the morning, but had told Jerry on Friday that he'd work on the presentation at home over the weekend so it was entirely possible he'd gone back to get something he'd forgotten. Jerry had volunteered the information that he owned a gun, a .22. Ken hadn't thought him a likely suspect, anyway.

Ken decided to call the neighbor lady to re-check her story.

"Good morning, Lieutenant," Susan said. "Clarissa called me last night to tell me that you'd found Charles' car – and with bullet holes in it, too. This is really getting to be a puzzle! How can I help you?"

"Tuesday evening you told me you'd seen Mr. Greene's car at the house, sometime around 10 AM," he began.

"Yes, I did," she replied. "But now I'm wondering if maybe I wasn't mistaken."

"You didn't see his car?"

"Yes I saw it, but I meant mistaken about the time," she said patiently. "I'd been so busy that morning, I was trying to get the catering set up for another event. I was using a new caterer and I'm not sure they'd done anything that big before and they kept calling me back with questions."

"Go on," Ken encouraged. Some people have to tell a story in their own good time.

"The last time I remember looking at the clock it was 9:30 and I knew I needed to get dressed for the golf tournament. Then Donna called to say she'd changed the location of the other event and that meant another round of calls to the caterer. I really thought it all only took about 30 minutes, but Theresa told me yesterday that I'd only arrived at the country club at noon."

"OK," Ken said, not seeing her point.

"I was supposed to be there at 11:00!" she said as if that explained everything.

Ken finally figured it out. "So you were running late," he said.

"Yes!" Susan agreed. "So it must've been nearly noon when I left, and saw Charles' car."

"OK. Just so I'm clear on this, you saw Mr. Greene's car, but not the man himself. And you didn't see any other cars or people at that time. Even someone that you might expect to be there."

"Yes, that's right. I didn't see Jennifer's car or her friend's, and Justin wrecked his car a few weeks ago and anyway he should've been in school," she replied.

"Can you think of anyone who would want to kill Mr. Greene?" he asked.

"No one that I know of," Susan said. "He could be an irritating man, some of the neighbors don't like him. He was kind of arrogant, always wanted things to go his way. But I guess that's part of the saleman attitude, don't you think?"

"Could be," Ken replied somewhat noncommittally.

"He liked to show off his wealth, too," she continued. "I remember he made a big point of letting us all know he'd bought the new Jaguar last year. We prefer a little quieter attitude, after all it was just a new car. But he could be stingy, too. He refused to donate to the neighborhood beautification fund, said he didn't care if the medians had flowerbeds or not. And of course he refused to give his own sister a loan!"

"Yes, Ma'am. She mentioned that the other night," Ken said.

"She did, didn't she?" Susan remarked. "I heard them talking about it at the party. I'm surprised the whole neighborhood didn't hear it! She wouldn't accept 'no' for an answer until he finally told her he'd put her in his will and she could get it when he died. Even then she tried later to get Jennifer to talk Charles into giving her the loan." Susan laughed sarcastically.

"I don't imagine that went over very well!" Ken remarked.

"No, Jennifer refused to even talk to him about it. Jeanine said 'He'll regret this' and then left. Oh, but you don't think Jeanine killed him, do you Lieutenant?"

"I'll investigate all possibilities, Mrs. Holloway," Ken replied carefully. "Do you know anything about Mr. Greene's will?"

"Jim might, but I don't," she replied. "I'm pretty sure that we use the same lawyer, though. That would be Stan Michaels, he'd be the one to ask about a will."

"Thank you, Mrs. Holloway. Just one more question, just for the record you understand. Do you or your husband own a gun?" Ken asked.

"Yes, Jim does. He keeps it in the nightstand drawer, it's a .38. We both practice at the range occasionally. With Jim being a doctor you never know if some junkie is going to break in thinking there are drugs in the house. Would you like me to bring it in?"

"No, Ma'am," he told her. "In fact, please don't even touch it. I'll have an officer come get it, if that's all right with you. Once we've eliminated it you can have it back."

"Of course, Lieutenant," Susan said. "Charles was shot with a .38, wasn't he? I understand completely that you have to check it out. I'll be here all morning but I have a meeting this afternoon so I'd appreciate it if the officer would come before noon."

"Certainly, Mrs. Holloway," Ken said. "And thank you very much for talking with me. Goodbye."

Ken hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair. Well, so the sister thinks she's in Greene's will, and was angry enough about not getting a loan that she made threats. Of course people say that kind of thing all the time and don't really mean it, it's just bluster. Let's just find out. He put in a call to Mr. Michaels' office, leaving a summary with the secretary who promised to check their files. He also asked the internal accounting expert to check up on the finances of several key players.

Now it was on to checking alibis a little more closely. He called Clay Wilson; the man was on his way to a construction site and promised to meet him there so Ken left the office to drive to the site.

Ken looked around at the bare bones of the building, thinking that they always seemed much smaller until the walls went up. Not enough perspective to accurately judge size. He could see Wilson over in the corner studying the blueprints. As Ken started towards him a young man hurried over with a hardhat in his hand, insisting he wear it. He thanked the guy and put it on, feeling a bit silly. Still, better safe than sorry he told himself.

"Good morning, Mr. Wilson," he said as he approached. "Say, what's this going to be when it's finished?"

"Oh, hi Lieutenant," Clay said. "It's an office building. At least it's not another strip mall," he joked.

"I'm talking to everyone involved today, so please don't feel singled out," Ken said, getting down to business.

"I'm glad you dropped by," Clay said seriously. "Candy told me about your visit, she seemed to think it's thrilling to be part of a murder investigation." Clay shivered. "Personally I wish the whole thing hadn't happened. But, I'm afraid she exaggerated her details."

"In what way?" Ken asked in a neutral tone.

"She didn't call me, I dropped by the mall to see her. I was on my way to another site and as I drove past the mall I thought of her and decided to give her a visit. She was just going to lunch, so I bought her something at the food court and we talked," Clay told him.

"Time got away from us, I told her she needed to get back to work, but she said she was already late and she didn't like the job anyway, so she'd just go on home. I offered to go with her, thought maybe I could talk some sense into her. She's having fun living on her own – too much fun, if you know what I mean."

"Why would she say she'd called you?" Ken asked.

"I guess she thought it sounded better if it had been arranged, instead of just happening. She lives and dies by that cell phone so a call sounded natural to her. I'm sure you've checked and found out she didn't call me, I doubt that thought ever occurred to her."

Clay's words trailed off; then Ken could almost see the light bulb go on over his head. "There's another possibility. She probably went out that evening after I left; it's entirely possible she had so much to drink that she really didn't remember how it happened."

"I see," Ken said. He still wasn't buying it. Wilson had been too quick to explain away the non-existent phone call; it sounded like he was improvising on the original lie and it didn't improve the story any, either. He'd let it go for the moment; he'd detailed an officer to knock and talk at the daughter's apartment building to see if anyone had seen them there. Maybe Wilson would improve on the story again and he'd catch him in a lie he could disprove.

"OK then, the usual questions. Do you know if Mr. Greene had any enemies?" Ken asked.

"Not that I know of. The Merry Widow probably isn't crying her eyes out over his death, but I don't think she'd kill him. My guess is that he was worth more to her alive than dead. And I know you probably consider Clarissa as a suspect, but she didn't do it. Their marriage was pretty bad, but she got her revenge by divorcing him. She's not ready to trust enough to marry again yet, but she's working hard to build a new life for herself. If she was going to kill him it would've been during the divorce," Clay explained.

"Did Ms. Stewart ever say if she inherits anything on his death?" Ken asked.

"Never asked," Clay responded. "I doubt it. Maybe the balance of her alimony and child support, but that's not a huge sum. Not worth killing over. She isn't in financial difficulty; in fact she's invested wisely and is really doing pretty well. She doesn't have to work, she does it because she wants to."

"I understand. One last question, then. Do you own a gun?"

"No, I don't," Clay said. "Some of the guys like to carry 'em on site, we sometimes come at odd times to see how the construction's going. A site feels pretty lonely if the crews aren't around, but I've never felt the need to arm myself."

"OK, then." Ken shook hands with Clay. "Thanks for taking the time to talk with me."

Clay returned to his perusal of the blueprints as if this had only been a minor interruption.

As Ken walked back to his car he thought about where he wanted to go next. He really wanted to talk to the sister, but the medical tower wasn't far away so he figured he'd go talk to the doctor first.

* * * *

"Candy? This is Dad. Call me soon as you can, it's important. Bye."

Clay closed his cell phone and went back to studying the blueprints, but he was having trouble concentrating. He'd laid the phone on the upper right corner of the table and his eyes kept straying to the phone instead of looking at the area where he'd found a problem with the construction.

"Dammit," he muttered under his breath. "I've got to figure out where they screwed up, but I can't see it. I sure don't need this, not right now. C'mon Honey, call me." He glared at the phone and commanded, "Ring."

The phone complied, and Clay jumped in surprise. He put his hand to his chest and sighed, releasing the sudden shot of adrenaline. On the second ring he managed to pick the phone up and answer.

"Hi, Dad!" It was Candy.

"Oh good," Clay said. "I thought maybe you'd already left for work, and I didn't want to leave a message."

"I was in the shower," Candy replied. "But I need to get going if I'm not gonna be late."

"OK, I'll make it short," Clay told her. "Lieutenant Freeman just dropped by, and I explained away the call just like we talked about. I think he bought it, but I don't think we ought to count on that. You'd better dig through your trash and find those receipts."

"Oh, ick! Do I have to?" Candy asked.

"Yes, you do," Clay said authoritatively. "Do it now and you'll have them just in case. You paid cash, so we can always claim I was there to give the money to you." He smiled fondly, and Candy could hear it in his voice. "I'll even give you my permission to be late to work, just this once."

Doctor Holloway had just come in from his morning hospital rounds and had a few minutes before seeing his first patient. He invited Ken into his office and shut the door for privacy.

"Hello, Lieutenant. Come to talk to me alone? See if my story changes when no one else is listening?" Jim asked. "Well, it will a little bit. There were some things I didn't want to say in front of the ladies, especially Gracie. She's a good kid and this is a very trying time for her. Some things a child shouldn't know about her parents."

"Fair enough. What kind of things?" Ken asked.

"I'm sure you've heard that Charles wasn't a very nice guy," Jim began. "He cheated on both his wives, lied to them of course. He could lie with a straight face, and did whenever it suited his purpose. He lied to clients all the time, promised them benefits that weren't in the contracts."

"Don't all salesmen do that to some extent?" Ken asked with a smile.

"Not like that!" Jim exclaimed. "He'd tell me about things like swearing a homeowner's policy included flood coverage, or an auto policy would pay double if you wore your seatbelt. Then he'd laugh at how stupid the client was to believe such a thing."

"So you think a client found out he didn't have the insurance coverage he thought he'd been paying for and shot the salesman?" Ken had heard crazier motives.

Jim grinned. "It's always a possibility, but I was just trying to show you what kind of man Charles was. He was very likable on the outside, but he'd go to any length to get what he wanted. For instance, he cheated at poker."

"You know that for a fact, or are you guessing? Did you play with him?" Ken asked.

"Yeah, a bunch of us in the neighborhood get together about once a month. You know, boys' night out. Charles always brought a box of expensive cigars, though he rarely smoked anywhere else. Cubanos, you understand. I got the feeling he just did it because he thought they went with the setting – Scotch, cigars, and cards. He even wore one of those green eyeshades," Jim explained.

"Did you catch him cheating, or is this sour grapes because you lost?" Ken asked.

"It did seem like Charles won most of the time," Jim said. "So one night after the guys had left my place I got to thinking about it. Charles had won the last hand, a really big pot. We'd all just dropped our cards on the table and decided it was time to go home. I was picking up the cards and decided to check the hands. Charles had won with a full house, aces over threes; the missing ace was Hearts. Tom's hand had the ace of Hearts – and another ace of Spades. I threw the extra ace away."

"How big were the pots?"

"Couple of hundred dollars," Jim answered. "I think maybe that one had climbed to $500. Nothing we all couldn't afford to lose. But here's something else, Lieutenant. Things went missing after a game. Just little things. A wrist watch that had been left on a desk, an autographed baseball, sometimes cash from a desk drawer. Not every time; whoever it was didn't go snooping, just picked up stuff that was lying around."

"Obviously you think Charles took these things," Ken said.

"It never happened if he didn't play. I asked around, the other guys said the same thing. When I asked Charles he claimed he'd never missed anything when the game was at his place. He just laughed and said I was imagining things." Jim locked eyes with the detective. "I have no reason to doubt the other guys when they say they didn't do it. I realize that doesn't constitute proof, but I'm sure in my own mind it was Charles."

"Uh huh," Ken said neutrally. "Do you have any idea who might've wanted Charles dead?"

"Not a clue!" Jim answered. "There's so many possibilities. I can assure you I didn't do it."

"Maybe you discovered he'd been having an affair with your wife?" Ken suggested.

"Susan? Absolutely not! She's spent too much time listening to Clarissa cry on her shoulder about all Charles' infidelities, she'd never fall for a guy like that. Besides, she's too busy with her charity work to bother with a boyfriend," Jim told him with a grin.

Ken thought to himself that there were probably a zillion husbands that thought the same thing only to find out they were wrong. It'd been a long shot, the man wasn't likely to admit it if he thought his wife was seeing another man. But his response had seemed honest, with no hint he was hiding anything.

"Do you own a gun?" was Ken's next question.

"Yes, I do," Jim answered calmly. "A .38 automatic. I keep it in the drawer by the bed, for protection. Susan and I both take it to the range for practice every few months; I want her to be able to use it if I weren't home and she had to."

"I have to tell you that I've already spoken to your wife this morning and she told me the same thing," Ken said. "In fact I've sent an officer to pick the gun up for ballistics testing."

"Good!" Jim replied heartily. "More proof that neither Susan nor I did it. Anything else?"

"Not at the moment. If you should think of something, please let me know. And thanks very much for your time, Doctor.

As Ken walked through the parking lot his phone rang. It was the Medical Examiner with the results of the autopsy. COD was a bullet through the heart; no stippling so it hadn't been at close range. The man was probably dead before he hit the ground. No obvious defensive wounds, but there was a faint bruise running in a line across the inside of his right forearm. Also, a definite bump on the back of the man's head. The ME was sure the goose egg had been acquired a couple of hours before death because of the amount of swelling. The bruise hadn't had time to darken and had probably happened shortly before death. They hadn't yet figured out what might have caused it.

"Well, that was interesting," Ken said to himself as he drove towards the grocery store where Jeanine Thomas worked. Could Greene have hit his head as he dove for cover during the shots in the garage? The skin hadn't been broken so it wasn't like they could look for traces of blood. It didn't fit, either. There wasn't anything in the car that he would've been likely to hit his head on; not that would cause a big bump on the back.

Ken had to insist on talking to Jeanine Thomas immediately; her boss had tried to get him to wait until her regular break. This way was better, they could have the break room to themselves. He waited patiently until Jeanine waddled through the door and dropped heavily into one of the plastic chairs.

"Good morning, Ms. Thomas," he said. "Thanks for taking the time to talk to me."

"I should think so," Jeanine said gruffly. "Damn Tony'll probably dock my pay for this. I might's well have a cup of coffee while I'm here." She made no move to get up.

"Help yourself," Ken said, waving vaguely in the direction of the coffee pot.

"You wouldn't get a lady a cup of coffee?" she asked with what was clearly meant to be a coquettish smile.

Ken thought it looked gruesome on her large, sweaty face. But he got up to get it anyway, only because it might make her think he had accepted her overture; it might help loosen her lips.

"I'm talking to everyone today, Ms. Thomas. Sometimes people feel more comfortable answering difficult questions when I'm alone with them," he told her. He couldn't bring himself to flirt with her, but she seemed to get the implication anyway. He could swear she blushed a bit.

"Well, Hell, Lieutenant," she said. "I'd like to help, but I don't know anything more than I did the other night. My brother was a bastard and everybody knew it! But I don't have a clue who might've killed him."

"She's got that right!" Ken thought. "The man was a right bastard. Still, it seems cold to hear his own sister say so."

Aloud he said, "We haven't been able to find anyone that remembers seeing you at bingo on Tuesday."

"So that means I did it?" Jeanine's voice had turned ugly.

"It means," he smiled at her. "That we haven't verified your alibi yet, that's all."

"There must've been a hundred people there. I know someone will remember me, I'm there every Tuesday. And why the hell would I want to shoot my own brother?"

"You yourself told me he refused to give you a loan," he said.

"Don't know why I asked him anyway," she replied sullenly. "Damn selfish jerk. You'd think a man would help his only sister out, but no, not Charles."

"Why did you need a loan?" Ken asked.

"I wanna get out of this shithole." Jeanine didn't bother to keep her voice down in case her boss might hear. "The pay's lousy, the hours stink, and nobody here likes me."

"How much money did you ask him for, and what were you going to do with it?"

"If I got some schooling so's I could do something else I could get a better job," she told him. "I used to be a secretary twenty years ago, but I don't know how to run them damn computers and that's all they care about anymore. I can answer phones and file things and be real friendly with the people who come in, but I can't write their frickin' letters on no PC."

Jeanine drew breath to continue but Ken cut her off. "I see. What were you going to do after he turned you down?"

"I'll just ask somebody else," she said. "Got a second cousin on Daddy's side of the family tree, he'll help me. It's just that I'll have to come up with gas money to get there, he lives in BFE, a good hour's drive, take me a tankful of gas. Charles was closer, and anyway he's got more money."

"What about a bank? Or a student loan?" he asked.

"Banks all want collateral, and I don't have anything except my car. They told me it's not worth enough. And the schools, they discriminate against me because of my age," she said. She sounded mad about it.

"It sounds like you were running out of options," Ken said leadingly. If being friendly didn't work, he'd try making her angry.

"I didn't do it!" Jeanine was practically shouting now. "I told you, I was at the goddamned bingo hall. If I could've just hit on the big game I'd have won $500 and that would've been a down payment."

Ken pushed. Maybe if she got mad enough she'd let something slip. "But that wouldn't have been enough to pay for the whole class, you'd still need more money."

"Well, I damn sure didn't shoot Charles to get it!" Jeanine glared at him defiantly. "Talk to that little hussy he married, she's got motive. She probably gets more money than I do, anyway."

"We're certainly looking at Mrs. Greene very closely," he said meaningfully. "Though if you'll remember she was talking to the police in her own home at the time of the murder."

"So she didn't pull the trigger herself," Jeanine retorted. "Doesn't mean she wasn't behind it. Clarissa took him for everything she could when she divorced him, she might've decided this was the ultimate revenge."

"We're taking that into consideration too," Ken said. "But she has a whole country club as an alibi."

"And what about that grouchy neighbor, what's his face, the asshole that made a big fuss at the party. Charles says he's a real stick-in-the-mud, always complaining about something."

"I've got him on my list, though you'd think he'd have shot Mr. Greene at the house," Ken replied.

"Then there's that other salesman fellow, don't remember the name, Charles said he was trying to horn in on the Big Bixby Deal," Jeanine was really warmed up by now.

"I've already talked to him. He was giving the secretary trouble when your brother was killed," Ken told her. "Anyone else you'd like to accuse?"

"You're not taking me seriously!" Jeanine sounded hurt. "I'm not gonna sit here and listen to this bullshit, I'm going back to work."

Jeanine spoiled her dramatic exit by catching her foot on a chair leg and nearly falling. She'd left her empty coffee cup on the table, too.

* * * *

Gracie was on her way to class when Tina stopped her in the hall.

"I need to talk to you," Tina said.

Gracie would've preferred not to be seen in Tina's company. "Sorry, I'm late for class," she said as she kept on walking.

Tina caught up and grabbed Gracie's arm. "Give your brother a message for me," she said.

Gracie stopped and shook Tina's hand off. "What is it?" she asked.

"Just tell him he owes me, and he'd better pay up," Tina said in a menacing voice.

"What is this, a gangster movie?" Gracie laughed, she couldn't help herself. People didn't really talk like that, did they?

Tina made a disgusted face. "Just tell him, OK?"

"Why should I?" Gracie retorted.

"Because he's not at school today, and I want what he owes me," Tina replied.

"What does he owe you?" The words were out of Gracie's mouth before she could stop them. Why did she care?

"Nothin' you could pay. A couple of joints, if you must know," Tina said haughtily.

"You should've gotten them before you did him any favors," Gracie said.

"Yeah, well, I haven't done it yet, Miss Smarty Pants. Remind him of that when you talk to him."

"I doubt very much that I'll see Justin in the next few days," Gracie said, starting to walk off again.

Tina stayed where she was, but raised her voice so Gracie could hear. "You tell him if he wants me to say I went to lunch with him he has to pay me first."

Gracie stopped and turned back to stare at Tina. "What? Why would he want you to say that?"

"Beats the hell out of me," Tina replied. "He said he wanted to make Zack jealous – but I heard Zack took that Goody Two Shoes Carrie out to lunch Tuesday, I think Justin didn't wanna look like the loser he is."

"Whatever. I'll tell him if I happen to see him." Gracie shook her head as she walked off. Zoo Time, indeed. She couldn't care less about their love lives.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 14




 

After listening to the sister's accusations Ken decided he did want to talk to the grumpy neighbor. Not that he really thought the man was a suspect, but a complainer often noticed details no one else did. He called, but got voice mail and left a message. The widow still wasn't answering her phone either.

That pretty much left the Nutty Professor. He'd referred to himself as Greene's best friend, maybe he had some insights. Ken drove to the college and found the professor's office. The door was open so he knocked on the door frame to get the attention of the man sitting at a desk stacked high with papers.

Bill was working on the computer and didn't even look up, just said, "Come on in and have a seat. Be with you in a sec."

"Professor Conover? It's Lieutenant Freeman, we met the other night at Mr. Greene's home," Ken said.

Bill looked up with a slightly surprised look on his face. "Oh, hi Lieutenant." He stood and offered his hand. "How're you doing?"

"I'd be better if I could get a lead on this case," Ken replied. "I'm trying to get a handle on what kind of man Mr. Greene was, maybe that'll help me turn up a suspect. You said you were his best friend, what was he like?

"Charles was a likeable guy in many ways," Bill told him as they both sat down. "But he did have a dark side."

"Like what, exactly?" Ken asked.

"For starters he liked pretty women," Bill explained. "He liked to get them in bed, then move on to the next one. It was a weakness, he couldn't seem to help himself."

"I've heard he cheated on both wives," Ken commented. "Did he stick to single women?"

"Absolutely not!" Bill replied. "He didn't care if he – or they - were married.

Are you thinking maybe a jealous husband shot him? I suppose it's possible."

"Sounds like that might be hard to track down. Do you happen to know the names of any of his lady friends?"

"Lieutenant, I don't even think Charles knew their names!" Bill said. "They weren't friends, they were conquests."

"Gotcha. You said 'for starters' - what else comprised his dark side?"

"He liked to make a buck, any way he could. I doubt all his deals were legal, and he'd double-cross a partner if it made him more money. Understand Lieutenant, I'm reading between the lines here. Charles never told me the details of his schemes so I don't know anything specific. There are probably a thousand reasons why someone might want to get even with him."

"That all jives with what I've learned about him. Tell me, do you own a gun, Professor?" Ken asked.

"Yes, I do," Bill replied steadily. "A .38 caliber revolver. Charles bought a matched pair a few years ago, and gave one of them to me. I've got a class in 15 minutes, but I'd be happy to meet an officer at the house over my lunch break and turn it over to him for testing."

"Thanks, I'll set that up," Ken said. "It's identical to Mr. Greene's? At least we'll know the make and model of the missing gun. Just out of curiosity Professor, what is it exactly that you do in that locked lab?"

"The easy answer is that it's a bunch of 'Science Guy' stuff," Bill said. "Do you want the specific details?"

"No, they wouldn't mean anything to me, I don't have the background to understand them," Ken said. "I understand your need for privacy, but it's a little hard to believe you'd stay in there for hours at a time."

"Do you think I snuck out somehow?" Bill asked. "Rita was right there at the information counter, she'd have seen me leave."

"She's got work to do, she doesn't have to stay at her desk. But I had an office ask around and no one remembers seeing you during that afternoon."

"Because I was in the lab!" Bill replied with a smile. He shifted in his chair so he could work his hand into his pants pocket. He pulled out a key ring and unlocked a desk drawer. Then he took out a thick notebook, flipped through it, and handed it to Ken.

"Here's my lab notes from the Tuesday in question," he said.

Ken took the book and looked over the page. Conover had been right, a bunch of science stuff Ken couldn't make heads or tails of. The details of each experiment began with a time, the last entry being 4:30. Ken idly flipped through the notebook, but all the pages looked the same to him.

"It certainly looks like you were busy," Ken said, handing the book back. "Thanks for your time, Professor."

"If I think of anything in particular about any of Charles' deals, I'll let you know Lieutenant."

George Thompson, the grumpy neighbor, returned Ken's call. George had been showing a house nearby and suggested they meet there so Ken drove over. George was a short, heavy man in his mid 50's. He wore expensive casual clothes tailored and coordinated to make them look them look elegant, even on his squat frame. The house was in an expensive neighborhood; Ken didn't inquire as to the asking price, he knew it was out of his price range. He was surprised to find it fully furnished.

"I thought you said the owners had moved out, didn't they take their furniture with them?" Ken asked.

"It's staged for sale," George replied.

"Staged? Like set dressing?"

"Exactly!" George said happily. "I rent the furniture, and keep a collection of accessories - vases and artwork and such – so that each house seems fresh."

"Doesn't that get expensive?" Ken asked.

"It's well worth it to make the sale. It's easier for people to imagine living in a house if they're not looking at four bare walls and a carpet," George explained.

"Well, I guess you know your job," Ken admitted. "And I guess you know I've come to talk to you about Mr. Greene's murder. You said you were home all day Tuesday but didn't see or hear anything. You've obviously got a good eye for detail; now that you've had some time to think about it have you remembered anything?"

"I'm afraid not, Lieutenant. My house is situated next to the side of Charles' house that includes the garage, which extends out from the front of his house. So all I can really see is the driveway and front lawn. There's a privacy fence between our two back yards, and it does its job well. There's a couple of knotholes you can peek through, but not from inside the house of course."

That statement gave Ken an idea. Sometimes in this business if you threw out a wild accusation you'd learn a lot from the response. "Mrs. Greene is a pretty young woman. Did you peek at her while she was out for a swim? You're often home during the day, maybe you'd meet her out there?"

George looked astonished. "Absolutely not! I'm no Peeping Tom, and I'm not exactly her type."

Ken tended to agree with that, but you didn't get anywhere without asking questions. "So, what is her type?"

"Women," George said succinctly.

"But she's married," Ken reminded him.

"Lieutenant, you and I both know that love had nothing to do with that marriage," Thompson said. "She was using him, and he was fool enough to let her. It's an old story. One day not long after he moved her in I heard a lot of noise from their yard, giggling and shrieking. I thought maybe the boys had lured some girls out there, and just wanted to make sure the girls weren't being taken advantage of against their wills."

"Uh huh," Ken thought.

"I can tell you I was quite surprised at what I saw, and it was more than just a couple of young women going for a skinny-dip. Her and that plain-Jane friend of hers. Now I'm not one to care what two consenting adults do in the privacy of their own home, but there are children in this neighborhood, Lieutenant. I didn't appreciate their carrying on outside for anyone to see," he explained.

"Did you tell Mr. Greene?" Ken asked.

"No. Frankly I didn't care what he thought. It wouldn't have done any good, anyway. The man never did anything about anything I talked to him about."

"I understand you complained about the noise from the party on Saturday," Ken said.

"Yes, I did. The music was so loud I couldn't hear myself think. I asked him to turn it down, but he just laughed at me. Pardon me, Sir, but I didn't think the police would do anything about it. They do try to stay out of petty squabbles. So I went to visit my sister. At least her kids are well-behaved."

"I presume by that remark that you're referring to Justin Greene," Ken suggested.

"I certainly am! The boy is disrespectful, he's got a smart-mouth attitude." Thompson suddenly seemed to have an idea. "I think he smokes marijuana out behind the pool house. Can you arrest him for that?" he asked hopefully.

"I'll look into the allegation, Mr. Thompson," Ken told him. "Tell me, do you own a gun?"

"No, Sir, I don't. Guns are dangerous to have around," George said.

"I don't suppose you have any idea who might've killed Mr. Greene?" Ken asked.

"None whatsoever. I'm sorry the man was killed, but I can't say that I'll miss him," George replied.

"Well, thanks very much for your time, I'll be on my way now," Ken said.

"Jen, Honey, wake up! We fell asleep afterwards, I guess." Cindy rolled over and put her hand on Jennifer's shoulder, shaking her gently.

"Ummm," Jennifer replied sleepily. "I don't wanna wake up. I don't wanna, like, do anything. Just lie here with you forever." He eyes drifted closed again.

"That would be nice, but I've got to go to work," Cindy told her.

Jennifer opened one eye and peered at Cindy. "Couldn't you just stay here with me again today?"

"I'd really like to, but I've taken off two days in a row now. I hate to say it, but we need the money. It'll be months before you get your inheritance, and we still don't know how much you'll get." Cindy sat up on the edge of the bed and stretched preparatory to standing up.

"But, I mean, I've got the credit card. We can, like, charge everything on it now that Charles won't be checking the statements," Jennifer said.

"That's not a good idea, Dear," Cindy replied. "The police might check, and we need to keep up appearances a little while longer."

Jennifer smiled sarcastically. "Can you imagine their faces when they learn the truth? But then it won't, you know, make any difference. There's nothing they can do. I can't say I'll miss that little shit Justin, but Gracie was always nice to me."

"Did Justin stay in the house?" Cindy asked.

"How should I know!" Jennifer laughed. "I spent the last two nights here with you. He probably stayed there and got stoned. The house probably reeks of, like, grass by now."

"Don't you think you should play the concerned step-mom and check up on the little tyke?" Cindy inquired.

"Don't care," Jennifer answered. "I'm not sure I ever want to go back to that house! I mean, what if the burglar comes back again? I wouldn't feel safe sleeping there alone, and, like, it might look funny if you moved in."

"Well, it's going to start looking funny if you don't go back," Cindy said. "You haven't been answering your phone, you don't know what's going on. Doubtless the police have been trying to get hold of you. You can tell everyone you were nervous and upset and needed to get away for a bit. Surely they can understand that."

"Are you throwing me out?" Jennifer asked, her smile showing she meant it jokingly.

"Of course not!" Cindy grinned too, then turned serious. "But you need to get it together for a while longer. You need to go back to your house and clean up the mess and act like you're grieving. We can still see each other in the mornings, and maybe sneak in a few nights together."

Jennifer groaned. "I don't know if I can do it."

"You have to," Cindy told her. "You can do it, it's just for a few more weeks – then we're home free."

Ken thought about what Grumpy George had said. "Guess I shouldn't call him that," he said to the empty car as he drove along. "The Greenes thought he was grumpy, but I can understand his complaints. Loud parties, smart-ass kid, Lesbian lovers at poolside out in front of God and everybody. I wouldn't want a neighbor like that!"

But it gave him something to think about. Mrs. Greene had bought her new dress first thing Tuesday morning and said she and her 'friend' had shopped until Ms. Stone had to get ready for work. What if they'd spent the morning together doing something else? They'd have had to go to Ms. Stone's house, or the thief would've interrupted them, and he didn't think that happened.

So Ken drove to Cindy's house. It was in a poor but decently kept neighborhood, she probably rented. He knocked on the door but got no response. He looked at his watch; it was nearly 3:00. He knew she worked swing shift so she was probably at work. He talked to a few of her neighbors, but they knew little about her.

Lucinda Johnson lived across the street from Ms. Stone. Mrs. Johnson was a harried-looking young woman with two small children who were playing noisily in the front room. She invited him in and shooed the kids outside. Probably glad to have another adult to talk to. He asked if she knew Ms. Stone.

"I don't know Cindy all that well," she told him. "We wave when we see each other, chat in the front yard once in awhile. Is she in some kind of trouble?"

"I'm really more interested in her friend, Mrs. Greene," he said.

"Would that be the pretty lady that drives the Mercedes?" she asked.

"Yeah, that's the one. Jennifer Greene. Obviously you've seen her at Ms. Stone's house occasionally."

"It's more than occasionally, Lieutenant. She's there two or three times a week. Oh, she often picks Cindy up and they go somewhere, but sometimes she just stays there all morning. She always leaves when Cindy has to go to work."

"Do you remember if Mrs. Greene was there on Tuesday?" Ken asked.

One of the kids ran in crying that the other had hit him. Mrs. Johnson listened patiently to the story, gave him a hug, and sent him back outside.

"When did I take Billy to the doctor? Wasn't it Wednesday?" she said, thinking out loud. She looked at Ken and asked with some embarrassment, "What is today?"

"It's Thursday, Ma'am," he replied.

"Sorry, I lose track of time. The days just seem to run together anymore. Well, it wasn't yesterday so it must've been Tuesday. So, yes, this Mrs. Greene was there then. I remember seeing her get out of her car as we were leaving for the doctor's office," she said.

"Do you know what time she left?" he asked.

"Let me think. We stopped for lunch after the doctor – I always buy them ice cream as a treat after a doctor's visit. I let them play in the park for a little while." She seemed to be estimating times in her head.

"We must've gotten home around 2:00. I'm sorry, I can't remember whether her car was still there when we got here. I put the boys down for a nap and I think I fell asleep, too. Does it matter?" she asked.

"It would be nice to know, but don't worry about it," Ken told her. "Did you see any other cars at her house that day?"

"Don't think so," she said.

"Does Ms. Stone have any friends in the neighborhood?" was his next question.

"I think she keeps pretty much to herself," she replied. "She works odd hours, she's not home in the evenings."

"Do you ever see other people visit her?" Ken asked. "Friends, co-workers, relatives?"

"Didn't know she had any," she told him.

The other child – at least Ken thought it was the other child – came running in blubbering about something. He thanked Mrs. Johnson and left.

* * * *

Ken sat in his car outside Mrs. Johnson's house and pondered what to do next. Ms. Stone didn't seem to have any friends besides Mrs. Greene, who'd visited regularly. Mrs. Johnson's memory hadn't been too clear, but she did place Mrs. Greene at Ms. Stone's house Tuesday morning. If necessary he could check up on the kid's check-up time to firm things up a bit more. He was more interested in what time Mrs. Greene had left. She was still a prime candidate for the burglary, in his mind.

Where was Mrs. Greene now? After learning about her girlfriend he had fully expected to find her there. Had she run out on Ms. Stone, too? Ken called the Greene residence, and was surprised when Mrs. Greene answered. She didn't even sound upset when he told her he was on his way to see her.

"So you see, Officer, I was just so, like, upset about everything that I needed to get away. I was, you know, worried the burglar might come back and shoot me too." Jennifer was doing her best to look like a frightened little girl so he'd feel sorry for her.

"I can understand that, Ma'am," he said. "So you stayed with your friend for the last two days, is that right?" He hadn't told her that he knew about her relationship with Cindy.

Jennifer turned up the wattage on her smile. "Yeah, I just got back here a little while ago. I mean, I haven't even had time to get started cleaning up the place. Just look at the mess that kid made in the den!"

"Actually, that's good. That you haven't cleaned up yet, I mean. I'd like to have another look around, if you don't mind," he explained.

"Sure, whatever. I'll be upstairs in the bedroom if you need me," she replied happily.

He'd intended to go have a look in Justin's room first, but elected to wait jut in case that remark of hers had been intended as a come-on. He went to Greene's home office instead. As best he could remember it looked exactly the same. If Justin had been staying here he apparently hadn't poked around. Ken spent several minutes gathering the papers and stacking them up neatly. He figured he'd take them to the ex's later so she could go through them. There seemed to be a lot of financial stuff here; it might take the department bean-counter to figure out if it was significant.

As he walked up the stairs he called out, "I'm just going to look in your step-son's room." He got no response.

Justin's room was a mess. From what he'd read in Officer Barclay's report it did look like the young man had put things back somewhat. At least the clothes on the floor looked like they'd only been dropped there in the last couple days, and the desk drawers were all shut. The room was littered with soda cans, and there was a pizza box shoved part-way under the bed. The room smelled quite strongly of marijuana.

Ken spotted the A/C vent that Gracie had mentioned as the kid's hiding place of choice. He knelt down to take a closer look and saw she'd been right. He could clearly see a baggie full of joints behind the louvers. He stood up and walked across the room to check the view from the doorway. Yep, quite obvious if you knew what to look for. He thought about taking it just because he could, but decided not to. It would be more paperwork than it was worth.

Gracie had been right about several points. Not only had Justin not bothered to find a new hidey-hole, but any thief worth his salt would've seen that baggie and taken it. Especially one who'd already taken prescription meds, he'd know where to fence it all – or just keep it for himself.

Ken started back downstairs and continued to mull it over. That baggie was pretty full, maybe it'd been empty on Tuesday. That would certainly explain things. He stopped and walked back upstairs, pausing in the doorway of the master bedroom.

"Mrs. Greene?" he called.

She peered around the bathroom doorway and said, "Yeah?"

"Didn't you tell me that Justin had come home from school on Tuesday after you'd discovered the theft and then left again?" he asked.

"Um, yeah, that's right. That little brat Zack was with him. They both disappeared a couple minutes after they got here," she said.

"I thought so, thanks. I'm going to take a look in the den and then I'll take your husband's papers to Ms. Stewart to look over. Okay with you?"

"Sure. Just lemme know, like, when you leave," she said in a bored voice.

Heading back down the stairs again Ken thought he'd accounted for at least one puzzle in this case. The kid had been out of dope and had gone out to buy more. It did seem odd, though, that the widow hadn't asked anything about the investigation. Did that mean she wasn't concerned about what he'd found out about her? Didn't she care who'd killed her husband? Probably not. If she hadn't done it – or hired it done – she probably thought the killer had done her a favor.

The boys had clearly spent time in the den, fast-food wrappers and more soda cans attested to that fact. Ken idly pushed at some of the trash with a finger; on a foil burger envelope he was a blob of ketchup with several fries, and the stub of a joint. Justin had been living it up while he had the house to himself.

Ken walked around the room looking at things, trying to find something that was, somehow, out of place. As Ms. Stewart had said, the liquor was still there, though he recalled that a bottle of Scotch had been broken. He continued moving around the room, looking at it from different perspectives. What could have possibly been in here to be stolen?

He made his way to the bookshelves that lined one whole wall. What was it the ex-wife had said? That they were all for show. That seemed typical of a man like Greene. He'd probably bought 'em by the yard just to fill the shelves and impress guests. Maybe George Thompson could get them all cheap and use them to stage houses.

Ken ran his finger along the spines, looking at the titles. At least Greene had had the class to buy a lot of classics, pun intended. Suddenly he stopped, his finger pointing to a leather-bound volume declaring itself to be "The Complete Works of Shakespeare". There was a ragged hole in the spine.

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 15




 

Ken stared at the book for a minute before doing anything. Very deliberately he took a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and pulled them on. Only then did he take the book from the shelf and open it; the hole went completely through the book. Well, that made sense; a book – even a heavy volume – wouldn't stop a bullet. He took a small flashlight from his pocket and used it to illuminate the shelf.

Sure enough, there was a bullet stuck in the board behind the books. He could just see the end, it must've smashed into the brick behind the bookcase. He took out his pocketknife and pried the slug out of the wall. Looked like a .38, but it was pretty distorted. He didn't know if Joe could get much out of it.

Ken walked to the kitchen and looked through the drawers for a minute. Finding what he'd been looking for, he helped himself to a baggie. He popped the bullet into it and sealed it up.

He went back to the den and stood in front of the missing book to see where the assailant might have been standing when he'd fired the gun. Without any fancy lasers to point the way it would be vague, but would give him a general idea. He decided the man could've been pretty much anywhere around the conversation area of couches and chairs. Maybe in the process of tearing up the room when he was caught red-handed?

What his experiment couldn't possibly tell him was who had been shot at. He'd bet money it was Greene. This was where it all started. This could certainly explain why Greene was tense and wound-up when he got to the office. But why hadn't he called the police, or even said anything about it?

Maybe it meant he knew his attacker and felt he could deal with him or her on his own, a self-important guy might think that. Had the Mrs. taken a potshot at him during a quarrel Tuesday morning? He could've easily gotten the gun away from her. But if that were the case, how did the faked burglary fit in? It didn't, that Ken could see.

Maybe Greene had come home to find the thief in the act, the guy had shot at him and then run away. Perhaps the robber was upstairs when Greene had come home; he'd gone to his office and seen the destruction, then walked through the house to see if there was more. The assailant had heard him, come downstairs and shot at him, then ran off.

As he was going through these scenarios in his mind, he thought of something else. The ME had said Greene had a big bump on the back of his head. Ken looked to his left; there was a heavy occasional table there, with a lamp and some knick-knacks on it. Could the man have fallen as he tried to dodge a bullet and hit his head on the table? That would certainly have given the shooter time to get away.

That still left him assuming Greene hadn't wanted to get involved with a long police investigation because he didn't want to be late for his big appointment. He might buy that once, but twice was too much to believe. If it was the wife she might have tried again in the garage. He'd bet she'd never fired a gun before so there'd be a good chance she'd miss with all three shots. But she hadn't been the one who'd finally killed him. He felt like his thoughts were going 'round in circles, none of the pieces seemed to fit.

Ken walked to the foot of the stairs and called up to Mrs. Greene, asking her to come downstairs for a minute.

She came out of the bedroom wearing different clothes. She'd changed into a pair of short jeans cut-offs and a tight, low-cut tank top. Presumably this was her idea of an outfit to clean house in.

"Yeah, Officer – what do you want?" she asked, sounding like she wasn't pleased to have been bothered.

Ken held up the baggie. "Look what I found in your library," he told her.

Jennifer walked slowly down the stairs until she was close enough to see what it contained. "Oh My God!" she shrieked. "Is that a bullet?"

"Yes, Ma'am, it is. I found it behind one of the books, it'd gone right through it and buried itself in the wall," he told her.

Jennifer ran into the den; Ken hurried to keep up with her. She ran up to the shelves and began darting glances left and right, trying to see what he was talking about. Finally she saw the missing tome but couldn't see the bullet-hole in the shadow of the other books. Ken turned on his flashlight and showed her.

Her face had gone white and she was wringing her hands. She turned to face Ken and he thought her fear looked genuine this time. But what was she afraid of?

"D-do you think, I mean, di-did the burglar do this?" she stammered.

"That would be a logical assumption," he said. "I take it you know nothing about it?"

"Why would I know about it?" She truly sounded uncertain.

"Maybe your husband had a few too many one night and decided to take out Shakespeare," he suggested.

"Shakespeare? I mean, isn't he already dead?"

Ken showed her the volume, flipping it open so she could see the gouge left by the bullet. Jennifer shuddered and turned her face away.

"Charles didn't get violent when he drank, Officer," she said in a shaky voice. "He said a lot of, like, nasty things. He'd tell things people had told him that were secrets, too. But if he shot that gun, he did it when I wasn't here."

Ken took her arm and led her away from the bookcase. "Why don't you go lie down, Mrs. Greene. This has obviously upset you, and I'm sorry for that. I just wanted to make sure this wasn't some old temper tantrum that happened months ago, that's all. I can see you knew nothing about it."

He walked her to the stairs and waved his hand towards the top to indicate she should go up on her own. "I'm going to take this to the lab now. I'll let myself out. Goodnight, Mrs. Greene."

Ken stopped to gather up the papers from the office, then got in his car and drove to headquarters. He took the bullet to Joe and asked him to check it against the other three bullets in this case. Told him he'd wait.

While Joe was getting things set up he told Ken that the gun retrieved from Bill Conover's house had not been a match to the three bullets. Plus, in his professional opinion, the gun hadn't been fired recently. So much for that theory, Ken thought. It'd been a long shot anyway, surely the guy wouldn't be dumb enough to turn over the murder weapon!

Ken passed some of the time talking to the ME, who told him that the lump on Greene's head could have been enough to knock him unconscious for several minutes. The accounting guru had already gone home for the day, he'd have to check with him tomorrow.

Joe seemed to fiddle with his equipment, taking his time, putting each of the other bullets under the comparison microscope in turn. Finally he beckoned Ken over to have a look.

The new bullet wasn't in good shape. It was difficult to say for certain, the best Joe could do was to say it was consistent with the others. That was good enough for Ken, he'd continue with the assumption that it was a fourth shot – or rather a first shot – fired at Mr. Greene. He decided he'd get some dinner and give the ex-wife time to get home from work before he delivered Greene's papers to her.

* * * *

Clarissa had barely shut the front door behind her when she heard the phone ringing. It'd been a long day; she was worried about how Gracie was handling her father's death and wanted to spend time talking to her. The phone continued to ring and, with a sigh, she went to answer it.

"Well, I'm on break, I haven't got a lot of time. That asshole will dock my pay if I'm late getting back," Jeanine said.

"Hello, Jeanine. I'm fine, thank you," Clarissa responded.

"Yeah. So you've gotta tell me when the funeral is. He won't let me off for more than one day, I need to know," Jeanine continued as if Clarissa hadn't spoken.

"I haven't heard anything myself. I just got home, haven't had a chance to check voice mail yet," Clarissa told her.

"Well be sure and let me know as soon as you find out. My luck it'll be on my day off," Jeanine said sourly.

"I would think that would be better," Clarissa said, a bit puzzled. "That way you won't lose any pay."

"I've got things to do on my day off, laundry and stuff. I could use another day with what I've been through. And I get paid for funeral-time. Told that son of a bitch I needed the whole week off, but he's got it out for me, won't let me take it all," Jeanine said.

"We've all been through a lot, especially Gracie. I promise I'll let you know as soon as I find out, but I need to spend some time with my daughter so I'll let you go," Clarissa said, trying to end the conversation.

"Oh, OK. That damn cop's been breathing down my neck. I know he thinks I shot him, he told me he thinks I was lying about being at bingo."

"He's been talking to everybody, Jeanine," Clarissa said trying to maintain her calm. "There's no reason for you to get rattled, he's just doing his job. I really have to go now."

"Yeah, that's another thing," Jeanine continued. "When're they gonna read the will? I wanna know how much I'll get."

"For God's sake, Jeanine!" Clarissa finally let some of her frustration show in her voice. "The man's not even buried yet, and all you can think of is his money. You should be ashamed of yourself!"

"He damn sure didn't take it with him, and I need it. I wanna quit that shitty job, when's it gonna be read?" Jeanine asked belligerently.

"I'm quite sure Charles' attorney will contact you when it's time. I must go now, and you need to get back to work. Bye!" Clarissa hung up.

Gracie answered the door when Ken rang the bell. She invited him in, telling him she and her mother were in the process of cooking dinner. Ken joined them in the kitchen.

"Good evening, Lieutenant," Clarissa said. "Do you mind if I continue working while we talk? We're fixing a somewhat complicated dish, and need to get it in the oven so we don't end up eating at 9:00."

"Sure thing, Ms. Stewart," he replied. They walked to the kitchen. "Um, may I?" He pointed to a pile of carrots.

"Of course. They're not peeled yet, that's Gracie's job." She turned a mock glare towards her daughter.

Gracie handed a carrot to Ken who immediately took a bite. "You get more vitamins and stuff if you eat the peel, anyway. Mom used to buy the already-peeled kind, but I told her that's just extra processing that uses more energy and contributes, well OK just a little, to pollution. So now I get to peel all the carrots." She picked up a peeler and set to work.

"Are those Charles' papers?" Clarissa asked, pointed to the pile Ken had dropped on the counter.

"Yes, Ma'am," he said. "It looks like a bunch of investment reports to me, but I didn't pay too much attention. I'm not asking you to figure out the state of his portfolio, we've got accountants that can do that kind of thing if we need to. Just let me know if you run across anything that someone might've been interested to find, maybe something that pertained to someone else."

"I don't mind saying I'm a bit uncomfortable doing this. I understand why you've asked me, but I feel a little out-of-place. Nonetheless I will go through them after dinner this evening, and let you know the results tomorrow. Will that be OK?"

Ken assured her that that would be fine. Then he proceeded to fill them in on the developments of the day. He told them he'd learned that Jennifer had been staying with her friend, but said nothing of the nature of the relationship. They both remembered Charles telling Jeanine she was in his will, though Clarissa said she had no idea how much she might inherit. He mentioned that so far he'd been unable to verify Jeanine's – or Clay's – alibi.

Then he told them about finding the bullet buried behind the volume of Shakespeare, and that, though it was damaged, it appeared to have been fired from the same weapon. Gracie asked a lot of questions; very good questions in Ken's opinion. Well, it never hurt to have someone else's opinions, and the girl certainly had a right to know what had happened to her father. She seemed to be taking this detective thing pretty seriously. Ken answered all her questions and told her his theories relating to this latest development, then left the ladies to their cooking.

Clarissa and Gracie got the casserole put together and in the oven, then sat down at the dining table to start going through the papers Ken had left. They began by making an attempt to sort them into piles by appearance; whoever had scattered them on the floor had done a good job of getting them out of any semblance of order.

"Here's some more brokerage statements," Gracie said as she handed them to her mother. "Good thing the lieutenant doesn't want us to figure that stuff out, there's a ton of it."

Clarissa added the sheets to the proper stack and sighed. "I'm surprised he kept all these. I'd have thought he'd leave the details to his broker and just throw these out. I always look over my monthly statements, but your father thought that was why you hired the broker in the first place."

"Do you think we'll find a copy of his will in this mess?" Gracie asked. "That reminds me, do you think Dad made a pre-nuptial when he married Jennifer?"

"I'm sure his lawyer insisted on it, Gracie," her mother said. "And I'm sure your father agreed. He wasn't a stupid man, he must've known there was a chance Jennifer would divorce him for someone her own age and he would've wanted to make sure she didn't get everything." Clarissa laughed ironically. "Especially after our divorce!"

"Except that she wouldn't divorce him for a younger man," Gracie said. "It'd be for Cindy. I figured it out, Mom. She and Cindy are lovers! I caught 'em holding hands at the party and she jumped away so I wouldn't see."

Clarissa looked at her daughter thoughtfully for a minute. "You might be right, Gracie. That could explain a lot of things, beginning with why a lovely young woman like Jennifer spends a lot of time with poor plain Cindy."

"I bet Jennifer was just waiting until she could get enough from a divorce so she and Cindy could live together. I wonder if the amount went up now that they've been married a whole year," Gracie said.

"If it did, you'd think it would continue to increase for every year she stayed with him. She'd be better off to wait more than one year. You're not suggesting she killed him, are you?" Clarissa asked.

"No, I don't see how she could've," Gracie replied. "She was talking to the police, you don't get a better alibi than that! I'm just wondering if Cindy could've done it. I can't really imagine her killing anyone, but her alibi is mostly based on answering her phone at the right time – what if she got someone else to do that?"

"The lieutenant is looking into that possibility. We don't really know all that much about Cindy, though I agree with you, she seems like a nice girl. I think the lieutenant is right, though, that she wouldn't have had time to drive from the Bixby mansion to your dad's house. And that would be pretty gutsy to show up knowing you would be talking to the police just after you'd murdered someone!"

Gracie shuffled through a few more pages as she thought about it. "Maybe Jennifer did shoot at him that morning and tore up the house to make it look like someone had broken in so the police would think it was someone else. She followed him to his office and tried again. Then she got someone to answer Cindy's phone when she pretended to discover the burglary while Cindy was at Bixby's shooting Dad."

Clarissa gave her a look that said 'you don't really think that'.

Gracie shook her head. "No, you're right. Too complicated," she said. "Jennifer could never put all that together, even with Cindy's help. Lieutenant Freeman even said he thought Dad might've fired his gun off when he'd been drinking, she could've explained the bullet away that way. If she really meant to kill him she knew the mansion was out in the boonies and would be the prefect place. Why go through all the rest?"

"Remember, Gracie – everyone at the party knew about his appointment on Tuesday. But no one knew how long his presentation might last. If anyone went out there to wait for him they couldn't be sure when he'd come out. So if Cindy was hanging around in the bushes she wouldn't be able to coordinate with Jennifer," Clarissa said.

"That's right, Cindy doesn't have a cell phone," Gracie said. "If Dad had gotten out of the meeting earlier – or later – their timing would've been off. If I was going to plan it out like that I'd plan to shoot him when he got there. Except you'd think the staff would've been watching for him and that might make it hard to be sure you could get away without being seen."

Clarissa laughed heartily. "If you were planning it! Darling, I hope you never plan to kill anyone. I'll grant you that Jennifer certainly has motive, and Cindy too if they're really lovers. I just think there are a lot of far easier ways to provide yourself with an alibi than faking a burglary. I hate to say it, but your Aunt Jeanine has just as much motive and the lieutenant can't corroborate her alibi at all."

"I've thought about that," Gracie said in a satisfied tone. "She might have wished he'd die without really meaning it, but actually killing him would be too much trouble for her. For all her faults, she doesn't try to hurt people. Even the things she says aren't meant to hurt, it just never occurs to her that she's inconsiderate of others' feelings."

"Whew! Looks like we've got these all sorted out. Here you take some and we'll see if we can put the stack in order." Clarissa handed half the pile of brokerage reports to Gracie. "I agree. She gets angry too easily, but she never carries through on her threats. A woman who won't even bother to apply for a better-paying job because it's too much trouble wouldn't be likely to make three attempts at killing someone. Even if she were desperate enough to actually try she'd freak out after she missed the first time, and go get drunk."

"Yeah. Besides, even Aunt Jeanine could think of a better excuse than playing bingo. You'd think she'd know those people aren't looking at anything except their cards." Gracie was busily dealing out sheets of paper into piles by month.

Clarissa was doing the same at her end of the dining table. She continued in silence for a few minutes. Finally she stopped with just a few sheets left in her hand. "It worries me that the lieutenant can't confirm Clay's alibi."

Gracie threaded three of the small piles between her fingers and stood up. She walked to her mother's side and added them to the appropriate stacks. Then she put her arm around her mother's shoulders and gave her a hug, and still leaning against her said, "Clay didn't do it, Mom. They'll find someone who saw them at Candy's apartment, and it'll be OK."

Clarissa wrapped her arm around her daughter's waist and hugged back. "I know he didn't do it. Why would he? It's not like I'll inherit any money from my ex-husband, and even if I did Clay wouldn't get it. We're not married."

Gracie extricated herself and went back for a second group of papers. "It does seem odd that he'd take the afternoon off and spend it with Candy when she was supposed to be working too."

"Maybe a little, but he explained that. You know he's worried that she parties too much and doesn't seem to care about paying her bills. It could've happened just the way he said, he felt it was important to talk to her about the error of her ways. Those construction sites are busy places, no one would've known if he was at work or not," Clarissa explained.

Gracie put the last of the monthly piles together. "Do you think that's it?" she asked. "He didn't think anyone had seen him at the site and he wanted something that sounded a little better?"

"That could be it!" Clarissa said. They began putting each month's pages in order.

"So let's think about this," Gracie said. "There were four bullets fired from the same gun in three different places. It makes sense that it was the same person. I mean, how could anyone else get the same gun?"

"Agreed," Clarissa said.

"So they either followed Dad around all day, or knew where he would be. I could see figuring he'd stop by the office at some time during the day, maybe even just before he left to see Mr. Bixby. But how would they know he'd go by the house?" Gracie asked.

"He did make a point of telling us how hard he'd worked on the presentation at home," Clarissa pointed out. But anyone who knows your father knows he's organized when it comes to the job. It wouldn't be likely that he'd forgotten something he needed – and we're assuming that's why he went home, anyway."

"I don't think it matters why Dad went home," Gracie said slowly, thinking it out as she spoke. "I just can't see how anyone would've known he'd do that, so it had to be pure luck. He came home unexpectedly and caught someone doing something, or someone was following him. But here's what I don't understand – why would he let them get close enough for a second shot?"

"Yes, I see what you mean," her mother said. "If someone shot at him and then ran away,"

"Ooh! And remember Lieutenant Freeman said he thinks Dad fell against that table and was maybe knocked out for a couple minutes. They must've thought he was dead or they'd have shot him again." Gracie paused to gather her thoughts. "If they were only trying to scare him so they could get away, why shoot at him again later? And if they weren't smart enough to make sure he was dead in the first place, how and when did they figure out their mistake? Either way, wouldn't he have recognized them later?"

"That's were I was going," Clarissa said. "If he saw them later on and knew who it was you would think he wouldn't have let them get close, especially out in the country where there wouldn't be anyone around."

"I thought about that last night," Gracie told her. "Whoever took those shots in the parking garage must've hidden behind a car or something, so Dad couldn't see who it was. Which goes double for that morning. But if they were in the house they must've worn a mask, maybe to play the part of the burglar."

"Which means we're back to the theory that the burglar found something that angered him or her enough to want to kill your father over it," Clarissa told her. "We seem to be back at Square One."

"I know, it doesn't make sense," Gracie said. "It's like we're missing one little piece that will make it all work."

The kitchen timer dinged, putting an end to their theorizing. Clarissa made a determined effort to keep dinner conversation light; much as she would like to know what had happened she wasn't sure it was good for Gracie to dwell on it.






  








CHAPTER 16




 

Friday morning Ken was sitting at his desk thinking about the Greene case. The officer who'd canvassed the Oak Place Apartments hadn't found anyone who could place Candy Wilson in the complex on Tuesday afternoon, much less her father. That didn't mean they weren't there, but it still sounded highly suspicious.

The phone rang. Ken answered, hoping it was good news. Right now he'd take any good news on this case. It was Mr. Michaels, the victim's lawyer.

"Thanks for returning my call," Ken told him. "Was Mr. Charles Greene indeed your client?"

"Yes, sir, he was," Stan Michaels said. "I was quite distressed to read of his apparent murder in the newspaper. I tried to call his widow, but haven't been able to reach her. I'd strongly prefer to speak to her first you understand, but I'm happy to help the police in any way I can."

Ken though some ugly things about lawyers in general but only said, "I need to know if Mr. Greene had a valid will and if so, who inherited and how much?"

"Indeed he did," Stan told him. "He also had a pre-nuptial agreement with his new wife."

"OK, I need to know the gist of that as well," Ken said.

"Very well then, I'll begin with the pre-nuptial," Stan said officiously. "In the event of a divorce Jennifer Greene would have received nothing until they had been married a full year. Um, yes, I see that they have celebrated their first wedding anniversary so in that case she would have received $50,000. There is an escalation clause, she would receive $50,000 for every year of marriage up to and including the fifth year, which of course would be a maximum of $250,000."

"No extra after that?" Ken asked.

"None. I spoke with Mr. Greene about that, I don't think he expected her to stay that long." Stan began to sound more human. "You have met Mrs. Greene, Lieutenant?"

"Yes, and I understand what you're saying," Ken told him. "Everyone seems to think the marriage wouldn't last very long. Makes me wonder why they bothered. So she had no financial incentive to stay with the guy for more than five years. That would seem to give her reason not to kill him after only one year. What's she get in the will?"

"Mrs. Greene will receive $250,000," Stan said.

"Nothing else?"

"Oh well, of course her personal property. Jewelry, car, any investments made in her name. That sort of thing," Stan told him.

"What about the house?" Ken asked.

"Mr. Greene stipulated that the house is to be sold and the profits divided equally among his three children. The children will also get equal shares of the remainder of the estate," Stan said.

"Anyone else get anything?"

"There is a clause addressing his sister, a Ms. Jeanine Thompson – she is to receive one dollar."

"A whole buck?" Ken laughed. "She's not going to be happy. Nothing to the ex-wife I presume?"

"The ex-wife is named as executrix, and may act as fiduciary guardian for any minor children, but does not inherit in her own right," Stan said. "Mr. Greene insisted I add the clause regarding his sister. I told him that she wouldn't be able to contest the will simply because she was not named as a beneficiary, but he seemed to think it would be better to leave her a token nonetheless. I'm quite sure he felt it would be an insult"

"From what I've heard about this guy, I'd believe it," Ken told him. "Anything else I should know?"

"That's the gist of it, Lieutenant. I will continue trying to contact Mrs. Greene; I must know when the funeral will be held so that I can set up an official reading. Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?" Stan asked.

"Nope, that's what I needed to know. Thanks for your time, Mr. Michaels."

Ken hung up and thought about what he'd learned. The sister's gonna be pissed about this! Maybe I should've warned Michaels to remove any heavy objects from the room before he gives her the info. I can just see her beaning him with a paperweight for going along with the dollar thing. But Greene didn't lie to her, she was in his will. He just hadn't told her the amount of her inheritance; it still gave her a very good motive.

The widow had a very good motive, as well. 50K if she divorced him – and a quarter mil if she killed him. After living with him for a year she could've decided she couldn't take another four. The fact was that she hadn't pulled the trigger for the fatal shot; but she could've hired someone. Maybe some other poor schmuck who didn't know about her girlfriend.

Ken got up and refilled his coffee cup, then went upstairs to see the accounting expert. He didn't learn anything very helpful. The widow had nothing in her own name, had apparently been completely financially dependent on her husband. Her girlfriend was barely getting by paycheck to paycheck working at a call center.

The ex-wife was comfortably well off. As her boyfriend had said, she could live on her investments if she'd wanted to. Smart of her to work and let the money grow, though. The boyfriend seemed to be doing fairly well himself; good-paying job, a sizable portfolio of his own. Didn't mean either of them didn't want more.

The best friend, Conover, seemed to be making ends meet on his professorial salary, even with paying child support for two kids. But kids were expensive, as Ken well knew; could Conover have needed money for some crisis with his kids and asked for a loan? Would Greene have turned down his best friend? He'd refused to loan his sister money, but having met her Ken could understand that. There'd be no way to prove that, though.

And speaking of kids, the boyfriend's daughter (and would-be alibi) was about a hair away from being evicted from her apartment. Seems she hadn't paid the rent in two months, and was habitually late on utilities and car loan. Too much partying Ken guessed, but he couldn't see how that was relevant.

The sister was in worse shape, if that was possible. She was chronically late on the rent, had re-financed her car last year to extend the time and decrease the monthly payments and still didn't make them on time. The electric had been cut off twice in the last six months, and she was making interest payments to three payday loan companies. She had no credit-card debt because she had no credit cards; likely no bank would give her one.

Which all meant that the wife and sister and the ex-wi - hell, Candy - all needed money. Money was a great motive, but it wasn't the only one.

Ken went back to his desk and added the reports to his growing collection. He felt like there was something he'd intended to check on this morning, and leafed through the pages to jog his memory. Oh, yeah – the neighbor's complaints.

A little computer research showed George Thompson had filed numerous complaints over the last three years. Most of them apparently pertained to Greene's parties – noise and cars illegally parked, especially in front of Thompson's driveway.

There was one, however, that was interesting. Last year Thompson had claimed he'd heard gunshots in Greene's backyard. An officer was dispatched but found nothing, and no one answered the door at Greene's home. Thompson said he'd seen the boys (would that be Justin and his friend Zack?) shooting at the squirrels scampering through the big oak tree behind the pool house. The weapon had appeared to be a pistol, though Thompson admitted he hadn't been able to see it well through the fence. On a whim Ken sent an officer to see if he could recover any bullets.

There was one more thing Ken could check. He went to the department's garage where both Jaguars had been towed. The boss's car, which had been at the scene of the actual murder, hadn't apparently held any clues. They'd gotten a juicy thumbprint from the outside left door handle, but it was Greene's.

That would tend to show that he'd gotten out of the car and shut the door himself, rather than the murderer opening it and dragging him bodily out. The question was, why had he exited the car? Greene hardly seemed the kind of man who'd get out to help someone, say with a flat.

There had been nothing apparently wrong with the car such that he might need to get out and take a look, either. Tires were all good and it had started right up when the lab boys had turned the key. And you'd think he'd have just driven off if someone jumped out of the bushes pointing a gun at him. He'd been lured out, though Ken didn't know how.

Greene's own Jag had given up more information, but it didn't seem to help. The scratch along the passenger side had been made by something small and probably metallic, but that left a pretty wide-open field of possibilities. Someone could have deliberately scratched it; there were losers who just couldn't stand for someone else to have anything nice and had to ruin it on general principle. Or at some point during the morning Greene could've been driving and seen the assailant, maybe trying to shoot him again. Under those circumstances he might have swerved to avoid the shot and inadvertently scraped the side of the car against something. He might not have even realized it at the time, with more important things on his mind.

The two rounds had both been fired from behind the car. One had missed and buried itself in the trunk. The other had shattered the back window, passed through the headrest, and ended up in the dash. The angle indicated they'd been fired from a standing position by someone approximately six feet tall. It could also have been someone crouched down in a pick-up bed maybe, but a shot from a car seat would've been too low. That didn't help much.

The dark spot on the seat that Ken had noticed in the parking garage had been coffee, and the lab boys had found a couple of crumbs as well. The coffee was dry and since they hadn't found the car until the next morning there was no way to tell how long it might have been there. The stain pattern showed that no one could've been sitting in the seat at the time because it covered too much area. Anyone sitting there would've gotten a hot seat! Perhaps Greene had stopped for breakfast and set the bag of coffee and pastry on the seat beside him and the coffee had spilled.

They'd managed to pull a few decent prints from the car, all of which belonged to Greene. There was no trace of blood, not even a tiny drop. Nothing was obviously missing from the car, though that didn't mean nothing had been taken. The windows were rolled up and the car had been locked, even though the back glass was shattered. They'd found nothing that might have been thrown through the window so the shot must've been what broke it.

The cars hadn't helped, and Ken had another case he needed to put some time in on. Sometimes if you let things sit for awhile you'd think of something. He fervently hoped so, as he hadn't seemed to be getting anywhere on this case so far.

"Hello, I'd like to, um, speak to Clarissa Stewart please," Jennifer said.

"Speaking," Clarissa said in the perfect secretary's tone, smooth and cool.

"Oh, hi Clarissa. This is Jennifer. I thought you'd like to know, I mean Charles' lawyer called this morning. He said he can't, you know, read the will until after the funeral," she said.

"Yes," Clarissa said, voice still neutral. She wondered where this was going.

"So I, like, called Officer Freeman and asked when we could get poor Charles' body to the funeral home. He said I'd have to call the coroner's office, and oh, Clarissa! I just can't take all this! I don't know why he can't, I mean, isn't Officer Freeman supposed to help?"

"Lieutenant Freeman's job is to solve the murder," Clarissa replied, with a definite emphasis on the man's title. "Did you call the coroner?"

"No, I've never done this before, I don't know what to do," Jennifer wailed.

Clarissa sighed, audibly. "Well, I've never done this before, either!"

"Clarissa, please. I mean, I know it's tacky, but I'd really appreciate it if you'd take care of the arrangements. You knew him better than I did. We never, like, talked about that kind of thing."

Wonder of wonders, Jennifer was worried about being tacky! Clarissa massaged her forehead, she didn't need this. The funeral should be Jennifer's responsibility. But maybe it would be better this way; Jennifer's idea of decorum was highly questionable. It would be better for the children to have a nice, sedate funeral, it would be hard enough for them even then.

"I'll do what I can, Jennifer. But as his former wife I have no legal standing, you will have to speak to the funeral director yourself. I'm sure there will be papers you'll have to sign." Clarissa sighed again. "Do this for your children," she told herself. "I'll go with you, if you'd like."

"Thank you, Clarissa," Jennifer said – and sounded sincere. "I mean that. I know you never liked me, but you've always treated me OK. I know you'll do a better job, and you just let me know what you want me to do."

Clarissa wasn't sure exactly how to respond to that. Was Jennifer really that stupid? "Jennifer, I – it's not that I don't like you, I just feel sorry for you is all." She laughed a little nervously. "I suppose every first wife thinks any other woman is crazy to want her ex husband. I'm no different. Charles wasn't an easy man to live with; I don't mean to be offensive but you're young, it must be harder for you to cope with his peccadilloes."

"Thanks, I think," said Jennifer, who had no idea what 'peccadilloes' meant. "But you don't have to be sorry for me, I've been handling men for a long time. I knew what I was getting into, and he wasn't so bad. At least he didn't try to run my life, I could do what I wanted during the day."

Clarissa decided she wanted to stay away from that remark! "I'll call the coroner and let you know what I find out. As distasteful as this is, we need to get it taken care of. I quite understand that you want to get the estate cleared up, and I know it'll make Jeanine happy as well. I'll call you when I know more."

School was out for the weekend and Gracie stood at her locker gathering up the books she'd need for homework. Cheryl walked by, her arms full of books too.

"Hey, Gracie!" Cheryl said cheerfully. "Wanna go hang out at the mall for awhile? It's Friday, we're entitled to a little relaxation; we can do homework later."

"Hi, Cheryl. I'd love to, but I gotta do something first."

Shawna joined the group, asking, "What's more important than shopping?"

"Mom wants me to go talk to Justin," Gracie told them. "I had a message from her and when I called back she says my Dad's funeral will be on Wednesday. She wanted me to be sure my brother knew, except he hasn't been in school the last couple days. I didn't want to tell her that, so I just said I'd take care of it."

"He probably knows your step-mother doesn't care what he does, so he's been playing hooky. I haven't seen Zack, either," Shawna said.

"Oh, Gracie," Cheryl said. "I'm so sorry. I can't imagine how horrible it must be for you. Your father's funeral!"

"Funerals are a bummer," Shawna said. "I went to my Great-Aunt Thelma's, everyone was crying and carrying on something awful. But I did get to hear some good stories afterward – who knew the parents actually did fun stuff when they were kids?"

"So what are you gonna do?" Cheryl asked. "Do you know where your brother hangs out?

"I thought I'd go to Dad's house, see if he's there. Maybe wait awhile and see if he shows up," Gracie answered.

"Hey! We could go swimming while we wait," Shawna declared.

The girls all went to their respective homes to drop off books and grab swim-suits. Gracie suggested Shawna pick her and Cheryl up so they wouldn't add extra hydrocarbons to the air, and also because she didn't feel like riding her bike. She was trying to act cheerful, but this funeral thing had gotten her down.

Jennifer was home when they got there, and even came out to chat for a few minutes. Mostly she seemed to be feeling sorry for herself about having to deal with the funeral. It turned out that the coroner's office had been waiting to hear from her so they could release the body. Rather surprisingly she was full of praise for Clarissa's help.

"It must be pretty terrible for you, Jennifer," Cheryl said. "All the awful things that happened, and the police still don't seem to know much."

"Yeah," Shawna added. "How absolutely spooky to find out someone shot at him right there in that room!" She pointed towards the sliding doors to the den.

"You can't imagine how scared I've been," Jennifer said. "I can hardly sleep. I hate being here alone, and I'm never sure if Justin's home or not. Not that I think he'd be any help, I mean, he'd probably run away if someone broke in." She looked at Gracie and suddenly realized she'd just dissed the girl's brother. "Sorry, Gracie," she added.

"That's cool, Jennifer," Gracie told her. "You're right. He'd probably be stoned and worried about his own skin. No need to apologize, I know what Justin's like."

One of those uncomfortable silences descended on the group. They all looked at each other, then looked away when eye contact had been made. Everyone was thinking the same thing, but no one wanted to say it out loud. There was really no need for Jennifer to stay in the house alone.

Finally Gracie decided there was no point in pretending any longer. "Why don't you get Cindy to stay here with you?"

Jennifer looked suddenly hopeful. "You guys wouldn't mind?"

"Why would anyone care?" Shawna asked. "She's your friend, and you need her right now."

"Jennifer, Cindy's more than a friend, isn't she?" Gracie asked quietly.

Jennifer didn't even look shocked, just kind of blank. "You mean you, like, know?"

All three younger girls nodded their heads.

"And you don't care?" Jennifer continued.

"Jennifer, let's be open about this." Gracie suddenly felt she was acting like her mother. Mom always seems to know when it was time to be honest; she just hoped she could say it as nicely as Mom would.

"We all know Dad liked pretty young girls, and you certainly qualify. We know he had money and was willing to spend it on you. It doesn't take a rocket scientist to understand that you liked that idea. You could see Cindy during the daytime, and in a few years you could leave him and get enough money so the two of you could live together. I don't think this was exactly how you'd planned things, but now you've got that chance. If you love each other, that's the important thing."

"Then you don't think I killed him?" Jennifer asked.

"No, I don't," said Gracie, hoping it was true. She was still unsure if Cindy might've been involved.

"Uh, thanks. I don't know what to say. I mean, I thought you guys would freak out when you found out about us," Jennifer responded.

"I don't understand why you didn't just get a job and live with Cindy in the first place!" Cheryl commented.

"But what would I do?" Jennifer replied. "I mean, I finished high school, but I don't know how to do anything else that pays. Besides, guys have always been willing to take care of me so I didn't have to work."

"Didn't Cindy have a problem with that?" Shawna wanted to know.

"Yeah, she didn't really like it. I'm beginning to see she was, like, right." Jennifer laughed a little dryly. "But she can barely support herself, and I couldn't help any other way."

"Maybe this is your chance," Gracie told her. "Figure out what you'd like to do and go back to school."

Jennifer thought about it for a minute. "You know, I think I'd like that. I could be in, you know, control of my own life for a change."

 

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 17




 

Gracie had been so interested in the details of the case that Ken had decided to fill her in on the day's findings. He'd gone to her house but she wasn't home, so he thought he'd see if she was at her dad's. Mrs. Greene answered when he rang the bell; she had seemed quite happy about something. Made him wonder if she'd talked to the lawyer, though he doubted Michaels would have told her anything unofficially. On the other hand, she was totally uninterested in hearing what he'd learned and merely told him Gracie was outside, saying she had things to do in the house. Like she was off in her own little world, he thought.

There were three girls in the pool when he walked out onto the patio. Ken called out and waved, and they pulled themselves out of the water and came running up. He was glad they wrapped towels around themselves before they sat down, it would make it easier for him to concentrate.

"Lieutenant Freeman, these are my friends Shawna and Cheryl," Gracie said as she pointed to each in turn. "And this is Lieutenant Freeman, the one I've talked about so much."

Ken shook hands with the two friends and said it was nice to meet them. The girls giggled. "So you ladies know all about me," he said, winking at them.

Cheryl said, "Gracie's told us all about the investigation. Your name did come up a few times."

"Well, that's why I'm here now," Ken told them. "I thought Gracie would want to hear what I've found out today. Gracie's been asking some good questions, I gather she's been sharing with you as well."

Cheryl nodded while Shawna said, "Absolutely! She's gonna help you solve the case, and we're helping her."

Gracie dipped her head, suddenly a little bashful. "I just thought I might be able to find some clue, or make sense of one you found, that's all."

"Gracie." Ken waited until she'd made eye contact with him before continuing. "Don't sell yourself short, young lady. It never hurts to have someone else think about a problem. And you're absolutely right, you might see something that I've overlooked. You know your father very well, and I've got to rely on what everyone else tells me about him. What I'm trying to say is, you might see something that's out of place with his character where I'd overlook it."

"She knows the other suspects, too," Cheryl put in.

"Unless it's a stranger. What do you think, Lieutenant?" asked Shawna.

"I'll be honest with you – I don't know what to think yet," Ken told them. "As I'm sure you've discussed among yourselves, nothing seems to make sense. Yet. I cannot see how someone could make three attempts at murder and not leave us something to go on. We either haven't found the right clue yet, or we're not seeing the one we have. So, would you like to hear what I've learned today?"

"Yes!" they all said in unison.

"Well, first I spoke to your father's attorney, Gracie. Your father had signed a pre-nuptial before he married his current wife."

Three heads nodded knowingly. "I thought so," Gracie said.

"What's she get?" Shawna asked boldly.

Ken grinned and shook his head. "You know I can't tell you that! But I can say that she will inherit more money under the terms of the will than if she'd divorced him."

"But she couldn't have done it!" Cheryl cried.

"Not without help," Shawna reminded.

"I understand that you can't give me the details, that's private stuff," Gracie began.

"'Privileged'," Shawna corrected.

"Yeah, 'privileged'. I guess my brothers and I will inherit something. Does anyone else? I mean, it would give them a motive," Gracie said.

"Let me just say that your Aunt Jeanine won't be pleased with her inheritance," Ken said wryly.

"Well, duh," Gracie said. "If you gave her a million dollars she'd just be mad 'cause she didn't get two. What about Bill? He and Dad have been friends forever, did he get anything?"

"I'm not at liberty to say." Ken was pretty sure Gracie was smart enough to figure out that meant 'no'. "Do you have reason to believe he thought he might receive a bequest from your father?"

"No," Gracie answered. "He never said anything about it to me. I know he's not in great financial shape, but he didn't talk to me about it. Mostly Bill and I talk about environmental stuff."

"Speaking of money, I did some research into everyone's financial background. I assume you know your aunt is in bad shape," Ken told her.

"She's always whining about not having enough money, but is she really in trouble?" asked Gracie.

"She buys those silly fake fingernails but dresses like a bag lady," Shawna said. "If she had any extra money she'd at least buy new tacky pantsuits!"

"I'm afraid so," Ken told her. "I don't want to worry you, but her rent's past due."

"Again, probably," Gracie said.

"And she spends the day playing bingo?" Cheryl asked incredulously.

"She's convinced she'll hit the jackpot and her troubles will be over," Gracie responded.

"Gracie," Ken began. "Do you think she really was playing bingo on Tuesday?"

Gracie glanced at her friends for confirmation, then looked back to Ken. "Yes, I do. It's in her character, like you said a few minutes ago. It's also in her character to beg for a loan. It's not like her to get money by doing anything more than just talking. And in spite of the way she talks, she's real big on family; I can't see her hurting her brother, except maybe with words."

"Can I be honest with you, Gracie?" Ken asked. At her nod he continued. "I can't picture your aunt doing anything quietly! If she had shot at him she'd darned well be telling him why at full volume. The neighbors might not have heard, but anyone in the garage would – and I'd bet that Bixby's staff would've heard the commotion all the way up to the big house. Someone would have told us about a loud argument."

Everyone laughed at that.

"Unfortunately it doesn't mean she's not still a suspect. Desperate people can do things out of character," Ken told them. "Your step-mother was totally dependent on your father. She will inherit some money, but of course that gives her a very good motive."

Ken paused, trying to figure out how much to say. He did his best to keep people's secrets, well, secret if he could. If it had no bearing on the case he'd rather not embarrass them.

"Which gives Cindy the same motive," Gracie said into the silence.

Ken looked at her in surprise. "You knew about them?"

"Not for sure until just a little while ago," she said. "I thought I'd figured it out Tuesday night. But when we got here today Jennifer was going on about how lonesome she was here in the house, so I suggested Cindy stay for a few days and eventually we just all admitted we knew what was going on."

"I apologize, Gracie. I wasn't trying to hold out on you, just didn't want to embarrass her. So, yes, that gives Cindy motive also. She keeps her bills paid, but that's about it. She would seem to benefit from Jennifer's inheritance."

"'S OK," Gracie said. "So, who else did you check up on?"

"Your mother, of course. She's doing well, by the way. The friend, Conover, could stand an infusion of cash but isn't in any financial trouble. And your mother's boyfriend is in good financial shape, too. But his daughter has some serious money issues."

"It doesn't surprise me that Candy would need money," Gracie said. "I've met her a few times, all she can talk about is the latest styles – and boys, of course." She looked at Ken as if wondering whether to say something. "I think she drinks quite a bit. I know Clay's worried about her. But I can't see what motive she'd have; as far as I know she's never met Dad."

"Of course he's worried," Ken replied. "That's what fathers do."

"Too much sometimes!" Shawna said darkly.

"So, what else did you find out?" Gracie asked.

"Well, I looked over your father's car. Besides the two bullet holes there was a long scratch down the passenger side. Would you happen to know if that had happened before Tuesday?"

Gracie shook her head. "Dad's car was in the garage for the party, and..." she stopped suddenly, a tear leaking from her eyes. "That was the last time I saw him."

Cheryl reached over to pat Gracie's hand.

Gracie sniffled and continued in a slightly choked voice. "Dad kept his car spotless. If he'd scratched the paint he'd have had it fixed, that same day if possible."

"So if he'd spilled something on the seat would he have cleaned it up immediately?" Ken asked. "Would he maybe have waited until he got home to do it?"

"Immediately," Gracie said. "He'd pull over and take care of it. Or make whoever spilled it clean it up. We've all had to do that more than once. What did he spill?"

"Just some coffee and pastry crumbs. They were on the passenger seat, like maybe he'd put a bag there and it leaked. If he's that particular I'm wondering if that was why he'd come home that morning, to clean the car seat," Ken said.

"I doubt it," Gracie told him.

The patio doors slid open and Justin and Zack exploded out of them and onto the patio.

"Ooh, a little girl talk?" Justin asked sarcastically. "Can we listen in?"

Zack spotted the policeman and stopped suddenly. "Oh, hi, Sir," he said.

Justin's head whipped around, and for just a second his eyes got big as he realized who the 'sir' was. He turned back to Zack and said, "Don't mind us, we were, uh, just going swimming."

Zack said, "Yeah, right. Swimming."

The boys turned to their right and dashed to the changing room as of afraid Ken might stop them.

Ken thought about telling Gracie he'd found her brother's marijuana right where she said it should be, but decided against it. "I did find one important clue."

"What?" the three girls asked breathlessly.

"It seems your neighbor..." Ken nodded towards George's house to the east. "Made a complaint about 'some boys' shooting at squirrels over here last year. I sent an officer to see if he could find any of the slugs, and he managed to dig a couple out of the tree trunk."

All three girls were leaning forward in their chairs, knowing he was drawing the story out and eager to hear the end.

"They were a match to the fatal bullet, and the three bullets fired in the attempted murders." He'd tried to say it in a steady tone, but didn't quite succeed.

"Are you saying my father was shot with his own gun?" Gracie asked in a stunned voice.

"It does appear that way," Ken told her. "Remember that the gun was missing when your step-mother reported the burglary. My guess – and that's all it is right now – is that the thief used the gun to shoot at your father, then took it with him when he fled the scene. He (or she) tried again at the garage, and again out at Bixby's."

"But you're no closer to knowing who took it," Shawna remarked.

"I'm afraid not," Ken said. "But that doesn't mean I won't find out. You ladies have a good weekend, I'll keep in touch."

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 18




 

Gracie and her friends were talking about the new info when Justin and Zack emerged from the changing room in their swim trunks and ran, yelling, to the pool. Boys and girls did their best to ignore each other. But the girls weren't getting anywhere solving the crime, and eventually the noise was too much for them.

"I can't hear myself think," Cheryl declared.

"And for sure I don't want to go back in the pool now, it's full of Zoo Time cooties," Shawna said with mock disgust. "I think it's time to go. Want me to take you home, Gracie?"

Gracie thought about it for a minute before telling her, "Nah, I still need to talk to Justin. I'll call Mom to come get me, then I can tell her I did it. But I think I'll go ahead and change, I don't feel like swimming any more either."

They got up and went to the changing room. Realtor George next door would've called it a 'half bath' since it had a lavatory and toilet as well as storage for suits and towels, and pegs along one wall to hang wet clothes on. It had been designed to keep people from tracking water through the house when they needed to dry off, or use the bathroom. It wasn't small as bathrooms went, but with three teenagers it was a bit crowded.

Cheryl scooted closer to a wall to make room. In the process she stepped on a pile of jeans left on the floor. "Eww!" she said.

Shawna stooped to pick the jeans up, carefully using only the tips of thumb and finger. "They're Justin's," she informed the others as she held them up. "See the ripped knee? But, icky, what's on the pocket?"

Gracie moved closer to look. The front pocket had been pulled partially out and there was a dark smear on the white fabric. She shrugged. "Pocket's torn, too. Something disgusting, who knows? Give 'em to me, I'll hang 'em up."

Shawna made a show of throwing the jeans away from herself, with the result that they hit Gracie in the face. "Oh, P-U," Gracie cried. "Whatever that is stinks."

"Sorry, Gracie, didn't mean to hit you," Shawna said contritely. "It's probably grass. Your dumb brother probably put a half-smoked joint in his pocket so he could finish it later."

"Doesn't smell like pot," Gracie told her. "It smells sharp and bitter. Grass smells sweet."

"Well when you talk to your brother be sure to tell him he's a slob," Cheryl said.

Gracie hung up the boys' clothes and they changed out of their suits. Cheryl and Shawna left and Gracie sat on the patio thinking. Now that her friends were gone Justin and Zack decided it was safe to come out of the pool. Gracie managed to catch Justin and tell him about the funeral. He told her he'd rather Mom picked him up, he didn't want to ride with Jennifer. And he whined about having to wear a suit, but agreed he'd be ready. Then he and Zack disappeared somewhere, Gracie didn't really care where.

Probably up to his room to get stoned, she thought. They were likely going out to the pool house for the same reason, at least until they saw the lieutenant sitting here. I hope he had half a joint in that pocket and flushed it down the loo when he saw the cop. Serve him right!

That black smear had looked like something burned, but that torn pocket hadn't smelled like pot. Her mother was right, the smell was distinctive. Why would you put something burned in your pocket? She realized she was equating 'burned' with 'hot', but that didn't have to be the case.

With all the talk about guns lately she had them on her mind, and 'hot and burned' applied to them too. She always thought of them as being hot immediately after they were fired, and the cops on TV always talked about the burned gasses that firing a gun produced. The proverbial smoking gun. The bad guys in the movies would shoot at the good guys and then stick their gun down the front of their pants. Wouldn't that be uncomfortable? If you didn't have a handy holster (and the crooks never seemed to) wouldn't it be better to put the gun in your pocket?

Suddenly Gracie sat up straight in her chair. Would a gun – even a small gun – fit in a pocket? It had that loop around the trigger that might get in the way. If you jammed it in quickly might it not tear the pocket? And if it was still smoking wouldn't that escaping gas get all over the lining? She had no idea what that gas might smell like, but from what she'd heard it stunk. Could Justin have shoved a smoking gun in his pocket?

"That's crazy," she told herself. Justin wanted to get Dad's attention, not kill him. Well, Dad did seem to think he'd been taking money from the office. She remembered the conversation she'd overheard about the trap. Had Dad caught him red-handed and Justin grabbed the gun to shoot at him? Maybe just to scare him off?

That would mean the shot would've been fired in the office though, not the den. Maybe Justin had taken the gun when he stole the cash. Probably wanted to kill some more squirrels. When Dad came home he'd found money and gun gone and Justin home. There would've been a big fight, for sure.

But Justin was at school all day Tuesday. Or was he? Another memory surfaced; another message she was supposed to give to her brother. Tina had said Justin had promised her some weed if she'd tell Zack she'd gone to lunch with him on Tuesday. To make Zack jealous? To make Justin sound like he wasn't a loser? Or because Justin needed to prove he hadn't been at home during lunch?

Gracie had seen Justin talking to Tina after his lunch hour, he might very well have realized he could use her to provide himself with an alibi. Tina had seemed to think it was Zack she was supposed to tell, but what if Justin had meant it to get back to the police? Justin would tell the police he'd been at lunch with Tina and Zack would say she'd told him the same thing. It would likely cost Justin some more marijuana, but Tina would doubtless lie to the cops too.

Except that Dad had just been unconscious and Justin hadn't needed the excuse. It made perfect sense; now that he didn't think anyone cared where he'd been he'd reneged on the deal and hadn't paid Tina off.

The pieces were starting to fit together in Gracie's mind. Justin had come home during lunch so he could steal some more cash from Dad's desk drawer. Since Zack was driving him to school these days that meant he had to walk home, and the neighbors wouldn't have seen a car in the driveway. Even if they'd seen Justin they wouldn't have thought anything about it, and might not even remember seeing him because it wasn't unusual.

Dad had come home unexpectedly, he must've wanted something from his office. Didn't matter what. He saw the paperclip had been moved and knew Justin had taken the money.

Wait a minute, Gracie thought. Was she positive Justin had taken the cash? Jennifer wasn't his mother, she wouldn't care if he was stealing; why had Dad told her about the trap? Did he suspect she was taking money too? Well, it wouldn't be any big surprise if she was. Saving it up, or just giving it to Cindy. Dad was cagey, he'd want to know who it was for sure. So he'd have set two traps and only told Jennifer about one, maybe told Justin about the other. Which meant that he would've known that Justin was the thief, at least this time.

OK, Dad comes out of the office to find Justin at home, maybe in his room. They had a big hairy fight; no matter where it started it had ended up in the den. Justin had all he could take – and he had the gun. He fired it at Dad, but Gracie still couldn't believe he'd meant to hurt him.

So what had happened next? The bullet hadn't hit Dad, it had gone through that book. Oh, yeah – the coroner had said there was a big bump on Dad's head. He'd dodged the bullet and somehow fell, hit his head and been knocked out. Justin must've been scared stiff, maybe even thought he had killed him.

He'd stuck the gun in his pocket and – but wait, he was in school later that afternoon so he couldn't have fired those other shots. Thank goodness! He must've put the gun down after he realized his pocket was torn (maybe the gun fell back out?), and she hoped he'd had the smarts to wipe his fingerprints off first. Though of course it turned out not to be necessary in the end.

It was all falling into place in Gracie's mind. Next Justin tore up the office and ransacked the house, hoping to make it look like Dad had caught a burglar in the act and been shot. He took all the money and Jennifer's jewelry and all the other stuff. What was it the lieutenant had said? It was all easy to carry but worth a lot. He'd been smart enough to turn out his own room, but smart-ass enough to boast his stash hadn't been stolen.

That explained why the den had been torn up, too. He'd wanted it to look like Dad had had a fight with the thief in the den. One thing was for sure, she thought. Even if that smear turns out to be burned gunpowder it wouldn't be enough to prove anything. Justin would make up some weird story that sounded fake but the lieutenant might not be able to prove it.

The big question was, where was the loot? Jennifer had too much jewelry for him to put it all in his pockets, much less the other stuff. He could've carried it to school in a backpack and hidden it in his locker. Surely he wouldn't be stupid enough to put it in his room! Gracie found herself looking around, as if she would see an 'X' marking the spot of buried treasure.

She got up and started looking in all the flowerbeds for signs of recent digging. She found herself thinking about how they'd all decided Aunt Jeanine was too lazy to have committed a murder. Well, Justin would be too lazy to bury the stuff he'd taken and besides, he'd want to put it someplace he could get at it easily.

Gracie stepped out from behind the bushes and let her eyes wander over the backyard. The pool house. Nobody much went there since she and Mom had moved out, but she knew he went out there sometimes to smoke. She walked across the lawn and opened the door.

It took her a few minutes, he was more familiar with the place now than she was. Some old folding chairs were stacked in one corner, and the loot was in a pillowcase behind them. She pulled it out and looked inside to make sure. Cash, jewelry, coins, pill bottles; looked like pretty much everything that had been missing. She put it back in place, not quite knowing if that was the right thing to do.

What should she do? She didn't want to call Lieutenant Freeman without talking to Justin first, and somehow she was reluctant to do that. Justin would only accuse her of watching too much TV and run off somewhere. Jennifer wouldn't be any help, either, though she'd be thrilled at getting her jewelry back.

Gracie walked back to the patio in something of a daze and sat down without quite realizing what she was doing. She wasn't sure if she was excited or scared – or just amazed at what she'd figured out. She spied her cell phone on the occasional table and it came to her. She needed to call her mother.

* * * *

Clarissa was on her way to pick up Gracie. She'd had to take the afternoon off to work on the funeral arrangements, but she had to admit that Jennifer had done what was asked of her without complaint. Jennifer had, however, gone home after meeting with the funeral director which left Clarissa to speak to the florist. It was probably just as well, she reflected. Jennifer would've overdone the flowers, and Charles had never really cared for flowers anyway.

She'd intended to pick up a pizza, and go home to have dinner with Gracie. This would work just as well; she'd call for delivery instead and have some time to talk to Justin too. Besides, she could choose a suit for the burial now instead of tomorrow morning.

Surprisingly Jennifer accepted the offer of pizza. But neither she nor Justin seemed inclined to be social while they waited for the pizzas to arrive. Gracie seemed antsy about something, eager to talk, so she fixed herself a glass of water with lemon and they went out to the patio.

Gracie didn't even wait until they'd sat down. "I've figured it out, Mom!"

"Your father's murder?" Clarissa asked in surprise.

"Well, no, not the murder exactly – but part of it."

Clarissa sat down and took a sip of her water. "OK, calm down and start from the beginning," she commanded.

"It was Justin!" Gracie said.

"Gracie, what in the world are you talking about? You're not trying to tell me that Justin shot his father, are you?"

"No, but I think he shot at him," Gracie replied. "Then he stole the stuff and tore up the house so it would look like Dad had surprised a burglar."

"But why would he do that?" Clarissa asked. She was beginning to think all this detective stuff was going to Gracie's head.

"Well, I don't really know why," Gracie admitted. "But let me tell you what I think did happen, and see what you think."

Gracie proceeded to tell her mother, in great detail, how she'd put the pieces together. Clarissa asked a few questions, but only a few because Gracie seemed to have covered everything.

"Have you talked to Justin about this yet?" Clarissa asked.

"No, I wanted to talk to you first. And I want to show you something." Gracie stood up and beckoned for her mother to follow.

Only when she saw the pillowcase full of loot did Clarissa finally believe Gracie's story. She hadn't wanted to, even then. It was still possible, she told herself, that Jennifer had been the one to shoot at Charles and cover her tracks with the supposed burglary. Not her son.

Clarissa told Gracie to stay outside while she went in the house and upstairs to speak to Justin. She wasn't looking forward to this.

She knocked on Justin's door. "Justin? It's Mom. I need to talk to you."

"I'm busy! Is the pizza here?"

"No, it's not," she said to the closed door. "This is about your father. I need to ask you some questions, and if you don't come out in about three seconds I'm coming in. It's important."

Justin opened the door and told her "Gracie already told me about the funeral. I'll wear the freakin' suit but I'm not riding there with Jennifer and her girlfriend, guess you'll have to come get me."

Clarissa stepped past Justin into the room, pulled the chair out from under the desk and sat down. "I'll be happy to take you to the funeral, and I want you to know I truly appreciate your wearing a suit. I know you hate them. But that's not what I wanted to talk about."

Justin flopped down on his bed and picked up his headphones, toying with them nervously. "So whadda you want?"

"Your sister thinks she's figured out what happened during the burglary."

"What, is she trying to pin it on me?" he asked.

Clarissa met his eyes. "Did you do it?"

"No!" Justin said, outraged. "How could I do it, I was in school that day. Talk to the step-bitch, she probably got pissed because he wouldn't give her more money and took a shot at him."

"It seems you failed to pay off the source of your purchased alibi," she told him in a deadly calm voice. "Tina's not going to lie for you now. And we found your cache of jewels."

Justin stared at her for a moment, his eyes big and round with shock. Then he just seemed to collapse in on himself, covering his face with both hands. He began to sob.

"I didn't mean to hurt him! I really didn't! He was yelling at me and I had the gun in my pocket and thought maybe it would scare him if I shot it and he'd calm down."

Clarissa got up and patted Justin's shaking shoulder. "I know you didn't," she told him. "Let's go down and talk to Gracie and you can tell us all about it."

"I don't want to talk to Gracie! She'll never let me live it down. I told you I didn't mean to do it, now please just go away," Justin blubbered.

"I'm afraid you'll have to talk to more than just Gracie, Justin. I'll have to call Lieutenant Freeman and tell him what happened. But first I want to hear what you have to say. And since Gracie thinks she's figured it out, you can tell us both."

Reluctantly, Justin stood up and his mother gave him a big hug. "I love you, Justin," she told him. "I always will. But we can't just pretend this didn't happen. I'm afraid you may be in some serious trouble, but I promise I will do everything I can to help."

Clarissa and Justin went out to the patio and sat down with Gracie. Justin sat slumped in his chair and refused to look at either of them. Gracie watchedhim for a moment, then turned to give her mother a questioning look. Clarissa simply nodded.

Gracie broke the silence. "I know you weren't shooting at Dad, Justin."

He looked up at his sister. There was no emotion on his face; he had no emotions left at this point. "You do?" A little spark of the old Justin surfaced and he said, "If you're so damned smart why don't you tell me what happened ?"

Gracie did just that. For the third time today she went through the sequence of events she'd put together. She started with the torn jeans pocket and the bitter-smelling smear on the lining and her guess that it was gunpowder and how she'd figured out things from there, ending with finding the stolen items in the pool house. Justin just sat there, dumbly nodding his head during the entire explanation.

When she was done he said, "You got it, Sis. It happened just like you said."

"Except I'm not sure why you fired the gun," Clarissa said. "Were you trying to frighten your father?"

"I'm not really sure, myself," Justin said shaking his head. "I felt like I was pissed off at Dad all the time. I couldn't ever do anything right. I didn't make good grades like Clarke – and I wasn't a girl like Gracie. I'm not into football, and I couldn't stand that music he liked, it sucks."

Gracie laughed, remembering she'd thought the same thing. She told Justin about it.

"Unfortunately you're the middle child," Clarissa said. "You had the misfortune to have a smart older brother and your younger sibling was the only girl in the family. I tried to help – you take after me in more than just looks. You're sensitive, and more than a little artistic. Your father couldn't accept that, he thought of it as weakness."

Justin nodded. "I told myself I didn't care, that I'd do whatever I wanted." He paused and there was deep pain in his voice as he said, "But I did care. I wanted him to accept me the way I am."

"I know about that," Gracie told him. "Dad always acted like my interest in the ecology was stupid. No, silly, and that's worse. He just tolerated it because I was the Princess. And before you say anything, I didn't like being treated like a princess. It wasn't fair to you or Clarke; I mean, it wasn't your fault you were born males!"

Justin stuck his tongue out at her, but only half-heartedly. "You wanna know what the fight was really about?"

"Of course," Clarissa said.

"I was mad because Zack would rather go to lunch with that goody-two-shoes Carrie than take me home to get the money. I think that's part of why I took the gun, thought I'd go shoot something and it'd make me feel better. It didn't fit in my pocket well, I had to kind of wiggle it in. Then I decided I'd get high first – and do it in the den. It seemed like a great idea at the time, kind of like getting back at Dad by doing it in the house."

"But didn't you hear your father come in the front door?" Clarissa asked.

"No, guess I was already stoned. He came in the den yelling about the money and the pot and how I was such a big disappointment to him. By the way, I didn't know about the trap, he never told me. Guess he figured if it wasn't his wife it had to be me. He'd put the money in a different drawer, I found the gun while I was looking for it. I saw the paper-clip, but didn't think anything about it," Justin explained.

Clarissa and Gracie didn't say a thing, waiting for him to continue.

"Anyway, his yelling just made me madder and all I could think of was that I wanted him to stop. He wouldn't even let me say anything. I stood up thinking maybe I'd just run out the door, I knew I could outrun him. But when I did I felt the gun in my pocket. I don't know, I just pulled it out and pulled the trigger. And then...and then Dad fell over and hit the floor. I thought I'd killed him."

"Didn't you check? Feel his pulse or something?" Gracie asked.

"I was too scared," Justin admitted. "I didn't know what to do. You're right, Gracie. I shoved the gun in my pocket and the trigger guard caught on the edge and tore it. But I didn't realize it at the time, I just stood there. That shot was so loud I expected the cops to knock on the door any second! When that didn't happen I finally started to think."

"That's when you got the idea to set up the 'burglary'," Gracie said.

"Yeah. I started throwing pillows all over the place, knocked some stuff off tables, even smashed a bottle of Dad's Scotch – the really expensive one that's forty gazillion years old or something. At some point I realized the gun had fallen out of my pocket, so I wiped it off with my T-shirt and dropped it by the body. What I thought was the body, anyway. I was about to leave when it occurred to me that I might as well take the rest of the money and tear up the office, too. While I was doing that I thought about Jennifer's bling and figured I might as well take it too."

"I thought you might've put it all in your backpack and hidden it in your locker," Gracie said. "Why didn't you? No one would've thought to look there because who would've suspected you?"

"Because I didn't want to get caught with it," Justin explained. "I was scared, remember? I thought if the cops found it in the pool house they couldn't prove I'd put it there."

"That makes sense, after a fashion," Clarissa said. "They'd have been more likely to suspect Jennifer than you."

"Yeah, I figured that out later," he said. "So I ran back to school and gave Tina that line about getting back at Zack. But I was scared all afternoon, and it got worse when we got out of school."

"You must have been terrified," his mother said.

"At least," he said in understatement. "When Zack turned the corner I expected to see cop cars and yellow tape all over the place. I didn't know what was going on, especially when I saw Cindy's car was there. And when we went in Jennifer was freaking out about the burglary but didn't say anything about Dad. I finally realized that I'd only thought he was dead."

"So you figured you were home free," Gracie told him.

"No!" he said. "I figured my problems were just starting! Dad was gonna be majorly pissed. I thought he was probably out signing me up for military school or something. And when we got back to the house later and Jennifer told me Dad had been shot for real, I didn't know what to think."

"It's all over now, Justin," Clarissa said. "Don't you feel better for having told us?"

"Yeah. Except now you're gonna call that cop and he'll throw my ass in jail."

"I'm not so sure about that," she told him. "I'm no lawyer, but it seems to me there were definitely extenuating circumstances involved. I promise you I will help you get through this.

"Would now be a good time to say the pizzas are here?"

All three turned in surprise to see Jennifer standing by the patio doors, pizza boxes in her hands.

 

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 19




 

Clarissa jumped up and then stood there awkwardly. "Jennifer. I'm sorry, we didn't hear you come out." She finally moved to take one of the pizza boxes and put it on one of the small tables.

"I'm sorry, Jennifer," Clarissa told her. "You must've heard some pretty ugly things."

Jennifer set the other box down and opened it. "It's OK, Clarissa. I know everyone thinks I might have killed my husband. I didn't but, I mean, I make a great suspect, don't I? The much-younger second wife who clearly married him for his money. I did, too. I might as well admit it and get everything out in the open."

"Jennifer and I had a long talk this afternoon," Gracie said. "We talked about what was important and taking control of your own life. I told her it would be OK with us all if Cindy moved in here."

"You really love Cindy, don't you?" Clarissa asked.

"Yeah, I do," Jennifer replied. "I know a lot of people think it's, like, gross. But I really appreciate you guys understanding. I can't wait to tell her tonight when she gets off work! Oh, and I promise we won't make a stink at the funeral."

"Jennifer's thinking about going back to school, Mom," Gracie said.

"Oh, Jennifer, that's wonderful!" Clarissa said. "At least there will be one happy ending to this terrible event."

"I hope so!" Jennifer replied. "I guess a lot depends on who did kill Charles and why. Until then I can't, I mean, I won't feel really safe."

"You don't think he'll come after you do you?" Gracie asked. "It's been four days now, whoever it was is lying low and probably wants as little to do with you as possible."

"You mean if he was going to shoot me he'd have already done it?"

Gracie winced.

"That's a big part of why I stayed with Cindy for a couple of days," Jennifer said. "But what I meant was that I'm still a suspect. Lieutenant Freeman, " there was a slight stress on the correct title, "hasn't completely ruled me out. I can see it in his eyes." She gave them an arch look. "I mean, it could have happened like Clarissa said, with me shooting at him and faking the burglary."

"I only said the lieutenant might have thought that, not that I did," Clarissa said hastily.

"But that's exactly what I'm talking about!" Jennifer responded. "People are gonna think I'm guilty until the police find the real killer."

"I'd love to talk about this some more," Gracie said. "But I'm starving and that pizza smells good! Can we eat while we talk?"

They spent a few minutes getting napkins and drinks, then pulled four chairs around a small table and sat down to eat.

"Justin," Jennifer said. "I know we haven't always gotten along very well, but, I mean, I want to tell you that I understand how you must've felt. If I hadn't had Cindy I'd have gone crazy living with your father! I've been thinking about it, and I can see how, like, frustrating it would have been for you. He never had time for anyone but himself."

Justin mumbled, "Thanks," and took a big bite of pizza to cover his discomfort.

"So now we know that it wasn't the same person that shot at Dad all three times," Gracie said. "Where does that leave us?"

"It means we don't care where anyone was during the morning, just from lunchtime on," Clarissa said.

"Well, we know Justin was in school," Gracie said.

"Never thought I'd be glad to have been sent to the principal!" Justin laughed a little weakly.

"And I was in school and Clarke's teacher vouched for him being in class," Gracie continued. "Mom and Susan were playing golf, and Bill was hiding out in his lab."

"I was at Cindy's until about 2:30," Jennifer chimed in. "I came home and found the mess Justin left and called 911. Then I called Cindy and she came right over."

Everyone nodded. Gracie wasn't 100% convinced that this proved Cindy's innocence, but didn't want to say it in front of Jennifer. Cindy had just as much motive, but if she'd done it then Jennifer was at the very least covering for her.

"That leaves Aunt Jeanine," Gracie said. "She has motive but – oh! I forgot to tell you that Lieutenant Freeman has talked to Dad's lawyer about the will!"

"No matter how much I get, it's another nail in my coffin," Jennifer said gloomily.

"You mean you don't know?" Clarissa asked in surprise.

"Charles just said he'd take care of me," she replied. "I know you think I'm, like, dumb for not asking, but I knew better. I learned a long time ago not to, you know, ask guys how much they'll give you. You take what they offer, though there are ways to get them to pony up a little bit more. Besides, I never thought it would matter."

"I can see that. I've never been able to get away with it, but I've known lots of girls that did. Is Jeanine really in your father's will?" Clarissa said.

"He just said she won't like what she gets," Gracie told her. "I guess that means she is in the will, though."

"Actually, I find that a little surprising," Clarissa said. "She was making such a fuss about needing a loan, and I don't know why she'd ask Charles. He'd told her years ago he wouldn't help her anymore. I assumed he wouldn't have left her any money. Knowing him I thought he'd probably just told her that to be mean."

"However much it is, it won't be enough for her," Gracie said. "What I'm more concerned about is that the lieutenant hasn't been able to prove she was really at the bingo hall."

"Jeanine will gripe about the time and effort she has to make just to attend the reading of the will! She wouldn't go out of her way to kill someone even if she got a million dollars for it." Clarissa said. "Oh, that reminds me. I need to call her about the funeral."

"Maybe that's what she's counting on us thinking. Just this once she actually did something to help herself," Gracie said. "I hope she didn't, but if you look at it like the police would she's a better suspect than Jennifer." She grinned to take the sting out of the remark.

Jennifer laughed and said, "Yeah, she is, isn't she?"

"I hate to say it, but Clay's alibi hasn't been verified yet, either," Clarissa said.

"But Clay wouldn't have a reason to kill Dad," Gracie said.

"I certainly wouldn't like to think he might have done it," her mother said. "But I suppose the police think Clay would want to get his hands on your inheritance, children of mine."

"But the lieutenant said he'd checked out everyone's financial stuff and Clay's in good shape," Gracie protested.

"Just because someone has money doesn't mean they wouldn't like to get more," Clarissa told her. "It's pretty thin as motives go, but I wish he'd tell me where he really was. It makes him look guilty."

"We're forgetting something here," Gracie told them. "Whoever it was had to have Dad's gun. How did they get it?"

"Took it away from him," Justin put in. "I left it next to him when I got outta there so he must've had it with him."

"Let's think about that," Gracie said. "Dad was unconscious, he wakes up and finds the house all torn up. He knows Justin shot at him, probably figured out the 'burglary', he's gonna be pissed. The gun's on the floor beside him. He wouldn't want to leave it in the house and risk Justin getting hold of it again. So yeah, you're right, he would've taken it with him."

"I wish I had taken it with me," Justin said. "Then none of this would've happened."

"We don't know that for sure," Gracie told him.

"You're just saying that to make me feel better," Justin retorted. "But thanks, anyway."

"Well, I do hope it helps," she replied. "But I really mean it. If Dad had, say, put the gun in the glove box of his car and someone broke into the car and found it and they had some reason to be mad at him..."

"Then they'd shoot him just because they had a gun. But if they didn't have one they might just pick a fight," Justin finished for her.

You could almost see the light bulb go on over Gracie's head. "Do you think that's what happened in the parking garage?"

"That would mean they knew there was a gun in the glove box," Clarissa said. "There weren't any signs the car had been broken into, either."

"Aren't there ways to get inside a locked car?" Gracie asked.

"Yeah, but you have to have a special tool and know what you're doing," Justin told her. "I know some guys that break into cars to steal stuff. To, uh, get money for smoke."

"Maybe he threw a rock through the window to get in and get the gun. Then he took the rock back so it would look like he'd shot the window out," Gracie suggested.

"Get real!" Justin said. "You'd climb through the back window of a car to get to the glove box? If he broke a window it would've been the passenger one."

"Duh. Sorry, I wasn't thinking," she admitted. "It would also mean he'd have to know the gun was in the glove box. And it was someone who had a grudge against Dad."

"What if the gun was just, like, lying on the seat?" asked Jennifer. "Charles wasn't always good about putting it away when he'd had it out."

"Same thing," Justin told her. "Well, OK, at least he could see it on the seat, but he still wouldn't crawl through a bunch of broken glass to get it."

"So either the killer is an accomplished thief or it's a Locked Car Mystery," Gracie said, laughing.

"Looks that way," Justin agreed. "Either he jimmied the door open without setting off the alarm, or he had to have somehow gotten the gun before he shot at Dad."

"What we don't know is where Dad went after he left the house and before he got to the office," Gracie mused. "Justin, what time did you leave?"

"I dunno," he said. "I saw Tina when I got back to school and talked to her, and that made me late getting back to class."

Gracie mumbled to herself as she did the math. "So you must've left the house around 11:45. Mr. Wilkins said Dad was in the office about 12:45. That gives him an hour to wake up and figure out what to do and drive downtown."

"He might have stopped somewhere to eat lunch," Jennifer suggested. "I don't know if he had breakfast or not, he didn't eat it at home that morning."

"That would explain the coffee spilled on the seat," Clarissa said. "He ate breakfast on the road."

"Dad would've cleaned the seat, though," Gracie said stubbornly.

"Only if he'd noticed," Clarissa replied. "I know him, he would've been all hyped up over the presentation and might not have been as careful as he usually was."

"If he grabbed some lunch between here and there that would mean the killer had a chance to get the gun then," Gracie said. "But we're still stuck with how he knew it was there and how he got it."

"Anyone gonna eat that last slice?" Justin asked. No one objected, so he took it.

Gracie grinned impishly at her mother. "If I were planning things, I wouldn't leave it to chance. I'd bring my own gun. Then if I had the chance to take one from my victim I'd do it. I'd get rid of it after the murder and no one would be the wiser."

Clarissa rolled her eyes at Gracie. "That still leaves us with how he got your father's gun. Plus you're assuming it was planned. It didn't have to be, you know."

"Someone who had a reason to kill Dad just happened to find his gun and shoot at him not once, but twice. That seems pretty hard to believe," Gracie said.

"Not if he were really pissed at Dad," Justin said. "When he missed the first time he followed him out to the spook house and tried again."

Gracie shook her head rapidly to clear away her confusion. "I don't think we've gotten much of anywhere."

Clarissa stood up and tossed their used napkins into a box, closed both and handed them to Justin. "Here, put these in the trash, please. Then we need to take care of some unpleasant business."

Justin's eyes pleaded with his mother not to call the police, but he took the boxes and walked around the side of the house anyway. Clarissa waited until Justin had come back before picking up her cell phone.

"I'll just go upstairs and get Charles' suits out so we can decide which one to, um, use," Jennifer said. She disappeared inside the house.

Clarissa called the police station, but of course Lieutenant Freeman had already gone home for the evening. She managed to convince them to give her his private number without giving them any details. She told him only that they'd solved the burglary and he said he'd be there in thirty minutes.

Justin was obviously nervous. Gracie noticed he kept looking longingly toward the pool house. She supposed she couldn't blame him for wanting to "relax" before the lieutenant got there. She managed to turn her back to him and signal her mother by the simple gesture of miming smoking.

Clarissa understood immediately. "Justin, I know you're frightened," she told him. "But it'll only make things worse if you're stoned when the lieutenant gets here. I know it'll be tough, but I think you should give me your marijuana. All of it."

"I suppose you're gonna flush it," he said, somewhat listlessly. "Couldn't I just promise not to use it? Or, I could call Zack and give it to him."

"Do you want to add drug possession to your charges?" she asked him. "And I'm certainly not going to allow you to give it to Zack. I know he smokes it too, but that doesn't mean I approve of you giving it to him."

Justin hung his head in defeat. "OK, I guess you're right. I'm scared enough as it is, I don't want to make it any worse. I'll go get what's in my room – but there's more in the pool house, you can get that."

Clarissa agreed and Justin went into the house. Gracie said, "It's in the first-aid kit, Mom."

They met again in the den and Justin handed over his stash, though not without a sigh. Clarissa left the room and Gracie thought she saw Justin flinch as they heard the toilet flush down the hall.

* * * *

Ken Freeman wasn't particularly happy about going back to work after dinner on Friday night, but Ms. Stewart had said enough that he was willing to go talk to her. He certainly didn't seem to be getting anywhere on the Greene case, and it would be nice to get some answers. Experience told him she only thought she had any, but you never knew.

Ms. Stewart answered the door and invited him in. When he asked what she was doing there she told him she'd collected clothes in which to bury her ex-husband, and pointed to a shopping bag on the hall table. She refused to answer any of his questions, instead inviting him into the den. Mrs. Greene and Gracie were waiting when he got there, and the kid, Justin, came in a moment later and sat down in a chair at the edge of the conversation area. The three women looked at Justin expectantly.

"Uh, I need to tell you something," Justin began.

Ken usually preferred to stand during questioning, it tended to intimidate the other person. This time he sensed that that wouldn't be necessary, and that indeed it would be better to present a more friendly facade. He took a chair that faced Justin and still gave him a good view of the others as well. "OK, Justin. I'm listening."

"I'm the one that did it," Justin said. The words began tumbling from his mouth as if he couldn't keep them inside any longer. "I was here on lunch, Dad came home and was yelling at me and I just couldn't take it anymore and I had the gun in my pocket so I fired it. I didn't mean to hurt him, but he fell over and didn't move and I was so scared, I thought I'd killed him. I didn't know what to do and then I thought I'd make it look like he'd surprised a burglar and no one would suspect me. But I didn't shoot at him later, swear to God!"

Ken hadn't been sure what to expect, but it hadn't been this confession! Was the kid telling the truth? It hardly seemed likely he'd cover for the step-mother, they didn't seem close at all. The fact that he wasn't confessing to the other two attempts made it seem more likely he was being truthful about this one.

"I know you didn't shoot your father, Justin," Ken said in a fatherly tone. "And I believe you that you weren't trying to hurt him when you fired the gun. Can you explain to me why you did it?"

"I dunno, I just wanted to make him shut up," Justin replied.

"The two of you were involved in an argument, is that right?"

"Yeah."

"Did he hit you?"

"No," Justin said. "Dad didn't hit me. He didn't have to, he'd just hit you with nasty words."

"Did you feel threatened by his behavior?" Ken asked next.

Justin thought about that one for a moment, finally admitting, "Yeah, I did. He was so mad, I didn't know what he'd do."

"What was the fight about?"

Justin ducked his head. "I'd, uh, taken some money from his desk. He found out and called me a thief and a liar. I didn't know how he'd known, but Gracie told me he'd set a trap."

Ken looked at Gracie, who was sitting quietly on the couch but looking like she was about to burst.

"I overheard Dad talking about it to Jennifer, at the party," she said. "I got to wondering why he'd even tell Jennifer unless he wasn't sure who was taking the money." She explained about the carefully-positioned paper clip. "So if he found some of the money was missing and the clip was in place he'd know it was Jennifer, otherwise it was Justin."

"He never told me about a trap," Justin said.

Though he'd like to know, Ken refrained from asking Mrs. Greene if she'd also been in the habit of raiding the piggy bank. "So you tore up the house and took the other items and tried to make it look like there was a physical fight here in the den."

"Yeah. I hid the stuff in the pool house, Mom's got it now."

Ms. Stewart indicated a lumpy pillowcase on the coffee table. "It was right where Gracie said it would be."

Ken got up to look in the makeshift bag. Cash (he didn't count it), jewelry, everything reported stolen appeared to be there, except the gun. "Where Gracie said it was?" he asked.

"Gracie was the one who figured it out, Lieutenant," Ms. Stewart told him.

"How'd you do it, Gracie?"

She explained about the torn pocket and smelly smear, and how her wandering mind had thought of putting a smoking gun in that pocket. She told him that, knowing about the trap, she'd felt sure that her father would've been angry over the missing cash and put the pieces together from there. Including the alibi that Justin had tried to buy, which explained the time frame. Finally she'd reasoned that he'd want to hide it someplace close, and had looked in the pool house.

"Well done, young lady!" Ken applauded. "You were absolutely right, you did know something that needed to be put into context. You did a good job of fitting all the pieces together."

Gracie blushed, but said "Thank you."

Ken motioned for Justin to stand up. He walked over and inspected the pocket, bending to sniff the smear in question. "It's a little faint by now, but it's definitely GSR. The lab can confirm that."

"Are you going to arrest me?" Justin asked in a quiet voice. He looked like he might faint.

"Sit down, Sport," Ken told him as he did the same. "I'll have to run this by the DA and I can't promise what he'll say, but I'm not going to arrest you right now. He might well consider it a case of self-defense, or possibly just illegal discharge of a weapon. The fact that you voluntarily came forward with the facts will help. And I'm quite sure your family won't press charges."

"Would it help, Lieutenant, if we get some counseling for Justin?" Ms. Stewart asked.

"Yes, it might," Ken told her. "I know you don't want to wait, but I can't talk to the DA until Monday morning. I can't say 'don't worry', but I will say 'don't worry too much'. Now I have one more question – what did you do with the gun?"

"Oh, he left it on the floor beside Dad," Gracie put in, then realized the question had been meant for her brother. Justin nodded in agreement.

"I think it's pretty safe to assume that Mr. Greene took the gun with him when he left the house," Ken said. "Which, as I'm sure you've already realized," he nodded at Gracie, "means whoever killed him somehow got the gun from him. Though I can't see that that puts us any closer to knowing who it was."

 






  








CHAPTER 20




 

It was Saturday afternoon and everyone was back at the Greene house, sitting on the patio once more. With Clarissa's help Jennifer and Cindy had fixed a sort of pot luck lunch, nothing fancy but plenty of food for the guests. Once again it was laid out on a table in front of the patio doors. This time people mostly just grazed, no one seemed to feel much like eating.

Clarke had come home from school for the family gathering; he'd stay through the following weekend. Clarissa hated for him to miss classes, but understood that he'd want to be there. Cindy had brought a small bag with her the previous evening and was officially staying at the house, though she said she wouldn't move all her things until they knew what was in Charles' will. She said she'd hate to get all moved in and then find out they both had to move elsewhere.

Clay was there with Clarissa, and Bill offered his condolences to the family, telling them he'd be pleased to help them in any way he could. Justin (without Zack for once) sat apart from the group and fidgeted until his mother insisted he join them, telling him he had as much right to help make these decisions as anyone else. That seemed to please him.

Susan and Jim had come over from across the street, and even George next door had joined them. There was no loud music for him to complain about today. He managed an excuse to look inside the house; he would never have said it to them, but he was hoping to get the commission to sell the house. Always, of course, assuming that it would be sold, but he suspected that would be the case.

Jeanine breezed in wearing her work clothes, loudly proclaiming she couldn't stay all afternoon. She'd swapped shifts with someone and had to go in at 3:00. She made a big show of hugging all her cousins and telling them what a horrible time this must be for them. She seemed to have realized she should at least try to act like she was grieving.

The mood was somber, as they were discussing the funeral plans, which was scheduled for 10:00 on Wednesday morning. Clarissa told them that Charles' body was at the funeral home, and they needed to make a final decision about the casket so the body could be readied for viewing.

"Charles never said much about what kind of funeral he wanted," Clarissa said. "Like most most of us, I suspect he thought there was plenty of time to think about that kind of thing later."

Most of her audience simply nodded in agreement, though there were a couple of quiet and uncomfortable laughs. Jeanine suddenly burst into tears and threw herself on Justin, who happened to be sitting next to her. He patted her ample shoulder a little awkwardly, then eeled out of her grasp and went to stand behind his mother's chair. Jeanine continued to sniffle and sob. Susan got up and went inside the house.

"Rather than have this mob descend on the funeral home, I thought it would be easier to bring their brochure here. That way we can all come to an agreement and Jennifer and I will let them know." Clarissa handed a stack of pamphlets to those on either side of her.

"You mean we don't actually get to see the coffin?" Jeanine asked.

"You're welcome to come with us, if you'd like," Clarissa told her.

"Dammit, you know I've gotta work today!" Jeanine said heatedly. "I had to change my schedule just so I could be here, and that putz Tony will probably be pissed about it. I'm a member of this family too, but looks like I'm SOL as far as being involved in this important time in my only brother's life."

Clarissa resisted the urge to say something ugly, though she certainly thought it. There was a bit of an edge to her tone when she spoke. "Jeanine, I'm trying to work around your schedule as best I can, but you're not the only family member here. Please take a few minutes to look at the brochure and then we'll all talk about it."

Susan returned with a drink for Jeanine, who took it without a word and drained half of it in one gulp. "It's a little weak on the Bourbon," was her only comment.

Gracie was looking at the pamphlet. She'd never imagined coffins could come in so many varieties. "Hey Mom, I remember hearing about these new biodegradable coffins. They make 'em out of compressed newspapers and even banana sheaves. Wouldn't that be great?"

"Gracie, I'm not sure your father would have appreciated that," her mother said.

"I think it's perfect!" Jeanine said. "Charles can go straight to Hell in a hand basket! I always told him he would." Her face changed from sarcastic to devastated as she realized she was supposed to be in mourning, and she proceeded to boo-hoo dramatically.

"While everyone's looking at the pictures, let's decide on the pallbearers," Clarissa said. "Clarke, do you feel up to it? I know your father would have liked that, but you don't have to."

"I'd like to do it, Mom," Clarke said. "I always thought it would be an honor, I just didn't expect to have to do it so soon."

"Uh, Mom? Could I help carry the casket too?" Justin asked.

Clarissa had to work to keep the surprise from showing on her face. "Why, of course you can, Justin. I think that would be wonderful, and I'm proud of you for asking. I know you feel guilty about getting into that fight with him, and I hope you don't feel like you have to do this to make up for it."

"It's not to make up for it," Justin replied. "I can't make up, not now. We'll never have a chance to make up and I'll never forget that. But I want to remember something positive about him, and this will be a good start."

"I'd like to volunteer, too," Bill said. "As his best friend for many years it's the last thing I can do for him." He paused a moment in reflection. "When you're young you never think about death. You never think anything can separate good friends. Now here I am helping plan his funeral."

"Thank you Bill, I'd hoped I could count on you. Jim, I'd like to ask you as well," Clarissa said.

"It's a sad duty, but one I would be pleased to perform. Thanks for asking," Jim said. "I think Tom would like to be included, too. I'll ask him if you'd like."

"Thanks, that would be nice. If no one has any objections, I think I will ask Jerry Wilkins, Charles' boss, if he'd be the sixth pallbearer."

No one did, so the list was complete. They spent thirty minutes debating the merits and flaws of the various caskets and finally decided on one. Jeanine stalked off in a snit because it wasn't the one she'd wanted. All other details were settled and the group slowly broke up as people left.

Late Saturday afternoon Gracie was taking a break from homework to water the houseplants. Ava Avocado was doing well and Gracie rearranged the vines, looping them over the curtain rod so they hung gracefully. Mom complained that the window was starting to look like a jungle, but Gracie liked the lush plant. It was soothing to look at, as well as helping to refresh the air in her room. She felt like she needed something soothing after the events of the past week.

Finished with the plants in her room Gracie began making the rounds of those in the den. The big palm tree in the corner was dry again, but she was careful not to over-water it. As she checked the smaller plants she glanced over to see what her mother was doing. There were pictures of Dad spread all over the coffee table.

"What's with all the pix?" she asked.

"I'm trying to choose some for the slideshow," Clarissa replied. "Clarke said he'd put one together, to be shown at the funeral. I think it's a marvelous way to recap a life – better than any eulogy."

"The old 'a picture is worth a thousand words' thing, huh?" Gracie walked over to take a closer look.

"Exactly," her mother said. "This way you can see the person's entire life, the light-hearted moments as well as the important events. It gives you a better perspective on who they really were. Take a look at this one – would you ever have imagined your father like this?"

Gracie took the photo and studied it. Dad looked to be about six, wearing a cheap Batman costume. It must've been Halloween, as he carried an orange plastic pumpkin. A tiny Jeanine stood by his side in a fairy princess outfit complete with a glittery star-topped wand. She laughed and handed it back. "I'd have thought Superman was more his style."

"Here's one from his Prom," Clarissa said. "Doesn't Clarke look just like him?"

"Oh, look!" Gracie said, picking up another picture. "Here's one when Clarke was just a baby. You both look so proud, and happy too."

"Of course we were," her mother said. "We had everything we wanted, and our lives before us." She stopped and looked off into the distance, remembering. "We thought it was great when your father took the job at the insurance agency; unfortunately his success spoiled him, who would've thought?"

Clay came in, wiping sweat from his face. He'd been mowing the yard, and was chugging down a bottle of cold water. "Whew! I'm all finished out there, how's your project going?"

"I'm getting there," Clarissa said. "I don't know much about PhotoShop, do you think Clarke can crop Jeanine out of this picture?" She pointed to the Halloween shot. "Or should we leave her in?"

"Leave her in," Clay replied. "It adds to the 'cute' factor. I just hope when she sees it she doesn't decide to re-create the costume this year!"

Gracie shuddered at the mental picture that brought to her mind.

"All girls think of themselves as a princess, even when they're grown and wouldn't admit it for the world," Clarissa said with a smile on her face.

"And I try to treat you like a princess, but I'm glad you don't want to dress up like one," Clay said.

Clarissa smiled fondly at him. "The definition of 'dressing up' changes as we get older."

"Wasn't I a princess one Halloween, too?" Gracie asked.

"When you were four," her mother responded. "I made your crown myself."

"Candy was too," Clay told them. "I think she was six that year. She like to drove us crazy fluttering around the house in that long dress!"

Clarissa put the picture down and looked up at Clay with a funny look on her face. She took a deep breath and asked, "Clay, were you really with Candy on Tuesday afternoon?"

"Of course I was," he replied. "Oh, I know she told that lieutenant she'd called me, but she was just embellishing. You know how she likes her drama."

Gracie glanced at her mother, as if asking permission. Clarissa seemed frozen, not sure she believed her boyfriend but unwilling to push the matter.

"I thought maybe you just said that because you were at some construction site all by yourself, and you were afraid the police wouldn't believe you," Gracie told him.

Clay smiled a little uncertainly. "But why would I be a suspect in the first place?

Gracie gave him a lopsided smile to indicate she wasn't sure of what she was about to say. "Maybe you thought you'd get your hands on my inheritance?"

"Not an ice cube's chance in Hell you'd let me! You're smarter than that." he replied with a laugh.

"But don't you see it makes you look like you needed an alibi?" she asked. "And now neither you nor Candy have one. If I didn't know better I'd think it was Candy who needed the alibi, but I can't imagine why. She's got no motive, she'd never even met my Dad."

Clay's face seemed to fall in on itself and he sat down on the carpet, hard. At first Gracie thought it was because he was all sweaty and didn't want to get grass on the couch, but then she realized it was because he just couldn't stand any longer under the pressure of his emotions.

Clay looked up at the two women and said, "Yes she has. She didn't know exactly who he was at the time, but she figured it out later."

Clarissa seemed to come out of her trance. "What are you talking about?"

"You know how Candy likes to party," Clay began. Clarissa and Gracie just nodded assent.

"Charles picked her up at some club, about eighteen months ago. She said he wasn't her type and tried to brush him off, but he insisted. He flashed a lot of cash and she figured what the hell, maybe she could get some of it. He wined and dined her, and they ended up at a fancy hotel."

"He raped her?" Gracie asked.

"No, definitely a seduction, she went along with it willingly," Clay replied. "She said he'd changed his tune by the next morning, couldn't wait to get out of there. Like he'd gotten what he wanted and she was no longer important. She said she'd expected him to offer her money, but he didn't."

"Wouldn't it have made her mad to be offered money, like a common whore?"

"I think it made her madder that he didn't," Clay said. "She seemed to think she'd found a Sugar Daddy, and was upset when that didn't turn out to be the case."

"How did she figure out it was Dad?" asked Gracie.

"That morning as he was getting ready to leave she thought maybe he was married. Not that that would have bothered Candy," Clay said. "But when she asked him he said something about his ex-wife Clarissa. A couple of weeks later we were talking and I said I had a date that evening. She couldn't remember your name," he gave an apologetic look to Clarissa, "and when I reminded her it connected up."

"It's not a real common name," Clarissa said, finally coming out of her daze. "So when she heard it she remembered the conversation and told you about it."

"Yeah. She seemed to think it was one of life's funny coincidences, and so did I until she told me his name. Then I knew what the bastard had done." Clay looked at Gracie and said, "Sorry."

Clarissa shook her head, as if unable to believe what she'd just heard. "He seduced your daughter just to get back at me?" Clarissa asked.

"'Fraid so."

"Why didn't you tell me this before?"

"Because I didn't want him to hurt you any further," Clay replied. "You have to understand, Candy wasn't upset about it at all. It was just another guy to her, no big deal. You and I were the real targets of that act, and I didn't want it to come between us."

"So, what, does she think the police would believe that gave her a motive to kill him? Over a year later?" Gracie asked.

"No, she doesn't – but I do!" Clay said. "They'd think she just figured out who he was and why he'd done it and decided to get revenge. It's not impossible."

"No, I guess it's not, not when you put it that way," Gracie admitted. "But, Clay, it gives you a motive too. They'd say you just found out about it and you were the one who wanted revenge."

"They don't know Clay," Clarissa put in. "He'd go talk to Charles and call him a cad and be done with it."

"I thought about doing just that!" Clay said. "Except I thought it would only make him decide to tell you all about it, and I didn't want that. I'm not happy about it, but what really bothers me is that my daughter doesn't see a problem with having one-night stands. Sadly, Charles was just one of many."

"So I'll ask you again, where were you Tuesday afternoon?"

"I was at a construction site, like Gracie said. It was busy, but I'm not sure if anyone will remember me being there. You know how it is, they're there to get the work done, I'm just the architect. And Candy had gone shopping at lunch and lost track of time. She's got some receipts she pulled out of the trash, that should prove she was at the mall."

"Clay, you have to tell the lieutenant," Clarissa said firmly. "It'll be better to get it all out in the open, you know that."

"But I still don't understand why Lieutenant Freeman would think there's a problem," Gracie said a bit petulantly.

"Sometimes people snap, Gracie," Clay responded. "Even if something doesn't sound like a big deal to you, for some reason it might really bother them. A normally good person will suddenly do something totally out of character to exact their revenge. That's why you always hear relatives of the murderer saying 'I just can't believe he'd do a thing like that.'"

Gracie thought about it for a minute. "Yeah, I guess I can see that. But you didn't, right?"

"No, I swear to you Gracie, I didn't kill your father," Clay told her in a steady voice. "And your mom's right, I need to tell the police the truth. I know I should've earlier but…"

"You were just trying to protect your daughter," Clarissa said. "I might've done the same thing under the circumstances."

Gracie suddenly felt uncomfortably that she was in the way. Her mother and Clay would need to talk about this by themselves so she announced that she had to finish her homework and left. She could hear Clay asking for the lieutenant as she walked down the hall to her room.

Back in her room Gracie stared at her school books without seeing them. Her mind wasn't on homework right now. She kept thinking about what Clay had said about someone suddenly snapping and doing something out of character. That certainly seemed to be the case here, she thought. She couldn't imagine anyone she knew that had even the slightest motive as the kind of person who would commit murder.

Had Clay not told the whole story, and that comment was meant to be a hint? That just didn't seem likely, if he'd suddenly confessed about Candy's seduction wouldn't he have admitted if he – or Candy – had shot her father? Maybe not, she told herself. Maybe he thinks it can't be tracked back to either of them and they're safe, so he can hint that someone went nutso and think it'll be OK.

Except that it didn't make sense to Gracie. She'd seen Clay get angry before, but he still kept himself under control pretty well. Plus, he didn't sound angry now, only sorry he'd had to tell Mom what had happened. He seemed more sad that Candy was a slut than angry at her.

Supposedly Candy hadn't even known who Dad was until later, and even then hadn't seemed to care. That certainly sounded like the Candy she knew! Kind of like a less-successful Jennifer, Gracie thought. She liked to party and tried to get favors (including money) from any guy she could. She would be likely to make a big scene if she didn't get what she wanted, maybe key his car on her way out of the hotel, but not wait well over a year and then kill the guy.

Besides, just because Dad had picked Candy up didn't mean he'd been targeting her, did it? Clay and Mom seemed to think so, but maybe they were reading more into it than was there. Dad liked pretty young girls and he liked to get his way. Maybe he just saw her and wanted her, um, company. That could've been all there was to it.

She'd just have to wait and see if Lieutenant Freeman could prove their new alibis. If one of the construction workers remembered seeing Clay at the site that would be enough. She really hoped that would be the case, for her mother's sake. And he'd said Candy had some receipts that should prove she'd been at the mall that afternoon. If she'd paid cash that could be a little tricky, but it might be enough.

Depending on the times these things happened, it might still leave either of them open for the shots at the parking garage. Though that still left the problem of how they'd have gotten Dad's gun. That one was a puzzler. Supposing they had somehow, it might be a crime of opportunity – they found the gun and suddenly decided to get revenge. Clay might have gone downtown on some kind of business, but she couldn't imagine why Candy would be there.

And in any case they'd left the gun for someone else to find. She could have something there! Was it another case of someone shooting and missing (or running away without checking) and leaving the gun so they wouldn't be caught with it? No way to tell without finding the gun and checking for fingerprints, which doubtless would have been wiped away by the real killer anyway.

Aunt Jeanine's alibi was still unproven, too. Like Clay said, she could've been so angry about not getting the loan that she snapped, especially knowing she would inherit if Dad died. But she wouldn't have any reason to be downtown, either. She knew about the presentation, she'd have gone out to Bixby's. Gracie laughed a little sarcastically; it would be just like Aunt Jeanine to intend to get there at 2:00 to shoot him before the meeting, but she'd end up being late and have to wait. Except it still seemed like too much trouble for her to go to.

Which left who, Cindy? She certainly had a good motive, she'd get her girlfriend and her money. Surely Cindy hadn't just decided to shoot Dad without planning some kind of alibi for herself, she was smarter than that. She couldn't possibly have known about Justin's faked burglary – could she? Had Jennifer come home earlier and discovered it and they'd decided to use it to their advantage? Or did she have another plan and this just happened to work out? Either way, it meant that Jennifer must at least know Cindy had done it; after all she would have known if it was really Cindy who'd answered the phone.

Of course it could have been someone they hadn't thought about yet. Someone else who felt Dad had treated them badly, that left a pretty wide-open field Gracie thought. And what had happened to the gun? The police had searched around the mansion and come up empty-handed. No telling where it was now. The murderer could still have it or they could've even sold it. If she were the murderer she'd throw it away somewhere that no one would think to look – but where would that be?

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 21




 

It was Tuesday morning, the day before Dad's funeral. Relatives were coming in from out of town, great uncles and second cousins Gracie didn't even remember. There was so much to be done to get ready that Clarissa had taken the day off work and Gracie had stayed home from school. They'd decided to treat themselves to a breakfast out before they got started.

"They're not busy this time of morning," Gracie said as she unbuckled her seatbelt. "Why'd you park way out here?"

Clarissa climbed out of the big Escalade and turned to look at Gracie. "I don't want someone to park too close and ding up the car. You know how big this thing is!"

"Yeah, and I know how much gas it guzzles, too," Gracie grumbled as they began walking to the restaurant. "It's a pain in a bunch of ways, I wish you'd sell it."

"Well, if I should decide to sell it, I want it in good shape so it'll be worth more." Her mother grinned at her.

They made their way in, were seated, and spent a few minutes looking over the menu. The waitress wandered over with the coffeepot, poured some for Clarissa and promised to return with a large OJ for Gracie.

Gracie watched idly as her mother stirred cream into her coffee; she usually drank it black but was allowing herself a small indulgence this morning. "How can you drink that stuff, Mom? It tastes bitter."

"It's an acquired taste," Clarissa replied as she blew across the top of the cup to cool it. "The cream helps with the bitterness, and of course some people like their coffee sweet."

"Dad did," Gracie reminded her. "He liked those fancy Starbuck's lattes, with all the milk and sugar and flavorings. Yuck! I tried a sip once, I think I like plain ol' coffee better."

"Yes, and he wouldn't eat a plain donut or even a Danish, always insisted on having a croissant with his latte," her mother said. "He thought it make him look suave and European, or something."

Gracie's orange juice came and they ordered. Gracie stared out the window at their car at the back of the parking lot. She seemed to be thinking.

"What're you staring at?" her mother asked.

"I was just thinking about what you said about not getting the car scratched. Dad's car had a big scratch on it when the police found it the next day. A scrape like the lieutenant described couldn't be from someone banging it with their door, he'd have had to have driven too close to something sticking out to make a long scratch."

"Maybe someone got too close when they parked next to him and scraped the side of his car with their bumper or something," Clarissa said.

"Whatever it was, I bet Dad was pissed!"

"Gracie, watch your language in public, young lady," Clarissa admonished.

Gracie ducked her head and said "Sorry" in a tone that said she wasn't really. She was thinking, remembering what she'd been thinking a few days ago when she was wondering if someone had gotten mad and gone off on Dad.

"Or someone keyed his car," she said. "It happens all the time at school, someone gets mad and it's an easy way to get back at them. But it could've happened anywhere, probably isn't connected to the attempt on his life."

Breakfast came and Gracie dug into her omelet with relish, her attention on eating. They discussed what they needed to accomplish and worked out a general schedule, which would probably get changed more than once before the day was out.

The waitress took their empty plates and refilled Clarissa's cup. Gracie sat back and watched her mother stir the cream in. "The lieutenant said there was a coffee stain and crumbs on the passenger seat of Dad's car," she said thoughtfully. "It bothers me because I know he'd have cleaned it up as soon as he noticed it. But I was just wondering, what if he didn't spill it?"

"I guess he could've taken someone somewhere, maybe a favor to a client," Clarissa said. "Though I'd be surprised if he'd allowed them to bring food in his car. You're right about that, he was particular about keeping the car clean." She thought for a minute. "I suppose whoever he gave a ride to could've found the gun and taken it, then for some reason shot at your father."

Gracie drained the last of the OJ and said, "I don't know. None of this makes any sense. But it bothers me – enough that I'm gonna talk to Lieutenant Freeman about it."

"Well call him on the road, we've got to get to the funeral home and then to the airport to pick up your Uncle Frank."

* * * *

Ken Freeman hung up the phone and shook his head. Gracie Greene was a smart young lady, but she'd got a bee in her bonnet about that coffee stain. He'd assured her that he'd checked with all the people on her father's itinerary and none of them said they'd ridden in his car that morning. But she'd been so insistent about the kind of coffee and crumbs that he decided it was worth a shot to have them checked out. They hadn't gotten there all by themselves.

A couple hours later he got the lab report: black coffee and powdered sugar donut crumbs. Not at all the fancy latte and croissant the kid said her dad favored. He double-checked the report on the stain to be sure, but yes, nothing had apparently blocked the spilled coffee, a passenger hadn't spilled it. It had dripped down the side of the seat, almost as if someone had reached in the window and spilled it on purpose.

A memory was trying to surface. Ken knew better than to force it, so he continued working. A few minutes later his brain had managed to access the memory and the image played out in his mind: a man holding a coffee mug, tucking a donut against the cup so he could free up his right hand to shake. He put aside the case he'd been working on and grabbed the Greene file.

Yes, there it was. Jack Dunbar, co-worker of Greene's. Ken had noted the man seemed to dislike Greene, had accused him of stealing clients. He'd been in the office at the time of the murder, but where was he when Greene was shot at earlier? Had he been the shooter?

Ken thought about calling Dunbar, then realized there might be another way to find out. He got up and walked over to the computer lab and asked the geek to see if that downtown parking garage used electronic access cards. They did. It took a little while, but the techie got the data from the security company. Jack Dunbar's card had been used to gain access to the facility at 12:55 PM on Tuesday. He'd used it again at the exit gate at 1:01 PM.

It was always possible that the guy had just realized he'd forgotten to do something or gotten a phone call requiring him to leave immediately, but it did seem odd that he'd leave so soon after arriving. Ken had the man's cell phone records checked, no calls to or from the phone within 15 minutes of that timeframe. After the kid Justin's confession about the potshot and falsified burglary it was pretty clear Greene must've had the gun with him, but how would Dunbar have gotten it?

Ken sighed, it was a long walk to the department garage but he felt he needed to see the car again. Maybe something would come to mind if he was standing in front of it.

Greene's Jaguar was stored in a corner of the building. Ken consulted a photo and mapped out the position of the car as found against its current setting. The exit door would've been about here, the car approximately 20 feet to the right with its back end facing you. The door gave onto a stairway leading to the upper levels, as well as to the street. Why would Dunbar have gone into the garage at all, wouldn't he have just gone down the stairs and walked on out to head back to the office?

Well, there was a trash barrel standing beside the door to the left as you faced it from inside the garage, maybe he'd popped in to throw something away. Ken walked to the 'door' and mimed opening it, stepping through and tossing some trash. He was facing away from the car. But when he turned to open the 'door' again it would be easy to look to his right a little and catch sight of the car. He walked over to the Jag.

The long scratch down its side caught his eye. Ken pulled his keys out of his pocket and pretended to scratch the paint. Dunbar was a wimpy looking guy, he might've thought that kind of childish action would get back at Greene. Ken followed the line with his finger; it ended in the middle of the passenger door which put him in position to look inside the window. Had he seen something inside that he wanted to steal? Had he broken in and in the process spilled his coffee? Had he found the gun, lain in wait, shot at Greene and then left again?

Ken called Dunbar, asking him if he'd drop by to talk about the case. He made it sound like he just wanted some general info on Greene's character and associates at work. Dunbar showed up about thirty minutes later; Ken took him into one of the spare and uncomfortable interrogation rooms.

Ken apologized for the room, telling Dunbar it was the only place available. He started asking the kinds of general questions he'd implied, letting Dunbar get comfortable and think he was safe. The man's attitude had changed; he still made it clear he hadn't liked Greene but now it seemed to be a moot point since the man was dead. Ken slipped in a comment about Greene's car being broken into, but Dunbar only commented that he'd heard about the smashed window. He was a little nervous, but then most people were when being questioned at the station.

Out of the blue Ken asked, "May I see your keys, Mr. Dunbar?"

Jack looked startled, repeating, "My keys?"

"Yes, sir. Your keys. May I see them?"

Jack tried to look confused, but he was beginning to squirm. "Why do you need my keys? I was at the office when Charles was killed."

"You're in the auto insurance business," Ken said in an apparent change of subject. "You deal with claims of cars being broken into all the time."

Jack nodded mutely, confused for real now.

"Do you know how to break into a car Mr. Dunbar? Maybe it's a little skill you picked up so you can show your clients how easy it is and convince them to take out more coverage."

"That wouldn't be ethical, Lieutenant," Jack said. "Though I wouldn't have put it past Charles to do that, if he'd thought of the gimmick. No, sir, I don't know how to break into a car. My college roommate used a coat hanger to get into mine once, when I'd locked my keys inside. But I don't know how he did it, and anyway today you'd have to get past all the electronic security. I sure don't know how to do that!"

"I didn't say anything about getting past alarms. Not all cars have them, mostly expensive cars. Like Jaguars. Are you sure you didn't break into Mr. Greene's car?"

Jack tried false bravado. "Yes, I'm sure I didn't break into Charles' car! What, do you think I've got a duplicate key on my ring?"

"No, but maybe some paint in the teeth of your own car key. The one you used to scratch the side of Greene's car on Tuesday," Ken told him. "Right before you broke in, found the gun, and tried to kill him."

"I did no such thing!" Jack tried to sound confident, but his voice squeaked at the end.

"I can get a search warrant," Ken said. "If the lab boys find traces of auto paint that match Greene's car you'll be arrested for attempted murder."

Jack slumped in his chair. "Could I have a cup of coffee?"

Ken got up and poured coffee into a Styrofoam cup, handed it to Jack. He sat down and waited, knowing Dunbar was about to confess.

Jack took a drink and looked across the table at Ken. "I swear I didn't try to kill the man. But I did shoot at the car."

"The car?" Ken asked. "Why?"

"I got to the parking garage a little before 1:00 that day," Jack began. "I had some trash in the car from lunch, stuck it under my arm so I could drop it in the barrel on my way out. Didn't want to stink up the car. When I did I happened to see Charles' car parked a few feet away. It pissed me off that he'd managed to find a prime slot nearly in front of the door, and I'd had to park three floors up and walk down."

Ken just nodded for Jack to continue.

"He was such a pompous ass, yet he always seemed to get the breaks. I knew he was proud of that Jag, so I figured I'd key it, leave a big scratch. It sounds immature to say it now, but I was angry at the time. I looked around to make sure no one was looking, walked over and drug my key along the side."

"But when I got to the window I saw it was down. That really got my dander up. You'd think he'd know better than to leave the car open like that, but he was arrogant enough to assume that no one would steal it. So you see, I didn't need to break in."

"He left his car unlocked in a public parking garage?" Ken asked, amazed.

"I don't know if he did all the time, but he had that day. It was a nice day, he might've had the windows open as he drove. I guess he thought he'd just be a few minutes and didn't bother. I don't know, but it was down. Then I saw the gun."

"It was in plain sight? In an unlocked car?" Ken asked.

"Yeah, it was just lying there on the passenger seat," Jack said. "I reached in the window and took it. I thought it would serve him right to have the gun stolen. I mean, he'd practically invited someone to take it!"

"Did you have a cup of coffee with you?"

Jack thought for a second before replying. "Yes, I think I did. I like coffee and Donettes, Charles was always razzing me about them. I keep a bag in the car so I can grab a couple whenever. In fact, I remember now, I'd been munching one as I keyed the car. A little dessert after lunch. What's that got to do with all this?"

"You spilled the coffee when you reached for the gun," Ken told him. "And got powdered sugar crumbs on the seat. I remembered you were eating a donut the day we met in Mr. Wilkins' office."

"Oh," Jack said, tonelessly.

"So you took the gun from the car. Then what?"

"Like I said, I was angry. As I walked back to the door I just seemed to get madder and madder. The man was so careless, leaving a gun lying around like that. I decided I'd really get his goat, I'd shoot the gas tank and his precious expensive car would explode"

"You've been watching too many movies, Mr. Dunbar," Ken said. "That doesn't happen in real life."

"I know that now," Jack replied. His tone was emotionless as he continued his story. "I stood behind the exit door, it was open just far enough so I could see around it to shoot. I thought it would shield me from the explosion. Except the car didn't explode! That made me even madder, so I shot at it again. My hand was shaking, that first shot was loud in that garage, I thought people would come running to see what the noise was. So I was nervous, my aim was off, and the bullet went through the window. The car alarm went off, and I knew I had to get out of there."

"You're saying Mr. Greene wasn't in the car when you fired the gun?" Ken asked.

"That's right. I wasn't trying to kill him, that thought never entered my head. That would be murder, and I could never murder anyone. I don't have the guts. I just wanted to ruin his car. I know you think it's connected to the murder later in the day, but I had nothing to do with that," Jack replied.

"What confused us was that your second bullet went through the car's headrest, making it look like someone had tried to kill Mr. Greene in the garage," Ken told him.

"Oh." Jack seemed totally uninterested. By this time he was so demoralized he couldn't seem to think of anything but telling the cop what had happened. "I tossed my coffee cup in the trash so I could use both hands to wipe off the gun, ran to the car and threw it back on the seat. I didn't want to risk keeping it. Then I ran out of there and back upstairs to my car and left. I didn't know what else to do. That's all there was."

Ken looked at the little man slumped in his chair. "You're under arrest for vandalism and illegal discharge of a firearm."

* * * *

It was late in the afternoon; Ken had finished questioning someone about another case and decided to drop by the Greene home to tell them that another piece of the mystery had been solved. He knew the funeral was the next day, so he wasn't surprised to find the whole group of family and friends at the house.

They were surprised to hear about Jack Dunbar's vandalism, though the doctor did remember Greene had made an ugly comment about a co-worker at the party. There was a ripple of relief in their halting laughter over the coincidence of the bullet passing through the headrest. It made them all feel a little easier knowing that the man hadn't been trying to kill Greene, though it didn't answer the question of who had.

"You figured all that out from a coffee stain on the seat?" Clarke asked.

"I did," Ken replied with a smile. "After your sister convinced me that it was important."

"Way to go, Gracie!" Clarke said enthusiastically.

"I'm afraid the lieutenant thought I was bothering him," Gracie said. "But I just kept thinking that I couldn't explain it away so it must be important. I'd thought about someone keying the car, too, but it never occurred to me that it was connected."

"Well, I'm glad you kept bothering me about it," Ken said. "Once I had those crumbs analyzed it triggered a memory of meeting Dunbar; he was eating one of those donuts then. I'd eliminated him as a suspect of the actual murder, but had been making the mistake of assuming the shots in the garage were related."

"I know we're all glad to learn the truth about the damage to the car," Clarissa said. "At the risk of stating the obvious, that still leaves the actual murder. Have you learned anything more about that?"

"Not a great deal, but I do have some good news on that front," Ken replied. "I've been able to verify alibis for Mr. Wilson and his daughter, and for Ms. Thomas also. They were indeed where they said they were at the time of the murder."

This was greeted with nods and mumbles of "good", except for Jeanine who loudly inquired, "You mean you really thought I might've done it?"

"I have to check out every possibility," Ken said diplomatically.

"Hmpf!" Jeanine snorted. "Took you long enough."

Ken chose to ignore her remark. "Unfortunately, that pretty much eliminates all possible suspects we're aware of at the moment!" He stabbed the air with a raised finger to add emphasis to his next words. "But that doesn't mean we've stopped investigating. This case isn't going to be solved quickly, I'm afraid. But we will continue checking out leads and looking for more. We will do out best to find the perpetrator."

Gracie was sitting out by the pool when Clarke joined her. "Whatcha doin' sitting out here all alone?" he asked.

"Just thinking about things," she replied.

"How are you holding up? You're not all depressed, are you?"

"I'm OK, Clarke," she said. "I'm upset, but I'm not depressed. I miss Dad."

"Yeah, I even miss him. I just wish someone else had."

Gracie smiled. "Do you ever stop joking?"

"Made you smile, that's worth it," Clarke returned. "So what're you thinking about?"

"What happened, of course," she told him. "Who could've wanted to kill Dad, and why, and how did they do it?"

"You're getting to be quite the detective," Clarke said. "I really mean that, you've done a great job. We all thought someone was following Dad around trying to kill him and now we know that's not the case, thanks in large part to you. So who do you think really did it?"

"Like the lieutenant said, we're running out of suspects," Gracie replied. "It wasn't you or me or Justin. Mom was playing golf. Clay and Candy are accounted for now, too. Jennifer was talking to the cops when it happened, but I'm not entirely sure it couldn't have been Cindy."

"If Cindy did it, wouldn't that mean Jennifer knew – or even masterminded it?" he asked.

"I can't see Jennifer masterminding anything!" Gracie laughed. "But yeah, I'd think she'd have to know. Maybe that was what Lieutenant Freeman was talking about when he said they were continuing to follow leads. He could still be looking at Cindy, but not saying anything until he's sure."

"I understand he talked to the neighbors, too," he said. "Did he think the guys might've been pissed over a poker game, or that George finally had his fill of noisy parties?"

"I guess it could have been George," she said meditatively. "He was home alone all day. He could've been listening at the fence when Dad told us about the Bixby presentation, too. Somehow I just can't see it, though."

"Who does that leave?" he asked.

"Bill was in the lab all afternoon. But of all of us, he has absolutely no motive at all."

"I guess a bottle of chemicals is better than a bottle of booze as an alibi," Clarke said. "But neither one of them can talk to say they kept him company."

"He's got lab notes, the lieutenant saw them."

"He could've written those up anytime," Clarke told her. "Even the night before if he'd planned the whole thing out. He's very meticulous and organized. What nixes it for me is that someone would've seen him walking around campus. He locks the door to keep people out, but he has the key, he could get out if he wanted. Except he couldn't possibly walk through the chem building and across the parking lot without being seen."

"I hadn't thought about it like that," Gracie said. "I guess because I just can't see why he'd want to do it. For awhile I thought it might've been Aunt Jeanine."

Now Clarke laughed, long and hard. "Aunt Jeanine? Can you imagine her waddling out across the grass – she'd probably trip and fall on her keister! Or get smacked in the forehead when the gun recoiled. She'd forget and bitch about the bruise."

"Oh, I agree! But you have to admit she's got a good motive. You heard Dad tell her she's in his will, and you know she always needs money."

"I'd really like to know who did it too," Clarke told her. "Don't drive yourself crazy trying to do the job for the cops. Take my advice and let them do their job, Sis."

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 22




 

Gracie made it through the funeral on Wednesday morning, but not without crying her eyes out. It was the first time she'd seen her father's body and she hadn't been sure she wanted to. Her mother had put her arm around her shoulders and guided her to the casket, telling her she needed to do this, to pay her last respects. It made the death real in a way nothing else could have, and she knew in her heart that later she'd be glad she'd done this.

The slideshow Clarke had put together was even harder to bear. It started with baby pictures and went from there, covering her dad's entire life. She'd laughed at some of the silly shots, then felt guilty for laughing. Everyone else had laughed too, so maybe that was OK. In spite of her tears she'd enjoyed seeing all the different times in Dad's life, including pictures of herself and her brothers. Clarke really did look a lot like Dad had when he was younger. The last picture had been taken at that party on Saturday. She found herself thinking she'd like to have that gaudy Hawaiian shirt, just to remind herself how much he'd enjoyed having the family together.

Justin had surprised everyone by showing up not only in a suit, but with a fresh haircut. Gracie almost didn't recognize him. In a quiet moment he'd admitted to her that he'd realized the long hair wasn't going to get Dad's attention now, but Mom would appreciate the gesture.

Gracie herself had consented to wear a dress, though dark purple was the best she could do. Mom had told her it would be OK to be herself, and better than buying a dress she'd wear only once. Mom had worn a tasteful navy suit. Aunt Jeanine had shown up in a pair of slacks that had once been black, and had smeared bright-red lipstick all over her face as she kept wiping the tears from her eyes.

Jennifer looked the textbook young widow, in a designer black dress complete with hat and veil. Surprisingly she wore only a little of her recovered jewelry. Cindy was there too, but she didn't sit with the family. No one would have guessed from their behavior that they were a couple.

They all went back to the house afterwards. Gracie felt a bit like she was in a fog; she couldn't decide if this was a party or what. She got reacquainted with relatives she hadn't seen since she was little and was delighted to discover a distant cousin equally committed to environmental issues. They exchanged phone numbers and e-mail addresses so they could stay in touch.

Everyone talked about Dad, but they only told the good stories. She was surprised to hear some of the things he'd done, things that she'd never have imagined; but it showed her he did have a good side and had definitely appreciated life. No one objected to her taking the Hawaiian shirt when she left; it swallowed her, but she slept in it that night. It still smelled of Dad's aftershave and she found that comforting.

They all assembled in Mr. Michaels' office on Thursday afternoon for the reading of the will. Jennifer had lost the veil but wore the same black dress. Cindy wasn't in evidence, apparently she'd had the grace to realize she had no business being there. Jennifer looked so lost and alone that Gracie made a point of sitting beside her and chatting.

Stan Michaels was a thin man, with a long narrow face and a thin nose. His short gray hair was neatly combed and he wore a very dapper dark suit. The word 'cadaverous' came to Gracie's mind, and she half expected him to speak in a proper British accent. For all his fussiness he came straight to the point.

Under the terms of the will Jennifer was to receive the sum of $250,000, and any personal property. Jennifer seemed a bit surprised at that, but Gracie couldn't tell if she'd thought she might get more, or less. She merely nodded her acceptance.

The house was to be sold and the proceeds added to the estate, which was to be divided equally among Clarke, Justin, and Gracie. Since Clarke was over 21 he could inherit in his own right; Clarissa had been appointed as guardian of Justin and Gracie's money. Of course the whole thing had to go through probate and that would take months, but at least things could be put into motion. Gracie had never had to worry about money, but she was stunned to learn how much she now had.

Jeanine was fidgeting, twisting her chair from side to side and chewing on her fake fingernails. The painted flower on her right index nail had been scraped to an unrecognizable blob. Mr. Michaels looked over his half-glasses at her as if he'd seen something disgusting on the sidewalk. Gracie held her breath. Jeanine looked pole-axed when she heard she received a single dollar. For a wonder she shut her mouth with a slight but audible pop, stood up and walked out of the conference room.

Clarissa inquired as to whether Bill received a bequest, but the answer was negative. Gracie was glad Bill wasn't there to hear that. Mr. Michaels told them he would begin the process of probating the will immediately, including an arrangement to continue upkeep of the house during that time. Clarke asked if he would be able to continue with college in the fall, and Mr. Michaels added that to the special request list but told him it shouldn't be a problem.

Outside the stuffy lawyer's office Clarissa suggested they all go for coffee and pie to discuss the situation. "Jennifer, why don't you call Cindy and have her meet us there?"

"Really?" Jennifer asked brightly. "I mean, that's really nice, you don't have to do that."

"Cindy has a stake in this too," Clarissa replied. "The situation is rather unconventional, but there's no point in pretending it doesn't exist. This is the time for the family to work together and make lemonade instead of sour faces."

"Guess I'm shit outta luck," Jeanine said sourly. "My inheritance won't even buy coffee."

"I'll buy your coffee, Aunt Jeanine," Gracie said. "And a big slice of your favorite pie, too."

"Chocolate Turtle Cheesecake," Jeanine said. "I need the sugar and caffeine after the shock I've just got. Ride with me, Gracie, we can talk on the way over."

It turned out the 'talk' Jeanine had in mind was to hit Gracie up for the funds to pursue her latest educational endeavor. Gracie was distinctly uncomfortable telling her no, and left it with a reminder that she didn't actually have the money yet.

At the restaurant everyone was quiet for awhile as they ate. Gracie had to admit that the sweet lemon meringue pie helped calm her down. She'd been through so much, and now all the fuss over the money. Her life had been irrevocably changed with the loss of her father, yet in some ways nothing had changed at all. She'd go back to school tomorrow, and had better study for that math test tonight if she hoped to pass it. The money didn't seem real to her, and anyway wouldn't make any difference in her life if she had it in her pocket right now.

Mom's life wouldn't change much either. Well, unless the specter of Candy's seduction caused a problem between her and Clay. It seemed to Gracie that if they'd only talk about it Mom might realize that Clay had just been trying to protect her. Clarke would finish college and get a job, though he might find it easier to go into a field Dad wouldn't have approved of. Aunt Jeanine would continue to blow every penny of her paycheck and whine about what she didn't have.

Justin, now, he might see some positive change in his life. He'd already gone to a counseling session; that was just a start, but he seemed motivated to work at dealing with his problems instead of self-medicating. From what little Gracie had seen of Zack during the last week he seemed to be content to continue following Justin's lead. At least they were both trying to follow a better path. Even Jennifer seemed more confident about her brains instead of her looks.

"Jennifer, I've been thinking," Clarissa pushed her empty plate away as she broke the silence. "It's going to take some time before Charles' estate gets through the probation process. We can't sell the house until that time, so I think you and Cindy should keep on living there."

"Thank you. I mean, I – we – really appreciate that," Jennifer said.

"Yes, thanks so much," Cindy chimed in. "I told Jen she could move into my rental with me, but we weren't sure how we'd get by."

"From a purely economic standpoint, the house shouldn't sit empty. Mr. Michaels said we can get funds for household expenses and I'm sure Charles wouldn't have wanted you to be thrown out, so this would be a win-win situation. Justin?"

Justin had left the jacket and tie in the car, but still looked uncomfortable in slacks and button-up shirt. "Huh?"

"Where do you want to stay?" his mother asked.

"Um, I hadn't really thought about it," he replied. He brushed absently at a lock of long hair no longer there, a habit he hadn't had time to break yet. "Couldn't I just stay at the house for awhile?"

"I don't see why not," Clarissa said, smiling. "You'll graduate in a couple of months, and we'll need to talk about what you want to do after high school. But this will give you a little breathing space, time to think and plan. Jennifer? Is that OK with you?"

Jennifer favored Justin with a sly sideways glance. "As long as he does his share of the chores! Summer's coming, could you, like, mow the lawn and keep the pool cleaned Justin? That would save some money on the household expenses."

"You could use it to work on your tan," Gracie put in. "You'll have better luck with the girls if you don't look like some cave-dwelling slug."

"Oh, like you get a lot of dates," he smarted off to his sister. "I don't really know how to do that stuff, Dad always hired it done. But, yeah, I could learn I guess. Maybe Bill could show me. It'd give me something to do."

"Is that a 'yes'?" Cindy asked, a grin on her face.

"Yes," Justin said. From the look on his face he was thinking he'd just agreed to a lifetime of hard labor.

* * * *

At lunch on Friday Chris and Kelly joined the group of girls at the cafeteria table. Gracie had bought an extra sweet-roll to celebrate passing her math exam; at least she thought she'd done well on it. They chatted and gossiped while they ate, then decided they'd go sit outside for a few minutes before they had to head back to class.

Kelly lagged behind the group and caught Gracie's eye when she turned to see where he was. Gracie dropped back to walk beside him.

"How about we go for a picnic tonight?" he asked her.

"A picnic? You mean, a date?"

Kelly blushed a bit, but nodded. "I thought maybe you'd like to get away from family for a little while. You know, with all that's happened. We could make up some sandwiches and go out to the campground the other side of town. Enjoy the fresh air, maybe go hiking on the trails. Nothin' fancy."

Gracie looked a little surprised, then smiled. "Yeah, that sounds nice. I didn't know you were interested in that kind of thing."

"My family's big on camping," Kelly replied. "We go all the time. I like to hike and swim, but Dad thinks I'm a wimp because I take an air mattress to sleep on."

"Can't blame you for that!" Gracie told him.

"I just thought you might like a little peace and quiet. We could go out for Chinese, if you'd rather."

"No, I'd like the picnic better. Thanks, Kelly. That's really sweet of you." Gracie flashed a big smile.

"Great! Pick you up about 6:00."

They arrived at the campground around 6:30. Gracie carried a plastic box full of sandwiches, chips, and fruit while Kelly lugged the ice chest from the trunk to the concrete picnic table. The sun was warm and a slight breeze ruffled the leaves of the trees, a perfect evening to be outside.

Kelly opened the ice chest to reveal he'd snuck a couple bottles of beer from the fridge at home. He'd brought soft drinks too, and made it clear to her that the beer was strictly optional. After a moment's thought Gracie declared the beer would be OK if they drank it with dinner so they'd have time for it to get out of their systems before Kelly drove home.

It felt a little daring to drink, Gracie felt a bit rebellious. That felt good too, but she was glad he'd only brought a beer each. She felt giddy enough after drinking not even half the bottle. They chatted as they ate and Kelly named several of the birds watching their feast, their heads cocked to the side so their beady eyes could better see where the crumbs fell. Gracie felt relaxed for the first time in what seemed ages. Kelly was turning out to be quite a pleasant companion, and thoughtful as well.

"There's a nice path over that way," he gestured with the hand holding the beer bottle. "It crosses a creek, but it's probably too cold to wade in this early in the year. Nice view, though."

"There's a better one on the other side of the lake," she told him. To his look of surprise she said, "I've been here before. Bill used to take us camping with his family, before his wife divorced him. Haven't been here in a few years, it's really nice. This was a great idea, Kelly."

"Aw, and here I had the whole tour speech ready! The swimming area there, boat docks, great fishing over that way, and if you look across the lake you can see the back of the Bixby mansion."

Kelly sudden stopped, red-faced. "I'm sorry, Gracie. I didn't mean…"

"It's OK, Kelly," she told him.

"Have the police caught the guy that did it?" he asked, a little hesitantly. "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to. I wanted this to be a peaceful evening for you, and I think I've screwed it up."

"No, they haven't caught him yet," Gracie said. "I hadn't thought about that much the last few days. I don't think they have any ideas, everyone's pretty much checked out. It's starting to look like it must've been a stranger. And you haven't screwed it up. It's lovely here. Let's put the food in the car and go for a walk."

They discovered the hard way that the creek was too cold to wade, but further along the path they came to a small hill with a good view of the sun setting over the lake. They sat in silence enjoying the display, arms around each other's waists. Just as the sun disappeared Kelly leaned over and kissed her.






  








CHAPTER 23




 

Gracie slept in on Saturday morning. Last night had been fun in a lot of ways, but this morning she felt antsy, unsure what she wanted to do. When she went in the kitchen to fix breakfast she found a note on the counter from Mom. She was meeting Clay for lunch and a round of golf. Gracie was on her own.

As she ate she found herself thinking about the murder again, going over and over all the pieces in her mind. She really didn't want to think that anyone she knew could be a murderer, much easier to think it was a stranger. She suspected that Lieutenant Freeman still thought it might be Clay or Candy or Aunt Jeanine, even if he wasn't saying so. Of everyone, she still wasn't convinced of Cindy's alibi.

She put her cereal bowl in the sink and sat down at the computer. She wanted to see how long it would take to drive from the mansion to Dad's house. MapQuest said it took 25 minutes but it insisted on sending you down the highway; that route looked to Gracie like it took you quite a bit out of the way. Surely a more direct route would be faster. When she zoomed in she discovered a lot of the dirt roads she knew to be in the area weren't shown. She X'd out and sat at the desk drumming her fingers in frustration.

What she'd really like to do was drive out there herself to check the distance and driving-time. It was too far to ride her bicycle, and besides it wouldn't give her an accurate time. She'd be willing to use the gas the Escalade would suck down, but Mom was gone. She called Shawna, but she was at the mall and not interested in driving to the boonies. Gracie figured she'd met some guy there and was hoping he'd notice her and ask her out.

The only other person she knew who might let her borrow a car was Bill. She called and he told her she'd have to put gas in it, but she could use it. He was busy grading papers and couldn't pick her up so she rode her bike to his house.

"You wanna go where?" Bill asked.

"The Bixby mansion," she replied. "Out by the lake. It's too far to ride my bike."

"Gracie, why do you want to go out there? You don't need to see that place, and anyway there's nothing you're going to uncover. The police have been over that area with a fine-tooth comb, I'm sure."

"I'm not going there to get all teary-eyed, if that's what you think," Gracie told him.

"You planning to put flowers on the site?" he asked. "One of those roadside memorials?"

"No, I'm not," she replied. "Nobody would know who it was for, so what's the point?"

"It's not a good idea, kiddo," Bill said, disapproval heavy in his voice. "You think you want to see where your father was last alive – but what you'll see is where he died. It's not a good idea."

"Bill, it's not like there'll be a chalk outline in the grass, or a puddle of blood. Seeing the spot where he was killed couldn't be worse than seeing his body in that coffin. I'm sure it'll get to me a little, but I want to test out a theory."

"And what might that be?" Bill asked.

"Cindy's alibi depends on the fact that someone answered her phone when Jennifer called about 3:00 that day. But there's no way to tell who actually answered, she could've gotten a friend to cover for her. I want to see if she had time to drive to Dad's house and get there by 3:15."

"Wouldn't that mean your step-mother was in on it?" he asked. "Oh, of course. She'd be the perfect suspect, except that she was talking to the cops at the approximate time of the murder. So she gets her girlfriend to do the dirty deed and they set up the call."

"Exactly," Gracie said. "I think they planned it when Dad told everyone about his big presentation. At first I thought Jennifer had set up the burglary as an excuse, but now I'm not exactly sure what they'd planned. They must have had something in mind, some reason to make that call. Just that the burglary worked out better."

"OK. I still don't think it's a good idea for you to go out there, but I can see you're not going to rest until you convince yourself one way or the other. Be careful, and don't leave any trash in my car!" Bill handed her the keys.

Gracie thanked him, got in the car and started off. She glanced at the gas gauge and remembered he'd ask her to fill up. He hadn't been kidding, the needle was almost on "E". She stopped at a station a couple blocks away. She wasn't used to the brakes and stepped on the pedal a little too hard; the front-end went down and then bounced back up as she let off. Embarrassed, she looked around but the place wasn't busy so maybe no one had seen.

As she got out of the car Gracie noticed a French fry just under the edge of the seat. It must've slid out when she'd done that nose-dive. She tossed it in the trash can and pumped the gas, squeezing as much in as she could. Bill could use it, evidently he'd been biking to work the last few days. When she opened the door to get back in she noticed a cordless drill in the back floorboard. Bill wasn't the handiest guy around, not with power tools anyway. Maybe he'd loaned it to someone and forgotten to take it out of the car. She thought it was odd there wasn't a box of bits, maybe it'd gotten pushed under the seat.

She pulled out of the gas station and headed for the lake. It was a nice day and she was enjoying the drive. It wasn't hot enough to need the air-conditioning, which suited Gracie just fine. She enjoyed feeling the wind blow through the open windows as she sat at stop lights, and besides she knew the A/C used more gas.

Gracie also found herself enjoying the freedom of driving. She hadn't expected that, this was the longest trip she'd made in her short experience of driving. She began to understand that it wasn't just the convenience of going fast while staying out of the weather, but the process itself was enjoyable. She could get used to this! Tears stung her eyes as she remembered her Dad's offer of a new car.

She spotted a Sonic up ahead, decided to pull in and get a soda. Maybe some Jalapeño bites; she'd used a lot of energy riding to Bill's and was hungry. It would give her a chance to settle down, too. She felt a little bad, after all she'd promised Bill she wouldn't cry and she hadn't even gotten to the mansion yet.

She felt better by the time her food arrived. Actually, it felt pretty cool to be sitting in the driver's seat, ordering stuff like she did this all the time. Real grown-up. She watched the cars come and go and the carhops make their rounds as she munched. One of the guys was emptying the trash can near the entrance and the bag split, dumping half-eaten burgers, fries, and greasy paper bags all over the driveway. Half a dozen birds flew in to take advantage of the unexpected banquet. They were city birds, undeterred by the presence of a human; a couple of them darted in to grab a fry before the guy could pick them all up.

She was enjoying herself immensely until some guy in a big pick-up pulled in next to her and left the engine running so he could hear his radio. Not only did the exhaust blowing in her window stink, but she didn't like that station. She put her soda in the cup-holder and headed out again.

Gracie got lost a couple of times as she neared her destination, but backtracked to the main road and finally arrived. She hadn't realized there were so many little-used roads out here. The murderer must have either known where he (or she?) was going, or they'd followed Dad. Or, maybe they got lost and that's why they'd had to wait for Dad to leave Bixby's. MapQuest hadn't been any help so whoever it was wouldn't have been able to plan their route in advance unless maybe they'd come out here beforehand. They'd have had all day Sunday and Monday, plenty of time to work it out.

Which was another reason why it couldn't be Aunt Jeanine, Gracie thought. She could get lost in the grocery store she worked in! Cindy was the meticulous sort, though. She would check out the route ahead of time, maybe even draw herself a map. Gracie laughed. She could throw the map in the trash at the Sonic and no one would ever find it!

She pulled onto the shoulder in front of the stone walls of the Bixby estate. It was a lovely place. Both the huge house and the fence were built of native stone, and with the tall wrought-iron gate it looked a bit feudal. This close to the lake there were trees everywhere, the driveway was lined with tall oaks so that it almost looked like a tunnel. There was a big stand of firs on either side of the gate.

Gracie's throat suddenly felt tight. The lieutenant said he'd found bicycle tracks into one of those clumps of trees. Had the killer lain in wait for her Dad in one of them? This place was so out-of-the-way it was more likely to have been some boys daring each other to climb over the wall. Some local kids who had nothing better to do than cause mischief, or scare each other silly.

Ahead of her was the driveway where Dad's car had been found. Correction, she thought, Mr. Wilkins' car. There was grass on either side of the drive, and she realized she didn't know which side the body had been found on. There wasn't even any yellow crime scene tape to show her where it had happened. She swallowed with a little difficulty, took a drink of soda to help clear her throat. Bill was right, she didn't need to dwell on this.

She checked her cell phone for the time, then started off. She drove the speed limit all the way back, figuring if the time was close she might fairly safely assume Cindy had been speeding. As she drove she wondered yet again how they might have coordinated things.

Cindy didn't have a cell phone, but maybe she borrowed one from the friend she'd gotten to answer the phone. That would mean Jennifer would have to have borrowed one, too. Otherwise the lieutenant would've found the call on Dad's landline or Jennifer's cell. Or maybe they'd bought a couple of those cheap pay-as-you-go phones. Cindy could've tossed that in the trashcan too. It wouldn't really be necessary though, the police wouldn't have thought anything about either of them having a cell when they were investigating a burglary. They could always get rid of them later.

Gracie pulled into Dad's driveway and grabbed her phone to check the time. Thirty-three minutes. Well, so much for that theory. There was just no way Cindy could've gotten here when she did starting from the scene of the murder, not even breaking the speed limit or taking the highway. She drove back to Bill's, insisted on taking him to lunch, and then rode her bike back home.

Mom was still out playing with Clay – golf, playing golf with Clay. Gracie checked the mail and found Clarke had left a disc in the mailbox, a copy of the slideshow from the funeral. She let herself in, put her purse in her room, and took her EcoCanteen into the kitchen to wash it out. That done, she stood there for a minute trying to figure out what to do. She was frustrated at having proved her theory wrong, and still a little maudlin at having seen the place where her father had been killed.

Might as well have a pity party, she thought. She walked back to the living room and loaded the disc up on the PC. Idly she watched each picture glide across the screen and fade into the next; Dad as a boy, a teenager, then in college. There were shots of a very young Dad and Mom, followed by family photos with her brothers and eventually herself. Posed photos of Dad receiving awards from work, blurry pictures of him on the golf course or playing poker. And of course the last picture that someone had taken of him grilling steaks only two weeks ago. Snapshots of a man's lifetime.

When the slideshow was finished she went back through it again, this time pausing to look more closely at some of the pictures. The Halloween picture was really cute, and Gracie was (sort of) surprised to realize that baby Jeanine had slipped her little hand into her brother's pumpkin in an apparent effort to get some more candy for herself. She decided she liked the dress Dad's Prom date was wearing, but Dad looked as uncomfortable in his brand-new suit as Justin had the other day. Funny, she'd somehow thought Dad must've always worn a suit.

She flipped through a few more pictures and stopped at one of Dad at some fraternity party. All the boys wore formal attire on top but sported garish boxer shorts instead of trousers. The girls seemed to be wearing long nightgowns. Gracie laughed at the silliness of the theme but thought it looked like fun. Dad had on a frilly tux shirt with a black vest over boxers with chubby cherubs aiming their tiny bows at bright red hearts.

That was Bill was standing next to Dad, she realized. He apparently hadn't had a lot of money even then, as he was wearing a black T-shirt printed to look like a tux, right down to a red flower in the painted pocket. Both men had girls on their arms. Bill's girlfriend was stunningly gorgeous and they were staring into each other's eyes in obvious adoration. Dad was looking at her too, or maybe just the other couple, but certainly not his date Gracie thought. She looked back at Bill, thinking this must be the girl who'd gotten pregnant. They looked like they were so much in love, and Gracie wondered how different his like would've been if they'd stayed together.

She continued on, paying a lot of attention to the pictures of her brothers and her own young self. Clarke was smiling in every shot, always the clown. She noticed, though, that he was often helping one of his siblings; handing a sippee cup to a chubby Justin sitting on the floor holding his little arms out, holding her hands as she toddled across a room. She told herself that it was the baggy diaper that made her backside look huge even at that tender age.

As time marched on across the computer screen she noticed that Clarke frequently had his arm around one or both of them. As long as she could remember he'd been the one who tried to soothe their hurt feelings. She also realized with a slight shock that she could see Justin's progression from a happy kid to a sullen teen. First he'd stopped smiling for the camera and in later shots he stood away from the other two. She hoped future pictures would show improvement.

She continued on to the end, studying the last photo. Dad was smiling at the camera as he stood by the grill. Jennifer stood beside him caught in the act of fanning smoke away from her face. She wasn't in the shot, but she could see Clarke at the buffet table looking over his shoulder at something. Bill was walking toward the cooler, looking sharp in his new duds. Aunt Jeanine was just coming out the sliding door, a drink in her hand.

She was about to close the slideshow when she looked at Clarke again. There was something vaguely familiar about that pose but she couldn't place it. Something about Clarke looking over his shoulder. He did look a lot like Dad had at the same age, but that wasn't so strange. She'd seen that pose lately and had the same feeling of being reminded of someone. Shaking her head, she shut down the slideshow and stood up.

"Might as well go do my homework," she told herself. "I'm already depressed." She armed herself for the coming struggle with a glass of water and a plate of fruit and cheese; she thought better on a full stomach. In her room she pulled her English Lit book out of the backpack and checked her notes for the assignment.

Gracie read the story, thinking the ending was stupid. Then she read through the list of questions she was supposed to answer – they were impossible! It hadn't occurred to her at all that the rose was supposed to symbolize something to the main character, she'd have to make up something. Or, groan, re-read that part of the story and pay attention. She'd never get to college faking assignments.

Something clicked in her mind. College. A young man standing by a counter, turning around to look over his shoulder as she walked past. She'd thought she'd seen him around campus but couldn't place the face. A kind of average-looking guy with a mop of sandy hair. She thought of the party photo where Clarke had been looking back at the camera. That was it, the guy had reminded her of her brother. Except of course that it couldn't have been Clarke.

There'd been something else odd about the situation. She stared out the window between Ava Avocado's trailing fronds trying to remember. She'd gone to the college to talk to Bill, and overheard this student saying his name was Conover. She'd thought the name was a funny coincidence. What was his first name, Jerry? No, something she associated with music – oh, Jesse. Jesse Conover.

He'd been looking for some professor, what if it was Professor Conover? Bill. Could he have been Bill's love-child? He'd found out who his father was and come to meet him? Well, nothing wrong with that! Bill would've been ecstatic to meet the child he'd never seen. Suddenly she understood.

Jesse Conover had looked an awful lot like Clarke, who had his father's looks. Gracie gasped as the truth hit her full force. Jesse wasn't Bill's child, he was her Dad's. She jumped up and ran to the living room to have another look at that frat-party photo.

Again she was struck with the look of love on the faces of both Bill and the pretty young girl. She didn't look like she could even see another guy, why would she have dated Dad? Maybe they'd broken up and she'd done it to make Bill jealous; it'd worked and they got back together. She sure was pretty.

Those words echoed in her mind and another memory surfaced. The reason she'd wanted to talk to Bill in the first place on Tuesday was because she'd overheard a snippet of conversation between him and Dad. They'd been talking about a pretty college girl and Bill had angrily accused Dad of sleeping with her. She'd thought at the time it had been one of Bill's students – what if it had been his old college girlfriend?

Hadn't Dad done the same thing with Candy? Seduced her to get back at someone, Mom and/or Clay in that case. Or had it been as simple as Dad just wanting her because she was pretty? In the end Gracie supposed the reason didn't really matter. Dad had gotten the girl pregnant. When she'd found out about the baby she could easily have assumed it was Bill's child. Surely she'd figured it out later, but Bill was the legal father and maybe she never told the boy anything different.

So Jesse had grown up and somehow located Bill, gone to see him. Bill would've known instantly what had happened 25+ years ago. He might not have told the boy, but he'd certainly told Dad. That was what they'd been arguing about when she'd walked by during the party. Bill was understandably angry, but Dad hadn't sounded remorseful at all.

All those years Bill had paid child support. He'd done the right thing because he'd wanted to, but because of it he hadn't had a lot of money for his own family. It had to have been part of why his wife had left him. Now suddenly Bill finds out the baby wasn't his after all? Of course he'd be angry! He probably felt betrayed by the girlfriend who'd cheated on him, and who'd never admitted the truth during all these years. Think how hurt he'd feel to know his best friend had done such a thing, and didn't seem to care.

"Oh my God!" Gracie said out loud. "Did Bill kill Dad out of anger and revenge?" She stood up and began pacing around the room, trying to put the pieces together. The bicycle tracks stood out right away, but there was precious little else. Bike tracks alone didn't prove anything. Bill had been in the lab all afternoon, someone would've seen him if he'd come out. Even if he'd managed to sneak out, how did he do it?

She thought she'd figured out a motive, but maybe she'd gotten carried away. She didn't really remember what Jesse looked like, only a vague feeling that he'd reminded her of her brother. She'd been wrong about Cindy, she might not be right about this, either. Bill had left the party early and looking irritated; even if that's what the fight was about maybe he'd gone home and cooled off and she was making the rest up. With a dismissive shake of her head she went back to her room to finish her homework.

 






  








CHAPTER 24




 

As soon as school let out Monday afternoon Gracie headed for the bike rack. Shawna and Cheryl were going to the mall, and she knew she hadn't given them a very good excuse as to why she didn't want to join them. She didn't want to tell them the truth, because she might be wrong. She needed to see for herself whether it was possible for Bill to get out of the lab without being seen.

Gracie rode to the college and locked her bike in the rack by the Chemistry Building. She didn't see Bill's bicycle, but that didn't mean he wasn't there. Since she'd filled his gas tank for him he was probably driving again. He could've used all the gas driving across town to the Bixby place, she thought. Bill knew that area pretty well, she couldn't guess whether he'd made a reconnaissance trip or not and it didn't matter.

She walked up the steps to the building and went inside. Down the hallway, take a turn to the right, there was Rita's desk. Gracie wanted to ask Rita if she remembered Mr. Jesse Conover, but she wasn't at the desk. Gracie went past the desk and into the lab. This late in the afternoon it wasn't busy, but there were a few students working on some assignment.

She walked in like she belonged there, made easier because she'd been there many times before and knew the layout. As she walked toward the back of the room she looked around to make sure her memory hadn't failed her. Nope, no other doors and the windows were all high in the wall, too high to climb out of easily. She headed for the storage room to her left.

"Hey, can I help you with something?" one of the students asked.

"No, thanks," Gracie replied. "I think I left something in here last week, just want to go check."

"OK, but be careful in there. A lot of those chemicals are dangerous if you don't know how to handle them." He went back to his work, holding a test tube up to the light and squinting at its contents. Gracie chose to interpret his superior attitude to 'dumb freshman' rather than 'stupid girl'.

She flipped the light switch outside the storage room as she walked through the doorway. A single naked bulb shed a dim light on rows of shelves filled with bottles and boxes. Some of them were actually marked with a skull and crossbones. She stayed well away from those.

At the back of the room she saw what she was looking for. Between two shelves was an exit door, with a big red sticker at eye level declaring that an alarm would sound if the door were opened. Gracie walked a little closer until she could see there was a wire coming out of the doorframe, leading into an alarm box mounted high on the wall.

She eyed the institutional-style horizontal push-bar, but was afraid to actually open the door. She didn't want to set the alarm off! She was disappointed. If the door were wired then Bill would've had to go out the front, and like Clarke had said surely someone would've seen him coming or going. She could feel her theory evaporating into so much mist. She turned to leave but her eye was caught by something on the floor.

A couple of feet in front of the door was a cigarette butt, crinkled with the imprint of someone's athletic shoe. Nobody in their right mind would smoke in here, chemistry students especially would know how dangerous that would be. It looked like it had been tracked in from outside the door. Did students go out that door for a quick smoke between experiments?

Gracie looked at the wire again, but even in the dim light she could see that it went all the way to the top of the box. Standing below the alarm she couldn't tell if the wire actually went into it. She looked around and spied an old ladder in one corner. She dragged it over to the door and climbed up until she could see the alarm box.

The light was brighter up here, allowing her to clearly see that the loose end of the wire had been taped to the box, disabling the alarm. The top of the box was covered with a thick layer of undisturbed dust, so it had been done a long time ago. She climbed down and put the ladder back in place. That alarm hadn't worked for probably years, and she'd be willing to bet Bill knew all about it.

She went back into the lab, holding up a tube of lip balm she'd pulled from her pocket and telling the student, "Found it!" He grunted some response but never looked up. Gracie walked out of the lab and was pleased to see Rita back at her station.

"Hi, Rita!" she said.

"Oh, hi, Gracie," Rita replied. "It's Monday, Bill's probably in his office, not in the lab."

Since she still had the lip balm in her hand Gracie waved it and said, "Lost this last week, thought I'd see if I'd dropped it in there. I'm surprised it was still there, it'd rolled under one of the shelves in the storage room."

Rita eyed her suspiciously. "Why are you really here? You weren't looking for a dollar sixty-nine tube of Chapstik."

"I wanted to talk to Bill, and he wasn't in his office," Gracie told her. "Do you remember a couple weeks ago there was a young man looking for one of the professors, said his name was Jesse Conover?"

Rita frowned in concentration, then shrugged. "Is that Bill's son? I thought his kids lived out of town these days."

"I don't think so," Gracie said. "I just overheard him give his name and thought it was funny that it was 'Conover'. Was he looking for Bill?"

"With all the kids who come through here everyday, I wouldn't have a clue what happened two weeks ago, Gracie. Why's it so important?" Rita asked.

"It may not be," Gracie replied. "I may be putting two and two together and getting five. Thanks, anyway!"

Rita raised an eyebrow at that, but merely said, "OK. See ya later."

Gracie walked out of the building and started around the side. It took her a few minutes to get to the back side and locate the correct exit door. There were big maple trees screening the building back there, but she could see well-defined paths among them. She counted doors until she was pretty sure she knew which one belonged to the chemistry lab and walked up the dusty path to the door. It was too shady under the trees for grass to grow.

She could see an old tin can filled with sand and butts, though apparently it wasn't emptied often as it was full and there were cigarette butts all over the ground around it. Gracie winced at the thought of all those filters that would take years to decay – or blow all over campus making an unsightly mess. A small rock had been pushed next to the door frame; the students obviously used it as a door-stop so they didn't get locked out as there was no handle on the outside. Gracie nodded to herself and turned to walk back.

Just as she got to the sidewalk she heard a noise behind her. She turned to look and saw the chemistry student coming out the door. He pushed the rock with his foot, let the door swing shut against it, and lit up. No alarm sounded. Her theory had been confirmed!

There was a parking area behind the building; it was for students, but the campus cops probably wouldn't ticket a car with a faculty sticker in the window. Bill could've easily gotten out of the lab that way with little chance of being seen, or at least of being recognized. But had he?

* * * *

Gracie swallowed nervously and knocked on the lab door. It was Tuesday afternoon after school, her usual time to visit Bill. She intended to have a very serious talk with him – if she didn't throw up first.

"Hey, Bill, it's Gracie!"

From inside the lab she heard Bill's voice, slightly muffled by the heavy door. "Gimme a second, kiddo. I'm in the middle of something delicate."

She said "OK" and stood there a little uncertainly. She turned around to see if Rita had come back to the desk; she'd like for someone to know she was in here, but the desk was still empty. A minute later she heard the lock click and Bill opened the door.

"Hi, Gracie. Come on in."

"I didn't make you spoil something, did I?" she asked as they walked into the lab. She heard the door swing shut behind her and felt a little like she was trapped. More like committed to this course of action, she thought.

Bill walked quickly back to the table he was occupying today and began stirring something in a beaker. "No, it's fine. But I need to stir this for a few minutes until it sets up. How've you been?"

"A little tired," she said. "I haven't been sleeping really well."

"You've had a lot to absorb," Bill said. "You're dealing with a lot of changes right now. I'm really sorry, Gracie."

"You are?" she asked. The funny thing was, she really thought he was sorry for her sake.

"I'm sure everyone's told you to give it some time, but they're right," he said. "Hey, quit pacing, you're making me nervous! If you're tired, come sit down."

Gracie took a seat across from Bill, and carefully away from the array of glassware and instruments spread out across the table. "What is that you're making, anyway?"

Bill laughed. "Maybe nothing. It's not doing what I think it should. Hey, will you bring me a bottle of hydrochloric acid? It's in the storeroom. Be careful, it's nasty stuff."

Gracie stood up and walked quickly to the storage room. She came back a couple of minutes later at a more sedate pace, holding the bottle with both hands so she didn't drop it. She handed the bottle to Bill, then resumed her seat.

"I want to ask you something, Bill," she said. "Something about Dad."

Bill was staring at his notes but said, "Yeah?"

She took a deep breath and began. "I overheard you and Dad talking at the party. You were in his office – I didn't mean to eavesdrop, but your voice was real loud."

Bill glanced up at her, then looked at the beaker whose contents stubbornly remained liquid. "We had a little argument, no big deal."

"I didn't hear a lot, but enough to know you were accusing Dad of sleeping with some young girl."

Bill looked up at her and held her eyes with his gaze. "Gracie, I know you're not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but your father had a real weakness for pretty girls. He couldn't just flirt with them, he had to get them in bed. It bothered me that he treated them like dirt, threw them away so to speak after he'd gotten what he wanted from them."

Gracie nodded. "I know Dad did some pretty bad things. The thing is, I've realized that it doesn't matter to me. He loved me, even if I didn't always see it. I wish he would've treated everyone a little better, but he's my father and I will always love him."

"Always remember that, Gracie," he told her. "Your dad was a human being, just like the rest of us. We're none of us perfect. He did love you and your brothers very much. Don't think about his faults any more than you have to, it'll drive you crazy. I know I shouldn't have bothered trying to talk to him about the girl, it did no good."

"Because you had no proof," Gracie said.

"Proof? What are you talking about?"

"I saw Jesse a couple weeks ago, Bill," she told him quietly. "He'd come by to see you, I heard him give Rita his name."

Bill raised one eyebrow slightly, as if to urge her to continue because what she'd said hadn't made sense.

"I didn't know he was looking for you, just some professor. At the time I thought it was funny because I was looking for Professor Conover – you – and here was a Jesse Conover looking for a professor. He looked familiar but I couldn't figure out why, I thought I must've just seen him around when I come up here."

"Then I saw a picture of Clarke from the same angle and I realized that's who this guy had reminded me of," Gracie continued. "Here's a guy with your last name that looks like my brother's twin."

Bill laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. "Look in the phone book, Gracie. There's a dozen Conovers in our city alone, none of 'em are related to me. It's not that unusual to see someone who looks like someone we know; people make money at it if they happen to look like a famous movie star."

Gracie's jaw tightened with determination. "Guess I should tell you that Dad told me about your girlfriend in college, how she got pregnant and you had to pay child support for a son you never saw."

Bill smiled a little ruefully. "It's no big secret. I'm a little surprised he'd tell you about it, though. It's a pretty serious story to tell a young lady. That doesn't mean some student asking for a teacher is my long-lost son."

"So you don't see any connection?" she asked sternly. "A guy comes in saying he's your son and he looks just like your best friend? You suddenly realize you've spent years wishing you could know this son, and supporting him, and he never was your son? Did you tell Jesse it was all a big mistake too? I saw a picture of you and your girlfriend at a party; Dad was right, she sure was a pretty girl."

Bill dropped his head into his hand, a look of pain on his face. He began speaking in a quiet voice but quickly, almost running the words together. Now that he could finally tell the story he needed to get it out.

"Connie and I met the first week we were at school. We were perfect for each other, we liked the same things and had the same dreams. She was pretty, but it was her mind that I really loved about her. We were so happy together. At the end of our first year of college Connie went back to her parents' home out of state for the summer, saying she didn't want to leave and couldn't wait to see me again in the fall. Her folks were kind of strict, they didn't want us to move in together, and neither of us had much money so we really couldn't afford to anyway."

Gracie nodded, but was afraid to say anything to interrupt him.

"She sent me a letter saying she was pregnant. Her folks wanted me to sign support papers, and I did. I wanted to, it was the right thing to do. Connie didn't come back to school. She wrote another letter, told me she'd had a boy and named him Jesse. I didn't have the money to go see them, especially with having to pay support. Your father helped me get a part-time job so I could send her the money. I got a few more letters and a couple of pictures, but after a couple of years they tapered off and eventually stopped coming altogether."

"After I graduated and got a job I wanted to go see them both. I wrote to Connie, and even called her parents' number, but never got an answer. Not from her, anyway. I did get a letter from a law firm directing me to send all future support payments to them and requesting that I cease trying to make contact. I assumed that Connie had married someone else and wanted to get on with her life, put this all behind her."

"That must've really hurt," Gracie said.

"Yes, it did," Bill replied. "But at the same time I could understand. I'd have liked to get to know my son, even if Connie didn't want me anymore. I blamed her parents for poisoning her against me because of the pregnancy, like it was all my fault. But time went on and I found someone else and had a family of my own. Except that teaching and research isn't exactly lucrative, and my prior obligation took money away from our kids. That was just one of several problems between us."

"Don't get the idea that life was terrible for me. I get to see the kids, though not as often as I'd like. I love my job, and the research is rewarding, even if I haven't made any big breakthroughs yet. I wasn't unhappy at all. But then one Friday a young man walks into my office saying he's my son Jesse - and he's the spitting image of Charles."

Bill finally looked up at Gracie, his eyes pleading with her to understand. "He told me his mother had never married because she still loved me. She'd needed her parents' help with a baby to raise and they didn't want her to have anything to do with me. She'd written a lot of letters, but never once got one from me. After awhile she stopped writing, thinking I didn't care."

"Jesse said his mother had been killed in a car crash, last year. She'd never even told him my name, but he found out from the lawyer. He wanted to meet me, he said he didn't expect us to be family after all this time, but maybe friends."

"Bill, I am so sorry," Gracie said. "But I don't understand. You wrote to Connie, you just said you did."

"Here's what must've happened," Bill said. "Connie's folks must've thrown away all my letters, and most of hers to me as well; easy to do if she just put them on the mailbox for the postman to take. They thought they were doing her a favor. I guess she took a walk and mailed the few I got without them knowing."

"As Jesse grew up she saw the resemblance to Charles. He told me he'd wanted her from the first time I introduced them; he'd taken her home after a party; she was tipsy, he made advances but she told him 'no'. He kept it up and eventually got what he'd wanted. She never told me about it, Gracie. I think she was embarrassed. When she realized Jesse was Charles' child she didn't want me to know the truth, didn't want to hurt me. She didn't want me to think she'd cheated on me. She hadn't, not really. So she stopped writing and refused to tell Jesse anything about his father – either the legal one, or the blood one."

"You told my Dad about it at the party," Gracie said. "He admitted sleeping with her, and then what?"

"He bragged about it," Bill said. "He seemed to think it was funny that I'd had to pay in so many ways for something I never did. He didn't care. In fact, he acted like he'd gotten away with murder or something."

"Just what did you expect him to do about it?" she asked. "Even if he said he was sorry it wouldn't change anything."

"I told him the very least he could do was to pay me back for all the child support," Bill told her. "I knew it wouldn't make things right, but he had so much money and I'd struggled for years because of it. I was angry, I wanted something to be made right. At least I could've sent my kids to college. But he just laughed at me."

"So you decided to shoot him."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








CHAPTER 25




 

"Gracie, I was hurt and angry, you bet," Bill said. "I walked out of his house and vowed never to speak to him again. I was going to tell Jesse the whole story, too. Jesse was in town for some training classes for his job; he was leaving Tuesday evening. But I spent the afternoon here in the lab and by the time I looked at the clock he'd already checked out of the hotel and I didn't have his cell number. I couldn't have shot your dad, Gracie – I was here all afternoon."

"Jesse came by to see you," Gracie said. "He'd come by to see you before he went home, and you didn't answer his knock. You didn't answer mine, either. You weren't in the lab."

"I told you, I'd gone to the men's room," he explained. "You must've come along just after he left, if you saw him. It took me a few minutes to clean up my shirt, I obviously missed you both. Lots of people would've seen me if I'd left the lab and come back again. I know the police checked, and no one did."

"Not if you used the back door," Gracie told him. "I checked it yesterday, the alarm's been disabled. You could've slipped out and driven to Bixby's estate, shot my father, and slipped back in again. The parking lot out there," she pointed to the back wall, "is for the Business Building. Anyone that saw you probably wouldn't recognize you, and Lieutenant Freeman believed your story about being locked in here so he didn't look for witnesses very hard."

"Gracie," Bill was trying to sound reasonable. "Your dad was shot with his own gun. A gun that that nutcase colleague left on the front seat of his car after he'd tried to blow it up. I was talking to Rita when that happened, just before I came in here. I couldn't possibly have gotten hold of that gun. Someone else took it and followed him out to the country and killed him with it."

"You want me to tell you how you did it?" she asked.

"Sure, go ahead," he said. "Last I heard the police hadn't found the gun – or any other clues. You can make up any story you want, but that doesn't mean it's true. It doesn't mean I shot him."

Gracie stood up and began slowly walking around the lab. She was nervous and couldn't sit still. Bill was right, she had no hard evidence, and she didn't know how he might react to what she was about to say.

"You'd made up your mind you'd kill him for what he'd done. You'd heard his speech about the presentation to Mr. Bixby, and you knew the mansion was out in the boonies. It wasn't likely anybody would be out there to see you. You knew the area, too, it's out by the lake where you used to take us camping. I suspect you drove out there on Sunday to reconnoiter, just to get all your ducks in a row. Making two trips out there was why your gas tank was empty, and you couldn't afford to fill up after your purchases."

"What purchases?" he asked, a little harshly. "I'd run out of money before month, I was broke and couldn't afford gas. Had to ride my bike to work."

"I'll get to that in a minute," she said. "This worked out perfectly for you because Tuesdays were your regular days in the lab. Everyone knew that, so they'd feel sure you were really in here because that's where you went every Tuesday. I'd come by the week before so you probably didn't expect me, either. You went to Wal-Mart and bought a black-and-gray plaid shirt and a pair of black slacks."

"You're getting confused!" Bill said. "I bought those clothes a week before the murder. I wore them to the party on Saturday, remember? That was part of why I was low on cash."

"I remember, Bill. I remember telling you I could tell they were new because they weren't faded. Which means you could buy a duplicate set and no one could tell the difference. You would've paid cash so there'd be no credit-card charge for the police to check. You're thorough, you probably pulled the price-tags off and dropped them in the trashcan outside the store. If the police looked they wouldn't find tags in your trash for clothes you'd bought a week ago. After my comment you ran the new clothes through the washer a couple of times just in case."

"Why would I need duplicate clothes?"

"In case you got blood on them, or hairs or fibers or even gunpowder. If the police should suspect you and decided to check your clothes the new ones couldn't possibly have any incriminating evidence on them. And no one would notice that you'd changed clothes during the day. You got everything together Monday evening and put it in your car. Oh, you put your gun in the car, too."

"My gun hasn't been fired in months, the police did check it out," he said.

"You didn't use your gun," she replied, calmer now that she was laying it all out. "Tuesday after lunch you stopped by to say 'hi' to Rita, so she'd remember seeing you go into the lab. You set up your experiment, then went out the back door and drove to the Bixby mansion; you parked the car on a side road nearby and rode your bicycle to the gates. You stashed it in the fir trees by the gate and waited for Dad to come out."

"If I knew where he was going to be at 2:00 why didn't I get there first and shoot him before he went in?" Bill asked.

"Two reasons, either of which would explain it," Gracie told him. First, you weren't sure you'd have time to lock yourself up in here and still get there by 2:00. It's a long drive. Second, you knew Bixby was expecting him at 2:00 and might be watching for his arrival. That meant there'd be a bigger chance they'd see you riding away on the bike after you shot him."

"Yeah, I know the cops found bike tracks at the scene," he said in a reasonable tone. "They could be anybody's. Just because I've got a bicycle doesn't mean I was out there."

"That night, when everyone was at Dad's house to talk to the lieutenant, I wanted to get away from all the people for a few minutes. I was walking around the driveway and saw a little evergreen branch stuck under the tag bracket on your bike. I remember thinking how neat you always are and that you'd have pulled it out if you'd seen it. Guess you didn't see it."

"I ride that bike all over," he told her, a little angry now. "Big deal. So I had a few leaves in the bracket, that doesn't mean they came from Bixby's place."

"The trees around your house and the college are elms, maples, oaks. They're deciduous. There are fir trees near the lake, but not many in town," she told him. "You don't get branches caught in the back of the bike by riding it down the road, but it could happen if you pushed the bicycle into a thick stand of trees to hide it. So you waited until you saw the automatic gates open and Dad's car come out."

"But it wasn't your dad's car," he said. "You're forgetting the details. He'd borrowed a car, remember?"

"Yes, but they looked pretty much alike," Gracie said. "You were expecting his car and you could see the driver before you jumped out of the bushes. You came out and got his attention, maybe pointed your gun at him, maybe just waved your arms, it doesn't matter. He got out of the car and you continued the argument. I'm assuming he didn't give in and at some point you pulled your gun and threatened to shoot him."

"Why didn't I just shoot him and be done with it?" Bill asked. He sounded sarcastic, as if her ideas were stupid.

Gracie knew – or hoped, at least – that it meant she was on the right track. "Because you really wanted him to admit what he'd done and apologize for all the grief it'd caused you. If he refused, you wanted him to know why you were shooting him."

"OK, so I've got my gun pointed at him – how did I manage to shoot him with his own gun?" Bill was trying to punch logical holes in her theory.

"Dad had his gun with him. Maybe he'd stuck it in his jacket pocket when he saw you; he knew you were mad at him, flagging him down out in the country like that had to look suspicious. Maybe he even had it in his hand when he got out of the car."

"So either he would've shot me first, or it would've been a Mexican standoff. How'd I get his gun away from him?" Bill asked harshly.

"Something happened to distract him for a second," Gracie answered. "You had your bike helmet with you, you hit him with it so he'd drop the gun. The coroner said there was a faint straight bruise on the inside of his right forearm. I suppose it could've been a stick, but I don't know why you'd have a stick when you had a gun; the helmet makes more sense. At any rate you got his gun and shot him with it. That worked out better for you because now you could let the police examine yours knowing it hadn't been fired recently."

"And I suppose I rode the bicycle back to the car and drove back here, tossing the gun along the way somewhere," he said. "You've put together a lot of little things that aren't connected and come up with this crazy idea. New clothes, bicycle tracks, action-movie heroics. You've got an over-active imagination."

"But you didn't drive straight back to the school," Gracie said, completely ignoring the rest of his statement.

"What else would I do?" Bill asked. "If I'd just committed a murder wouldn't I want to get back as soon as possible so I could pretend I'd never left?"

"I think you went to the campground first, Bill," she said. "It was close by and you were familiar with it. You knew there wouldn't be many people out there on a Tuesday afternoon. You could use the public shower and change into your clean clothes, then burn the ones you'd worn. Throw the ashes with any metal or melted plastic into the lake so it wouldn't be obvious that clothing had been burned. Then you could head back to town."

Bill was shaking his head like he didn't believe it. "Why not throw the gun in the lake too?"

"You could've, but I don't think you did. I suppose you didn't want to take the chance that someone saw you burning something and then leaving – that might look suspicious. The police might've sent divers into the lake looking for the gun."

"But I'd have wiped my fingerprints off the gun," he said. "And according to your story it was Charles' anyway, it couldn't be traced back to me. So what did I do with it?"

"You used a cordless drill to get rid of the serial number and threw it in the trash at a drive-in," Gracie replied steadily. "When I borrowed your car I saw the drill in the back floor, and found a French fry under the seat. You keep your car clean, you wouldn't leave a greasy fry in the floorboard. Besides, you told me you'd have to take your lunch after buying the clothes so you wouldn't have stopped by a drive-in anytime lately. There was no bit in the drill, I guess you threw it out the window somewhere just in case it had metal shavings in it or something. Then you drove back here and slipped in through the back door. Rita remembered you leaving, you didn't stay late because you wanted her to remember."

"That's the craziest story I've ever heard!" Bill said. "I suppose you kept the French fry so the police can find my DNA on it. It doesn't prove a thing! It's almost like you've gone out of your way to concoct a story that can't be proven."

"No, but you did a great job of covering your tracks. You're right, I don't have a shred of proof – no blood-spattered clothes, no French fry, no gun. I know you did it, Bill. I can't go to the police with a story like this, they'd laugh at me; but I need to know what really happened to my father. Be a bigger man than he was, and tell me I'm right."

Bill looked shaken at that. She'd deliberately pointed out that he was acting the same way her dad had when Bill had wanted justice. Gracie held her breath, hoping he wouldn't decide to throw some dangerous chemical on her and claim it'd been a horrible accident.

Bill sighed heavily. "You're right, Gracie. I did it, I killed Charles. I can't believe you figured it all out; like you said, I thought I was being careful. You got a few details wrong, but the bulk of it is correct."

Gracie let out the breath she'd held. She knew she'd have to be careful, she wasn't out of the woods – or the lab – yet. "What kind of details? I knew I couldn't think of everything, I'd like to know how close I got it. Just for my own knowledge, since it can't be proved."

"I planned the whole thing out, but I had a little luck. The fact that I knew when he'd be in an out-of-the-way place and at a time when no one would miss me, and the clothes that could be seamlessly replaced. Monday afternoon I happened to find a big baggie in the trash bin in here. The kids aren't supposed to eat in the lab, it's not safe, but it looked like someone had. It was big enough to hold the gun, and it would have someone else's fingerprints on it if it was found. I picked it up with a paper towel, I tried to think of every eventuality."

Bill began to warm to the task. "When I got back to the car I used the drill to foul the gun barrel. I didn't care about the serial number. If the police couldn't prove it was the murder weapon it didn't matter whose gun it was. I was going to break a window when I got home and say the house had been broken into and my gun was stolen. But I didn't have to."

"Pretty ironic, in light of what really happened," Gracie remarked. "That would've looked really suspicious, but you'd covered your trail well enough that I doubt the lieutenant could've proved anything."

"I did notice there were four empty cartridges," Bill continued, almost as if she hadn't interrupted. "I thought that was odd. Charles would've kept the gun fully loaded. But I didn't have time to worry about it. I unloaded the gun and wiped down the bullets and casings, put them in the bag. Wiped down the gun and put it in there too. I was wearing latex gloves so I wouldn't inadvertently leave any DNA. At the campground I opened up the bag and added water and some dish soap."

"Dish soap?" Gracie asked, clearly surprised.

"Yeah, dish soap," he agreed. "Everyone thinks you need fancy chemicals to get rid of fingerprints, but common every-day dish soap works just as well. You use it to clean grease, right? No more grease than is on your hands, soap will melt it easily. I just threw some dirt into the fire pit to cover the ashes from the burned clothes, but I picked out the melted bits and tossed them out the car window on the drive back. The drill bit, too. I know that sounds a little OCD, but obviously I wanted to take no chances."

"Obviously," said Gracie.

"I stopped at the drive-in and got some fries and a soda. I doubt you'll believe me, but I was scared. I couldn't believe I'd really killed him. I needed something to eat, and it gave me the excuse I needed to throw things away. I worked at a burger joint in college – that was the job your dad got for me. The trash at those places is gross, full of grease and slimy lettuce and soggy buns. I've always thought it would be the perfect place to toss a murder weapon."

"So you ate the fries and put the baggie with the gun in the paper bag along with the rest of your trash and threw it all away," Gracie surmised.

"I tossed in the paper towel I'd used to clean the gun, and the gloves too. Separately from the bag; once they got smeared with mustard and melted ice cream they wouldn't prove anything," he told her.

"I just have one more question," Gracie said. "What was it that distracted Dad and gave you the chance to hit him?"

"His cell phone rang," Bill said. "He knew better than to answer it, but it startled him and he glanced at his pocket."

"That would have been Mrs. Greene calling her husband to tell him the house had been burglarized." It was Lieutenant Ken Freeman's voice.

Bill whirled around and stared, mouth open and eyes bugged out in shock. Ken stepped out of the storage room and walked into the lab. Gracie ran to his side, and only then did he put his gun back in the holster.

"You planned all this," Bill said to Gracie. "You knew you couldn't prove anything, so you wanted me to confess. Guess you had some luck too, asking you to get the acid gave you the chance to let the lieutenant in the back door."

"I'd have thought of something," Gracie said.

"I've been here the whole time," Ken said. "I've got it all on tape. Gracie told me her theory yesterday but you were careful not to leave any evidence. We've contacted Jesse Conover, he confirmed he'd been to see you and thought you were his father. His resemblance to Mr. Greene is remarkable. The boys will start digging through the garbage as soon as you tell us which drive-in you stopped at, we'll find the gun. You're under arrest for first degree murder."

Bill looked at Gracie with sadness in his eyes. "He didn't have to cover you, Gracie. I wouldn't have hurt you."

"You already did, Bill," she said. "You already did."

 






  








CHAPTER 26




 

"It was just three weeks ago," Gracie said to herself, "that I didn't want to go to the party at Dad's. Now I'm really glad I did." She was once again sitting on the patio at what she'd always think of as her Dad's house, with family and friends again gathered. She could almost believe it was that same day, that her Dad would come walking out the patio door any moment now to attend the grill.

But it was Clarke cooking burgers and wieners, wearing a silly apron and chef's hat. This wasn't exactly a party, more a chance for everyone to get together and talk about what had happened and how it would change their lives. Mom was here with Clay, and Candy had come along too. Justin and Zack were swimming, though this time they'd invited a couple of girls.

Aunt Jeanine was making her own drink, mostly because everyone had ignored her demands for service. Jennifer and Cindy were setting out condiments, bowls of salads and side dishes, and plate of desserts. Jim and Susan Holloway were talking to George Thompson and Jerry Wilkins. Lieutenant Freeman said he might drop by, lured by the promise of free food.

Jesse Conover was helping Clarke cook. That was one good thing to come out of all this, Gracie thought. Siblings that had never known about each other's existence had a chance to get to know each other and become friends. Mom had called him to make sure he understood that no one blamed him; she'd paid for his plane ticket so he could join the group today.

Gracie's friends were here today, too; Shawna and Cheryl, Chris and Kelly. She felt surrounded by love and friendship, yet was sitting by herself thinking how much she missed her father. She'd just decided she needed to quit wallowing in her grief and get up to talk to someone when Carrie Stephens sat down beside her.

"Hey, Carrie. You having fun?" Gracie asked.

"Yeah, sure. This is a great house, wish I had a pool," Carrie replied. "Uh, Gracie, can I ask you something?"

Gracie was a little surprised, she and Carrie weren't exactly friends. "OK, I guess."

"What's up with Zack?" Carrie asked, straight to the point. "He used to be a lot of fun, but he's changed. Oh, I'm not sorry I got to come here today, but I don't think I want to go out with Zack again."

"I think he's given up smoking dope and he's trying to figure out what he wants to do with his life," Gracie said.

"Oh, but that's wonderful!" Carrie said approvingly. "That stuff leads to hard drugs and gangs and nothing but trouble. But why would he quit?"

"It's a long story, Carrie," Gracie told her. She didn't want to say anything about Justin's stoned actions and how badly it'd scared him; without that it would be hard to explain that Zack was just following along with Justin's changed attitude. Though quite possibly Zack would've been frightened too, realizing after the fact that he might've been considered an accessory.

"But if he's straight now he should be more fun, wanting to do something besides get high or go parking," Carrie complained.

Gracie decided this was a day for truths, though she didn't have to be harsh about it. "Carrie, he's not a Bad Boy anymore, that's what's changed."

"But that's a good thing, isn't it?" Carrie asked.

"Yes, it is," Gracie said. "Except that you like Bad Boys, you think you're going to straighten them out. Now that there's no challenge, you think Zack's boring."

"That's not true!" Carrie exclaimed. "Well, maybe a little. Guys like Zack seem to have more fun than the others, but they expect me to do things I know are wrong."

"Exactly!" Gracie said. "You can't have one without the other. But hey, maybe you did get Zack to see the light, so don't give up on him too quick."

Carrie thought about that for a minute. "Yeah, I see what you mean. Thanks, Gracie. Think I'll go back to the pool, talk to Zack." Carrie got up and left.

Kelly had been hovering nearby and swooped in to take the now-empty seat. "Hi, Gracie. Thanks for inviting me."

Gracie smiled at him and said, "I'm glad you came. It's a little noisier than the picnic, but the pool's heated so we can go swimming later."

"That sounds like fun," he said. "Do you, um, have any plans for the evening? I thought maybe we could go see a movie."

"I'd love to!" Gracie replied. "This is nice, but I'll be ready for a little quieter setting before long."

"It'll be dark in the theater too. Maybe we can sit in the balcony…"

They grinned at each other in mutual anticipation.

"Hey, Kelly!" Chris called out. "You wanna play Frisbee?" Chris threw the disc towards the patio; it would've hit Gracie if Kelly hadn't jumped up to catch it first.

"Go ahead," Gracie told him. "I'll see you later. Think I'll go talk to Candy."

Kelly winked at her and threw the Frisbee toward Chris, then moved out into the yard so they wouldn't hit anybody else. Gracie walked over to where Candy was sitting.

"Hi, Candy. Enjoying yourself? How come you didn't bring a date?" Gracie asked.

"This is kinda nice," Candy replied. "Relaxing, you know? I don't think any of my boyfriends would like it, it's too quiet."

Gracie wasn't exactly sure how to respond to that.

"I know you thought I might've been the one who shot your dad," Candy said, rather out of the blue.

"Um, well, it's not that I thought you did," Gracie began awkwardly. "It's more like your dad seemed to think you had a good reason to. Or that he had motive to avenge you. And that thing with the mutual alibis was so hokey!" She looked embarrassed.

"I didn't get it," Candy said. "Even when Dad told me who the guy was, it never occurred to me that he'd come looking for me with some agenda. No offense, I thought he was just some old guy looking for a little fun."

"That could still be true," Gracie told her. "We'll never know, so why worry about it? I mean, since it didn't bother you, what difference does it make?"

"I've been thinking about that," Candy replied. "I didn't really want to let him pick me up, I should've listened to myself. I got real scared when that cop started asking questions and hinting that I was a murder suspect. Or that my Dad was. It's funny how you think there's nothing wrong with doing something, and it comes back to bite you in the butt."

Gracie was saved from having to answer by Clarke's bellow that lunch was served. She hoped that Candy would start thinking about the consequences of her actions, which would please Clay no end.

Everyone filled their plates and sat down at one of the tables on the lawn. Clarke raised his soda bottle in the air and offered a toast. "To friends and family. Jesse, we're glad to call you both!"

Jesse looked a bit embarrassed, but responded, "To Charles Greene."

Gracie felt a bit misty-eyed, covered it by digging into the heap of potato salad on her plate. George was at the table behind her, talking to her mother who was sitting next to her, apparently a conversation that had been started earlier.

"You'll need to re-paint the bedroom, and replace the shower door in the guest bath," George was saying. "And definitely get rid of that furniture in the den. It's too modern, you need something more traditional for buyers to see. I just happen to have some things that would look quite nice in that room."

"We've got time to make a few repairs," Clarissa said in response. "What about the dining room, do we need to get another chandelier?"

"Oh, I don't think so," George said. "It's a formal room, it looks fine. We'll put some cut flowers in a crystal vase on the buffet for the open house, but we can talk about those details later. If I may ask, what will you do with the books in the den?"

Clarissa hid a grin by taking a bite. "I'm sure we could work something out and include them as part of your commission."

Aunt Jeanine was sitting two tables away, but had apparently overheard this exchange. "What're you gonna do with the silver?" she yelled across the intervening table. "That's Grandma's silver service. It's an antique, and worth a bundle. I don't know why she left if to Charles anyway, men don't care about shit like that."

Gracie was close enough to hear her mother mumble, "Because Grandma knew you'd hock it to pay the rent." She didn't think anyone else heard. Clarissa beckoned to Jeanine, saying "Come over here a second so we don't have to shout."

Aunt Jeanine trudged over to their table. Cheryl told her, "Sit here Jeanine while I go get seconds."

Aunt Jeanine grunted as she sat in the vacated chair. "You're not planning to sell the silver are you?"

"Oh, Heavens no!" Clarissa said. "It's an heirloom, I'd never suggest selling it to strangers. But it needs to be cared for properly, stored carefully and polished regularly. And of course it would need to be insured. Just think how awful it would be if it were stuck in a storage unit somewhere and stolen. Grandma would come back to haunt anyone who let something happen to her silver service."

"I'm not afraid of no ghost," Jeanine responded truculently. "I should've had it in the first place."

Clarissa put down her fork and looked Jeanine square in the face. Jeanine never had been good at taking hints. "Jeanine, I'm sorry, but I can't in good conscience let you have it. Your apartment building's been broken into twice this year, it wouldn't be safe. And it would ruin it to dump it in storage. I don't want to seem rude, but you couldn't possibly afford the insurance premiums. I think the best thing all around is to give it to Gracie; after all, it was her great-grandmother's set. Don't you think she should have it?"

Jeanine's eyes narrowed, but she said, "Yeah, at least it'll stay in the family that way."

"Aunt Jeanine, I've been thinking," Gracie said.

"About the silver service? I guess you can use it at your wedding, people will get to see it that way."

"No, but I do really appreciate you letting me have it," she replied. "Once Dad's estate is settled, I could loan you the money to get that training you want."

Jeanine's face brightened. "You would? I'll pay you back, I swear. I can finally get a decent job and get all the things I've always wanted. But I'd pay you back first, if you'd do that for me."

"Well, I was thinking that the best way to do it would be to have you move in while you went to classes," Gracie said. Out of the corner of her eye she saw her mother's look of horror which was quickly turned into a cough.

"That'd mean I'd have to give up the apartment," Jeanine said. "Then I'd just have to get another one later."

"Yes, but the point is you wouldn't have to worry about rent or working, you could concentrate on studying," Gracie told her. "We could all see how well you're doing, and Mom and I could help you if you didn't understand something, too. Of course you'd have to help us out around the house, do your fair share of cleaning and cooking. Wouldn't that be great?"

Under the table Clarissa kicked Gracie's ankle.

"Well, I don't know," Jeanine began uncertainly. "I like where I'm at right now, I could study there just fine. Your house is bigger, I'm not sure I could vacuum all that carpet, what with my bad back and all."

"Oh, once a week would be fine, I'm sure," Gracie said airily. "And Mom doesn't like dirty dishes in the bedrooms, but that's OK, we have a dishwasher."

"Once a week?" Jeanine's voice squeaked.

"And you'd only have to cook every third day, but we like dinner at 6:30, no later."

"I don't know, Gracie. I could just get you to pay my rent and stay at my place. It'd only be six months, that's not too long. I'd rather do it that way, I'd just be in the way at your house," Jeanine told her.

Gracie shook her head, grinning. "Nope, it's a package deal. I'd have to protect my investment, make sure you finished the course. Otherwise you'd never be able to repay the loan. Whadda ya say?"

"I'll have to think about it," Jeanine said. "It sounds like you want free maid service, I'm not sure I want to do that kind of work. Especially for family. You ought to help me out, not ask me to clean your damned house."

"It seems like a fair offer to me," Gracie said. "Think about it. But let me know soon so Mom can arrange the finances. Once she invests my money I don't know if I can take any out."

"My burger's getting cold," Jeanine said. "I'm gonna go finish my lunch now."

When Aunt Jeanine had left Gracie turned to her mother and quietly said, "Don't worry Mom. I knew she'd never go for it. It required accountability. But now I can say I've made the offer so she has no grounds to complain. Not that that would stop her!"

"Gracie, you're sneaky," her mother said.

A few minutes later people were finishing their lunch and going for dessert. Jennifer and Cindy walked by Gracie's table and she invited them to sit down.

"Thanks for having us all here today," Gracie told them. "The food's great." She noticed Jennifer had a (very) small piece of chocolate cake on her plate.

"You're welcome," Jennifer said. "I thought, I mean we thought it would be nice to have everyone over. You didn't have to let us stay here and I'd like to say you're all welcome here anytime."

"What Jen's trying to say is that things have changed for everyone, and this is a chance for new beginnings. We're both very grateful," Cindy said.

"We've all been though enough anguish in the past few weeks," Clarissa said. "Cindy's absolutely right, it's a time for new beginnings, and I hope they're positive for everyone. Jennifer, you mentioned going to school the other day, have you given any thought to what courses you might take?"

"I know you, like, probably think it's silly, but I'd like to do something with fashion. I don't think I could come up with the designs, but maybe selling them. I've always had a pretty good idea of what's in style," Jennifer replied.

"I don't think that's silly at all!" Clarissa said. "Fashion merchandising can be a very rewarding area. You do have a good eye for style, and you'd make a good model for the clothes you're trying to sell."

"I wanted to ask you, could I maybe sell some of the jewelry and use the money to start school this summer?" Jennifer asked, a little nervously.

"It's your jewelry, dear," Clarissa told her. "You can do what you like with it. But I think that's a wonderful idea. The sooner you get started the sooner you can become self-sufficient. And this way you don't have to use your inheritance paying rent. Cindy, what about you?"

"I've given the landlord notice I've moved out, and again I'm very grateful for you letting me live here with Jen," Cindy said.

Clarissa smiled kindly. "I thought we'd been through all that! What I meant was, what will you do now?"

"I've changed to the day shift, I'll take care of the house and help Jen with her schoolwork, I guess."

"Isn't there anything else you'd like to do?" Clarissa asked.

Cindy looked a little embarrassed. "Well, some day I'd like to get into accounting. But I can do that later when we're settled somewhere."

Jennifer looked at Cindy in surprise. "You never mentioned that to me!"

"When I had trouble paying the bills school seemed out of the question," Cindy explained.

"Then I think I'll sell more jewelry and we can both go to school this summer! You can quit that lousy job and we'll help each other study." Jennifer grinned wickedly. "When I open my fashion boutique you can keep track of our profits."

Everyone laughed happily. "Hah!" Gracie said. "You guys may be going back to school, but I'm taking the summer off."

"Justin's thinking about summer school, too," Clarissa said.

"No kidding?" Gracie asked. "Taking what?"

"Some art classes, to begin with," Clarissa responded. "He's got some talent, but he's never done anything with it. He needs to find out what area he likes best, and exactly where his talents lie."

"I'd have thought he'd want to go into music," Gracie said. "He's always listening to that weird stuff, he knows a lot about it."

"I asked him about that," her mother told her. "He said he still likes the music, but he's realized the lifestyle that goes with it isn't something he wants to get involved with any more. It's not going to be easy for him to change, but I think he'll be a lot happier this way."

"Um, I know it's not exactly any of my business, but will Justin have to go to jail?" Jennifer asked.

"The DA took the circumstances into consideration and declined to file charges," Clarissa told her. "He's on probation – he knows if he messes up again they'll bring those charges back up and he'll really be in trouble. I don't think he will."

Jerry Wilkins wandered over and sat down at the table. He looked first at Jennifer, then at Clarissa; unsure quite who the hostess was he spoke to the table in general. "Ladies, thanks for a great little picnic. I surely enjoyed it."

"Glad you could come, Jerry," Jennifer said. "Since you're here, let me ask you something. What's going to happen to Jack Dunbar?"

"I got him a good lawyer, one of my best buddies. He's out on bail now. It'll be months before he goes to trial, so he'll be back at work come Monday," Jerry said. "I hope that doesn't distress you-all too much. He's a good salesman, no sense in adding to his troubles."

"After what he did?" Gracie asked. "I'd think you wouldn't want him back. What if he got mad at someone else there?"

"I think it's safe to say that won't happen," Jerry replied. "When I went to visit him in jail he told me he'd been the one with the original idea of trying to sell Bixby. Now, I know what you're thinkin', but just hold your horses a minute. Jack told me where to look in his desk, and sure 'nuff I found his notes on the deal. In his handwriting, and dated a month before Charles started talkin' about it."

"That proves he had motivation," Gracie said.

"Well now, it does that," Jerry agreed. "But it also proves he had provocation. Please understand, Ma'am. I do not approve of shootin' up yer Dad's car, but I do think he had reason to be mad. Jack will pay for what he did, but I don't believe in punishing a fellow any more than is necessary."

Gracie nodded her head. "I can see that."

"What, um…" Jerry cleared his throat. "What will happen to the fellow who killed Charles? If you don't mind my asking."

"Bill's in jail," Gracie told him. "He can't afford bail and anyway the college has fired him. I don't blame him for being hurt and angry – but his 'solution' hurt a lot of other people. The best I can figure, he just snapped. He felt betrayed and walked out of here vowing he'd never speak to Dad again. Then he started thinking, and realized he had the opportunity to kill him and maybe get away with it. If he'd had more time he would've probably cooled down and understood what a horrible plan he was contemplating. But in order to pull it off he had to act fast and he didn't have time to think."

"I heard about your heroics," Jerry grinned at her. "But I thought there was no real evidence against him, only the confession he gave you."

Gracie blushed. "Mom didn't want me to do it, but I was never in any real danger. It was the only way to get at the truth. I knew I was right, but I couldn't prove any of it. Once Lieutenant Freeman heard the confession he knew where to look. They found the gun, and the latex gloves Bill had worn. They kept his prints off everything but the inside of the gloves. There was gun oil and GSR on the outside, too." She used the term confidently, now that she knew what it was.

"They even used metal detectors and found the drill bit where he'd thrown it out the window," Gracie continued. "The metal shavings in its grooves matched the gun, and he hadn't worn the gloves when he chucked it so they got a fingerprint off it, too."

"That seems like it covers the main points," Jerry allowed.

"But there's more!" Gracie said. "Bill's bicycle tires match the tread marks found at the scene. There's probably thousands just like 'em, they're a common brand. But they did find evergreen sap on the bike which makes it a little more likely it'd been there."

"Sounds a little weak to me," Jerry said.

"It is, it's just a small point. Ironically the new clothes Bill bought weren't as good a disguise as he'd thought. That plaid shirt kinda stood out. The police found several students who remembered seeing a man wearing that shirt in the school parking lot, even if they hadn't recognized the professor. There was also a lifer at the campground that saw him drive in and head straight to the public shower and then burn something. They checked out the fire pit, but he'd burned the clothes pretty thoroughly."

"So you really did figure it all out from some pretty small clues."

"I just happened to know some things the police didn't, and put them into context," Gracie said humbly.

Clay, who had been to the dessert table, walked up and handed a plate to Clarissa and set one at his own place. He looked around and saw that everyone was still sitting at the tables. He raised his voice and said, "Hey, everybody, listen up! I've got something to say and I want you all to witness."

The group quieted down and turned to look at Clay with some curiosity. "I've done a lot of thinking the last couple of weeks, and I'm sure everyone else has, too. I've thought a lot about the people I know; what kind of people they were and what they were capable of."

Clay had their attention now, and heads nodded in agreement.

"I've watched how they've all weathered this storm, because how a person acts in crisis tells you a lot about their character. And last but not least, I've thought a lot about myself. What kind of character am I?"

This got a lot of laughs from the gathering, as Clay had intended.

"I've realized that I've let past mistakes guide my current life; that because of them I've been afraid to do something that would be good for me and hopefully good for others. I've realized that I love Clarissa very much."

The crowd was suddenly completely silent as everyone riveted their attention on the tableau in front of them. Gracie's hands flew to her mouth as she sucked in a breath and waited for what she knew must be coming.

Clay did it right. He got down on one knee in front of Clarissa and in a steady voice asked, "Clarissa, will you marry me?"

Clarissa grabbed Clay's hands and pulled him up with her as she stood too. "Yes, Clay, I will."

Clay pulled a small box from his pocket and opened it, presenting a sparkling engagement ring to Clarissa. Gracie could see tears of joy in her mother's eyes as she examined it before Clay removed it from the box and put it on her finger. The newly engaged couple embraced as everyone clapped and cheered.

Gracie jumped up and hugged them both, then stood aside as everyone else rushed in to congratulate them. She saw Lieutenant Freeman come around the corner of the house and stop to look at the knot of people. She ran up to meet him.

"Hi, Lieutenant. You got here at a good time!" Gracie shouted as she got closer.

"Hope I'm not so late the food's all gone," Ken said. "What's going on?"

"Oh, it's wonderful!" Gracie replied. "Clay just proposed to Mom. I'm so happy for them! And no, you didn't miss the food, there's plenty left, just help yourself."

"You go on back to your friends," Ken told her. "I'll fill a plate and come join you. When we get a chance I'd like to talk to you – I've got a real doozie of a case going, and I'd like to see what you think of the evidence."
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Chapter 27




 

"But Mo-om!" Gracie Greene said with frustration. "The party's at Mrs. Lane's house; she's a teacher, what's wrong with that?" She moved the cell phone away from her mouth slightly to look over at her boyfriend Kelly in the driver's seat and roll her eyes in an exaggerated fashion. Kelly just grinned at her.

"What's that, Mom?" She readjusted the phone. "No, there won't be any alcohol at the party; that's what I'm trying to tell you, a teacher would get in trouble for that," she explained as if to a child.

"Gracie, a teacher shouldn't be having an after-party at her home in the first place," her mother, Clarissa, replied in a calm voice. "Even if it is Homecoming and your team won the game. It doesn't set a good example and besides, if someone should get hurt she'd be liable."

"Mom, I really want to go. Everyone will be there; it's just sodas and snacks and I'm starving. The game was really exciting and we all jumped up and cheered a lot. The school party was boring, potato chips and CDs played over the PA system. I promise I'll leave by 1 A.M." Her voice had changed to a wheedling tone for the last sentence.

Clarissa laughed gently, and Gracie could picture her mother shaking her head in grudging acceptance. "I realize that you're all grown up at 17, and that this is a big night for you, but how about you leave at 12:30? That way you'll be home by 1:00. I presume you're still with Kelly?"

"Well, okay," Gracie reluctantly agreed. "Yes, I'm with Kelly. I've got my key, I'll let myself in so you and Clay don't need to wait up for me. And, thanks, Mom!" She flipped the phone closed.

Kelly put the car in gear and drove off. Gracie gazed at his face as they passed under several street lights in succession. Dark blond hair framed a rather long face softened by liquid brown eyes. He was several inches taller than she with a wiry body full of the kind of muscles you got from being active. They'd started dating last spring, just after her father's death.

My father's murder, she amended her thought. And you were the one who solved it. It was still hard for her to believe Bill Conover, her father's best friend, had killed him though he'd certainly had ample reason to be angry. Bill had learned that the son he'd thought to be his had in reality been the result of a college seduction by Charles Greene. Bill thought he'd planned the perfect murder, but Gracie had pieced together a number of little things that didn't quite make sense and uncovered the truth. Let's hope you never have to do that again!

"She'll still be up when you get home," Kelly said into the quiet.

"I know," Gracie replied. "She'll be reading a book or something so I won't think she was waiting for me, and she'll want to hear all about the game…and the party. But I don't mind, I know she does it because she loves me."

"My dad will be snoring in front of the TV when I get home, but it's the same thing," he said. "You ought to be glad you're not an only child!"

"You ought to be glad you're not the youngest child and the only girl," Gracie retorted.

"This must be the place," Kelly announced, making a quick end to the rejoinders. "Looks like we'll have to park at the end of the block. Geez, everybody really is here."

They parked and walked to Mrs. Lane's house, the only one with lights still on at 10:00 P.M. on a cool Friday night in November. They could hear the bass thump of a stereo rattling the windows. It was a one-story Spanish style, a red tile roof over white stucco walls with wrought iron grates at the windows. The front door stood open and they could see knots of their friends moving around.

Andrea Little opened the storm door as they walked up the steps. "Hi guys, come on in! Isn't this just the greatest house? I love the way she's carried the Spanish theme inside, don't you?"

Gracie looked around at the rooms to see white walls covered with swirls of plaster to make them look like adobe, floors of glazed tiles in a deep terracotta color, simple mission-style furniture scattered throughout, and lots of bright primary colors in artfully arranged accessories. There were oversized pots and baskets with primitive images woven in, pictures of simple peasants, dashing caballeros on horses and haciendas baking in the sun, and a beautiful serape striped in multiple colors hanging on one wall. "It's lovely," she said.

"I really like the clean lines and big open rooms, they make it feel open and airy like it was a hot summer's day," Andrea continued. Andrea was the artistic type and tended to gush about things no one else gave much thought to. She was a short and slightly chubby African American girl, very much concerned with her roots; she wore her hair in cornrows and always wore some kind of tribal apparel and loaded herself down with jewelry made from ebony and brass, or weird-looking seed pods and colorful beads. Tonight she had a small striped hat perched on top of her head.

"I wouldn't think this was quite your kind of 'primitive'," Serene Jackson said as she walked by. Her tone suggested she should have her nose disdainfully in the air.

"Doesn't mean I can't appreciate it," Andrea retorted to Serene's back. She grinned wryly at Gracie and Kelly. "The only fashion statement she cares about is that cheerleader's uniform."

"Ignore her," Gracie suggested. "Where's Mrs. Lane? I should at least say 'hello' to the hostess."

Andrea rolled her eyes. "She's in there, talking to all the guys," she said, pointing to the back of the house. "Try the queso, it's nummy, nice and spicy."

"Thanks," Kelly said. He took Gracie's arm to guide her across the crowded room; it was an old-fashioned gesture but Gracie rather liked it. It made her feel protected and cared for and she reflected that while Kelly wasn't the richest or best-looking guy in school he was always thoughtful and kind, which was far more important to her.

They walked up two steps into an even more crowded dining area. Gracie glanced at the food laid out on a folding table against one wall, but her mother had taught her to pay her respects to the hostess before eating. It looked like half of the football team was standing in the other corner of the room, holding paper plates and plastic cups. Gracie squeezed through a gap, dragging Kelly with her, to find the teacher in the middle.

"Hello, Mrs. Lane," Gracie said. "Thanks so much for having us all here tonight,"

"Hey, this isn't school!" one of the boys said in a smart-aleck tone. "We call her Maggie here."

Maggie looked at Gracie with some surprise, as if she'd been interrupted and wasn't happy about it. "Hello, um, Gracie." She raised an arm to gesture vaguely at the room, sloshing some of the contents of her cup onto the floor in the process. "Enjoy yourself. I know I am!" She smiled brightly and turned back to one of the boys. "That catch you made tonight was absolutely fabulous!"

Gracie felt Kelly pulling her out of the crowd and extricated herself. "I don't think she was interested in talking to you," he told her with a grin.

They headed for the food table, loaded up plates and filled cups. Students occupied every inch of the benches around the dining table; in one case a girl sat on her boyfriend's lap. They saw Amy Jones standing beside a large buffet, which gave her a place to set her cup while she ate. The couple headed that direction. Amy had brown eyes and long wavy brown hair, though she'd straightened it today and pulled it back from her face to help display a pair of dangly hot-pink heart earrings.

"Hi, Amy," Gracie greeted her. "I see you've found a good place to stay out of the way and people-watch."

"Hi, Gracie, hi, Kelly," Amy said, hastily swallowing a mouthful.

"Did you come with somebody?" Gracie asked.

"I got a ride with Jennifer," Amy said. "Wouldn't have missed this party, everyone's here." She seemed a little uncomfortable, as if she didn't quite know what to say. "Great game, wasn't it?"

"Sure was," Kelly agreed. "That run that Jake made was amazing! But the rest of the team helped set him up."

"Jake doesn't need help!" Amy declared with loyalty for the school's favorite football star. "He'll be able to take his pick of colleges next year, with a big, fat scholarship."

"Oh, they're looking at him now, especially after tonight," Kelly assured her.

"But he has to still be here next year, doesn't he?" Amy asked with some concern.

"Of course," Gracie told her. "He's got to finish high school in any case, but he should work on his grades a little or colleges might not be so interested.

"He does okay," Amy defended him. "And anyway, it doesn't matter; the coaches have ways to make up for grades if they want a player bad enough. Jake will go to one of the big colleges and then go pro. He'll be rich and famous." Her eyes sparkled at the thought of the privileged life the jock would likely lead.

Gracie's paper plate, typically heaped high with food, threatened to buckle at one edge and she hastily slid her other hand underneath. Kelly pushed aside a wrought iron candle holder to make space for her to set it on the buffet.

"Stupid paper plates," Gracie grumbled. "At least they'll degrade in the trash; these plastic cups will be there for years." Gracie was extremely concerned with environmental issues, making her last name of "Greene" highly appropriate. "You coming to school tomorrow to help recycle the stuff from the game, Amy?"

"Yeah, Madison told me you guys were gonna do that," Amy said. "Sounds kinda icky, but the money's going to help pay for school lunches for little kids whose families don't quite qualify for the free ones. That's a good thing to do."

"Some of their fathers are fighting in the Middle East," Kelly put in. "They're serving our country; we certainly ought to help support their families."

Gracie nodded. "Plus it keeps stuff out of the landfill, so it's a real win-win situation."

Loud laughter erupted from the other side of the room. The boys clustered around Mrs. Lane had apparently heard something particularly funny; they were doubled over or slapping thighs – or each other's backs – or pointing at one another, which only seemed to increase their merriment. Maggie Lane was laughing right along with them.

"Did you see that outfit she's wearing?" Amy asked, with a note of scorn in her voice.

"Sure did," Gracie answered. Maggie's fire engine red skirt only reached halfway to her knees, and the V-neck of her tight white sweater showed quite a bit of cleavage. Her dirty-blonde hair fell to her shoulders in gentle waves.

"I thought she wore short skirts to school," Kelly said, shaking his head. "I don't know who she's trying to kid, she's old enough to be our mother."

"Those guys don't seem to mind," Amy said ironically, giving her head a quick twitch toward the group.

"Pity she doesn't realize she's gained ten pounds since she bought that skirt," Gracie remarked. Both girls snickered.

"At least she's wearing her hair down; the way she wears it piled on top of her head in that bun-thing looks so old-fashioned," Kelly said.

"Why, Kelly!" Gracie laughed. "I didn't realize you'd noticed!"

Kelly shrugged. "She's not bad-looking for an older woman, but it seems out of place, like it makes her look stuffy or something."

"She probably thinks it makes her look more business-like and efficient," Gracie said. "Then she has those little ringlets over her ears like she thinks they add a feminine touch."

Amy leaned a bit closer. "Did you ever notice that they've always got earwax on them? I mean, she tries so hard to look sexy, but she doesn't pay attention to details. Kinda makes you wonder what else she doesn't clean!"

"Ewww." All three looked disgusted.

"She's divorced," Amy continued her litany of criticisms. "You think her husband left her because she cheated on him?"

"Who knows?" Gracie said. "People get divorced all the time for all kinds of reasons. My mom divorced my dad because he got too involved in making money and didn't have time for her."

Kelly gave her a look that clearly said he knew there were other reasons, like the string of pretty young girls her father had dallied with. But he knew better than to say anything in public.

"Anyway, you can't blame her for trying to look good and find another husband," Gracie said, always one to try to find the bright side of things.

"Yeah, right, husband!" Amy said. "I think she just wants to get laid."

Gracie was no prude but she knew she didn't yet understand all the complications of relationships, especially when they included sex. "Is that really so bad?"

"She can be a slut if she wants, but you'd think she'd stick to men her own age," Amy replied.

"Maybe she does, and she's just flirting with the guys on the team," Kelly suggested. None of these young people had any idea of the titillation a marked age difference could add to an affair.

"Do you think she'd do more than flirt with those guys?" Amy asked.

"I've heard things," Kelly volunteered. "But I never really believed it. Some guys will claim anything, if they think it makes 'em look cooler."

"Those other guys may be desperate enough to fawn after her, but Jake wouldn't have anything to do with her," Amy said loyally.

Out of the corner of her eye Gracie saw the storm door open, a familiar handsome face framed in the doorway.

 

 

 






  








Chapter 28




 

A loud cheer came from the living room. All heads turned to see Jake Salazar make his grand entrance, his arm around Allison Davis' shoulders. Jake's Hispanic heritage was obvious in his golden tan skin, brown eyes, and dark hair worn in a slightly shaggy cut that showed off its fullness. His oval face contained a full mouth in a dazzling smile that showed off very white teeth. He was tall, buff from football practice, and incredibly handsome. Every girl's heart skipped a beat just looking at him, whether they were really interested or not. He had that effect.

Jake pumped a fist in the air and called out, "Go, Team!" He enjoyed the perks of being a good running back, but wasn't so egotistical as to think the other guys weren't important too. His attitude was part of what made him so popular. The crowd roared back and people came forward to give high-fives and fist-bumps, or just offer congratulations.

Allison scooted out from under his arm to give him freedom to respond in kind, but she stayed close and had a big smile on her face. Jake had taken her out before, but he dated a lot of girls and she wanted everyone to see that she'd come in with him tonight. With the typical pale complexion of a redhead she wasn't a classic beauty, though she felt her hazel eyes gave her a 'cute' look; even so she was a little insecure.

"Jake's here!" Amy said excitedly. Then added in a snide tone, "With Allison tonight, I see."

Kelly opened his mouth to ask what was wrong with Allison, but Amy rushed off to the other room to greet Jake. "What is the big deal with football heroes?" he asked Gracie instead.

"I think Amy just really wants to be a part of the popular people," she replied. "She hangs around with Bobby Summers and his car-nut buddies at school but then she shows up at events like this, like she wants to be included in their group."

"Bobby's okay," Kelly said. "He's a little shy, especially if you're talking about anything except cars. He knows a lot more about 'em than I ever will, and that Mustang he and his dad are restoring will be awesome when it's done."

"It just seems odd," Gracie mused. "It's like Bobby's her buddy but I don't think she sees him outside of school, and I've never seen her with a date at any school event."

"Lots of girls don't bring dates," he said. "You didn't used to." He smiled at her.

She grinned back. "That was before I met you. I want to go get some of that queso Andrea said was so good, now that I've got room on my plate."

"You go ahead, I'm not done yet. I'll steal some of the chips off your plate when you get back."

Gracie made her way to the food table and ladled a pool of queso onto her plate noting that the Crockpot was almost empty, adding a couple of handfuls of chips. She was surveying the other snacks when she noticed Meaghan Pruitt standing at the other end of the table with an empty plate in her hand. Meaghan reached up to brush her bangs out of her eyes and back into their accustomed slanted position across her forehead, then flipped a shoulder-length strand of dark blonde hair over her shoulder.

Gracie saw a quick flash of light from the tiny jewel on the silver purity ring Meaghan always wore. Personally she thought it was a bit zealous; the only one you really needed to promise purity to was yourself. But then Meaghan's family was very religious and rich, too; the jewel was probably real. Meaghan was a popular girl usually surrounded by friends, and she'd be the one giggling so Gracie wondered why she was alone.

"Hi, Meaghan," Gracie said. "There's so much here it's hard to decide what to eat first, isn't there."

"I know, right?" Meaghan said. "It's just that I'm not feeling very good tonight, my stomach's upset, and all this stuff looks so greasy."

"Hope you're not coming down with the flu," Gracie said, concerned. She scooped up some queso with a chip and munched.

"No, it's not that," Meaghan assured her, looking a little queasy at Gracie's gusto. "I haven't been sleeping very good; I think it's stress from getting everything ready for Homecoming. Hopefully I'll feel better after the weekend."

"Then you don't want this stuff, it's really spicy!" Gracie told her. "A few chips might help settle your stomach. Get some rest over the weekend, and I hope you feel better."

"Thanks, Gracie," Meaghan said with a wan smile. "I hope so, too."

There was a crowd around the buffet when she returned, so she squeezed in next to Kelly. They re-hashed the night's game and festivities, added bits of gossip and opinions on the latest music. Jake had joined his teammates clustered around Maggie Lane, but now wandered over to the food table.

"Hey, Maggie!" Jake called loudly, adding a piercing whistle to get her attention over the loud music and buzz of conversation. "Got any more of this queso?" He pointed to the Crockpot.

"Sure do!" Maggie called. She turned to the others and said, "Back in a jiffy."

Maggie sauntered across the room, her hips swaying in an almost exaggerated motion, and disappeared into the kitchen. She came back carrying a sauce pan and began pouring its contents into the Crockpot. When she was through she used her finger to wipe the edge of the pan so it wouldn't drip, and then stood there looking for a napkin.

"Here, let me take care of that for you," Jake said.

He took Maggie's hand and brought it to his open mouth; she got the idea and stuck her finger in up to the knuckles. Jake made a production of licking and sucking the sticky cheese from her finger, and Maggie closed her eyes as if in ecstasy. Jake's teammates roared their approval of this display.

"That was disgusting!" Amy said.

Everyone else seemed to agree. Gracie made a mental note to herself to ask Kelly just what kind of rumors he'd heard about the teacher. Thankfully the noisy group left the dining area after that scene, taking the noise level down so they could actually hear each other for awhile.

Gracie was only half listening to a discussion of a new movie she had no desire to see, one whose main purpose seemed to be showing as many explosions and car crashes as possible resulting in way too much blood and guts for her taste. She noticed Allison wander through the room carrying an empty plastic water bottle. Although there was a trash can at the end of the folding table Allison headed for the kitchen. When she came out a couple of minutes later the bottle was about one quarter full.

"That's odd," Gracie muttered to herself.

"What?" asked Elyzabeth.

"Why would Allison put just a little water in her bottle? Why not fill it all the way up?"

Elyzabeth laughed. "Because she doesn't want to drink a whole bottle of vodka!"

"Vodka?" Gracie asked, shocked. She knew some of the students drank when they could, but she'd have never thought it of Allison.

"You didn't know?" the other girl asked. "I thought everyone knew that."

"But Allison's always going on about how she wants to be a doctor," Gracie said. "You'd think she'd know better."

"Yeah, and she's always under stress, at least to hear her tell it. She's got to get good grades so she can get into med school. Plus every time she has some odd symptom she's convinced she's contracted some weird disease."

"Sounds like my Aunt Jeanine," Gracie told her. "She's always coming down with something but never has the money to go to the doctor. I think it's just an excuse not to get anything done, myself."

"I think Allison takes all that medical stuff too seriously," Elyzabeth said. "Or maybe it's her way of getting attention. Did you see that smirk on her face when she came in with Jake while ago? Like it was some kind of coup? He'll be taking someone else out tomorrow night."

"That is so true," Gracie agreed. "I bet Mrs. Lane will be mad when she finds out about the vodka, though."

"Oh, like she cares. I bet most of the bottle went in those cups the team have."

Gracie's first thought was that she'd promised her mother there would be no liquor at the party; her second that since she and Kelly weren't drinking she could ignore the situation, and know better than to attend another of the teacher's parties. She began to understand why her mother hadn't thought it was such a good idea to come.

"Coach would be mad if he found out," Gracie said a little lamely.

Elyzabeth shrugged. "I'm not tellin'. But I think I'll make sure to leave before any of them get behind the wheel."

The party went on and Gracie and Kelly moved from group to group, though they avoided the noisy throng hanging around Maggie Lane. From time to time they could hear her high-pitched laughter and it seemed obvious that she was imbibing fairly heavily whether she was spiking the football team's drinks or not. They were enjoying themselves and uninterested in whatever was going on with that bunch.

Gracie was looking over the food choices again, though she found herself avoiding the queso even if it had been tasty. She happened to look out the sliding glass door to the patio as she tried to make up her mind what she wanted to eat. Though it was a cool night, people had been going in and out during the evening; some couples wanted privacy to make out, a few went to smoke a cigarette or maybe a joint. But what caught her attention was seeing Jake and Meaghan sitting at the patio table in earnest conversation.

She watched a couple more minutes, then beckoned Kelly over. "What's up with them?" she asked.

"You think she's mad because Jake brought Allison to the party?" Kelly suggested.

"Could be, I guess," Gracie allowed. There was just enough moonlight that they could sort of see Meaghan's face. "But she looks more upset than mad, don't you think?"

"Don't know why she'd be upset," Kelly offered. "Jake does seem to date her a lot, but it's not like they're a couple or anything."

"Maybe she's breaking up with him," Gracie mused. "She told me earlier that her stomach didn't feel good, it could've been nerves."

"How could they break up if they're not a couple?" Kelly asked innocently.

"Well, maybe she wants to be a couple," Gracie said, one eyebrow raised at the unaccustomed denseness of her boyfriend.

"Oh, yeah," Kelly said. "Like that will happen. She ought to know that Jake plays the field, both in and out of the stadium."

Gracie shook her head at the pun, but laughed as well. "None of our business, I guess," she said.

They went back to the party. Emily Parker was in the middle of a breathless recitation of some minor event that she managed to turn into a crisis. She waved her hands wildly in the air and used her expressive blue eyes to help make her current point; then, suddenly conscious of her looks, would finger-comb her long curly auburn hair while she enjoyed the reaction her story had gotten. Gracie reflected that it was appropriate that the Drama Queen belonged to the Drama Club.

"Hey, stop that!" Maggie Lane suddenly shouted. She lunged out of the protective circle of young men to point a finger at Madison Stevens who was gliding across the living room on heelies. Maggie took a step forward and swayed a little, glaring at Madison. "You're leaving black marksh on the floor," she accused.

Madison turned toward the teacher and let her toes dip toward the floor to stop herself. She grinned, unrepentant, mumbled "Sorry", and bent down to work the mechanism that retracted the wheels into the soles of her shoes. She shook her head to settle the reverse bob of light brown hair and walked off. Maggie retreated to her spot on the couch, helped by one of the boys. She handed her cup to another young man who took it and headed toward the kitchen.

But Madison couldn't resist one more trick. Always the tomboy, she stalked up the two steps into the dining area, then slid down the wrought iron handrail calling out "Whee!"

Jake whipped his head around at the sound, then dashed across the room to catch her in his arms as she flew off the end. He set her on her feet, kissed her cheek, and went back to his teammates.

Madison grinned, and walked to Gracie's group. "I was just having a little fun," she remarked.

"If you do it again, I'll catch you this time," one of the guys offered.

"Maybe we'll get to watch Mrs. Lane throw you out of the house," a girl suggested.

"Madison, if you get hurt then Mrs. Lane could get in big trouble," Gracie said quietly. Having gotten Madison's attention she nodded meaningfully at the noisy group around the teacher, Jake prominent among them.

"Oh. Yeah, I wouldn't want to get Ja, uh, Maggie in any trouble," Madison said. "You'll be there tomorrow to do the recycling, Gracie?"

"You bet!" Gracie replied. "I checked before we left, and there's a lot of bags, so we got a good response. Wish it would be a little warmer, but we'll deal with it."

"Wish we could mark them as 'plastic', 'paper', and 'cans' so it won't be so much of a mess to sort them out," Madison complained.

"Always is," Gracie said. "But it's dark at the game, people can't see the labels. If we make it too hard they won't do it."

"Yeah. It's a lot of work passing those cloth bags down the rows during the game, and most of 'em don't care why we collect the stuff, it's just easier than walking to the trash can."

"Good thing the local grocery stores donated a lot of those bags!" Gracie said.

The discussion was interrupted as Jake, leading an entourage, moved toward the front door. "Hey, Jake!" someone called out. "It's only midnight, afraid you'll turn into a pumpkin?"

"Jake, you're not leaving now are you?" Amy asked loudly. "Uh, I mean, the party's not over yet."

Jake favored the room with a broad grin. "I worked hard today, I need to get to bed. "See you later." He waved at the crowd and walked out, followed by teammates Shaun and Tyler.

As the front door shut behind them Gracie heard someone say, "Yeah, but whose bed!" People laughed.

A few minutes later Allison joined the group. She didn't look particularly happy.

"You need a ride home?" Kelly asked.

Allison's eyes flashed for a moment, until she realized Kelly wasn't so much pointing out that her date had left her there alone, but offering to help. She made an attempt to smile. "Thanks, but Jennifer said she'd take me. She's gotta leave early, but I don't care." She wandered off again, as if she couldn't quite figure out what she wanted to do.

Meaghan walked up with her coat on and purse over her shoulder. "Goodnight, everyone," she said cheerily.

"Leaving so soon?" someone inquired.

Meaghan smiled. "Yeah, it's been kinda a long day. But a good one! See you guys Monday, take care." She too went out the door.

The party was winding down, though Maggie was still holding court on the sofa in one corner. It wasn't long before Jennifer Myers left too, with Allison and Amy.

Kelly pulled his cell phone from his jeans pocket to check the time. "We ought to go too, Gracie," he said.

"I'm having fun," Gracie said. "But you're right, it'd be embarrassing if Mom sent Clay over here to drag me home."

"Your step-dad's a nice guy, would he do that to you?" Kelly asked.

"Let's not find out," she suggested.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 29
 

It's cold out here at 7:00 AM, Sandra Michaels thought as she held the back door open for the cat to go out. She looked up at the sky, trying to judge what the day's weather would be. It didn't look like rain, so when it warmed up in the afternoon she could probably bundle up her two young children and let them play outside for awhile.

She glanced at Maggie's house next door, surprised to see only a few paper plates littering the yard after last night's party. Something caught her eye and she looked closer – the sliding glass door was standing wide open. She knew her neighbor wasn't an early riser on weekends, but surely she'd locked the house up after the kids had left. Unless she'd passed out before they left.

"I'd better go check," she said to herself. "I won't bother her, I'll just pull the door shut. Her house must be freezing by now."

Sandra continued to mutter to herself as she wrapped her bathrobe tighter around her chubby body and went out her back gate. She trudged around the front of Maggie's house, careful to notice that her front door was closed and everything looked normal. Maggie's car wasn't on the drive, she'd probably put it in the garage. "Heaven knows there were enough cars parked up and down the street last night," she said out loud, though she knew Maggie probably couldn't hear her complaint and wouldn't have cared if she had.

She opened the gate and stepped into the backyard, feeling just a little uncomfortable at the trespass. As she walked across the patio she glanced at the windows. "I'm not snooping, I just want to make sure no one broke in and then left through the patio door," she justified her actions under her breath. But everything looked normal and she began to relax.

She walked up to the glass door and grabbed the handle, preparing to give it a hard shove so it would close well. But she couldn't resist just a little peek inside the house. She hadn't been inside since the previous owners moved and wondered what Maggie had done with the place. The mess was far worse inside, paper plates and cups left everywhere, and a folding table along the wall still held platters and bowls of snacks that hadn't been put away.

Sandra shook her head with a superior attitude at the idea of leaving the mess until the morning, but then she wouldn't have had a big noisy party in the first place so she had no idea how daunting the idea of cleaning up before bed might be. She looked beyond the dining room, curious now that she was there. "Oh, dear," she said.

Maggie Lane was lying on the cold tile floor in the living room. Sandra rushed in, suddenly unconcerned with her impropriety. "Maggie?" she called out. "Maggie, are you okay?"

She rushed down the steps into the sunken living room and stopped, unsure what to do next. "Maggie?" she called again, but the woman on the floor didn't move. She was trying to remember what she'd learned about CPR and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation when she'd taken that Red Cross class, what, three years ago? That was something you were supposed to know, but you never thought you'd actually have to use it.

Cautiously Sandra squatted down and put her finger on Maggie's neck. The skin was cool and she couldn't feel a pulse though she was sure her finger was on the carotid artery. She jerked her hand back and sat there on her haunches, her heart beating hard. Was that movement? Did I just see her chest rise a little? she wondered. She pulled a tissue from the pocket of her robe, the clean one she always kept there just in case. Smoothing it out she held it in front of Maggie's nose, but it just hung there; there was no telltale flutter of breath.

Sandra jumped up and let out a little squeak. She spied the phone on a small table nearby and called 911. Thankfully she heard sirens just a couple of minutes later, and opened the front door to see the ambulance pull up. The EMTs rushed inside and went straight to Maggie. But it only took them a few seconds to determine what Sandra expected, the woman was dead.

An hour later Sandra heard the expected knock on her own front door. She'd had time to dress and feed the kids, though she'd only had a cup of coffee as she felt too unsettled to eat.

"Good morning, Mrs. Michaels. I'm Lieutenant Ken Freeman of Homicide." She glanced at the proffered badge out of formality. The man standing on her porch looked like a homicide detective, Sandra thought; brown suit and short brown hair with a touch of gray, a few extra pounds around his middle.

"Come in, Lieutenant," she said, beckoning him inside. "The officer told me someone would want to talk to me, though really I don't know anything, I just found her lying there. Can I get you a cup of coffee?" Sandra felt like she was running on but she was still flustered from her morning's unaccustomed experience.

"That would be great," Ken said. He followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the small table. Although he heard young children in another room he noticed there was no sign of them here, the kitchen was neat and clean.

Sandra's hand shook a little as she set the mug in front of Ken, then took a seat herself. "I'm sorry, Lieutenant. This has me rattled – I've never seen a dead person before!"

"I understand completely," he said. "You were the one who discovered the body?"

"Yes. I was letting the cat out and noticed her back door was open and went over to check. And then I saw her lying there, and I thought she was hurt or had slipped on the steps or something, but…there was no pulse." Sandra shuddered.

"Did you know Ms. Lane well?" Ken asked.

"Only to speak to; she was friendly enough, but kept to herself most of the time. She was single and, well, frankly we just didn't have that much in common I guess."

"Do you know if she had a boyfriend?" he wanted to know.

"Boyfriends, is more like it," Sandra replied a bit huffily. "And parties," she added significantly.

"Did you happen to notice if anyone was visiting last night?"

"Only about half the high school!" she said.

"What?" Ken asked, surprised.

"She's a teacher, English Lit I believe," Sandra explained. "Last night was Homecoming and apparently she had a party to celebrate."

"I see," he said. He thought it a bit odd for a teacher to have a party for students, but wasn't about to jump to the conclusion that anything untoward was going on. Even if there was some hanky-panky it didn't have to be related to the woman's death. "Wasn't that rather irritating?"

"It's not so bad in cool weather, not many kids go out in the backyard and I don't hear the stereo with the doors closed. Though there were cars parked all up and down the street until all hours."

"So the back door was closed last night?"

"I didn't look," she said. "We watched TV after the kids were in bed, so we wouldn't have heard the noise if people opened it to go in or out. We went to bed ourselves at 11:00. We're not nosy neighbors, Lieutenant."

Ken chuckled to put her at ease. "Of course not, Mrs. Michaels; I didn't mean to imply that you were. I just thought you might have seen or heard something that could help us determine what happened to your neighbor."

Sandra took a sip of her coffee while she thought. "I did notice a car still parked on the street early, around 2:00 AM. I'd gotten up to, uh…"

"Yes. Was it in front of Ms. Lane's house?"

"I think so," she said, clearly trying to remember. "I wasn't very awake. I wondered if the party was over and when I saw the car I thought maybe it wouldn't start and they'd get it later today. But it wasn't there this morning. It was a light colored car, but that's all I could say."

Privately Ken thought some young girl had probably had a chance to go joy-riding or necking with one of the boys, and retrieved her car later. "So you don't know what time the party was over, right?"

"No, I couldn't say. I'm sorry, I don't feel like I'm much help," she said.

"That's all right," Ken assured her. "You said you checked for a pulse, did you touch or move anything?"

Sandra frowned slightly as she went over events in her mind. "I put my finger on her neck…oh, and I held a tissue in front of her nose to see if she was breathing. And, um, then I grabbed the phone to call 911. Oh! Should I have called from my house? The police shows on TV all say you're not supposed to touch anything at a crime scene."

"No, that's fine. I just wanted to make sure," he assured her.

"Do you think she was murdered?" Sandra asked as the thought suddenly struck her.

"It's too early to say," Ken replied. "I'll lock the house up when I leave, but you might keep an eye on it. Thanks for your time, Mrs. Michaels. Oh, and if you remember anything else, even if it seems insignificant, please let me know." He handed her his card though he didn't expect to hear from her again.

"Brrr, it's cold in here," Emily said. She pulled her hood up over her head, then carefully fluffed her bangs around the edges.

"It's not so bad," Madison said. "They let us use one of the rooms under the stadium so at least we don't have to do this outside." She dumped the contents of a cloth bag onto the tarp spread on the floor. "Ewww, this one's got half a hot dog in it."

"That's why we wear latex gloves," Gracie commented. "Though just for the record this is not my favorite part, either. Bobby, can you drag that trash bin a little closer please?"

Bobby Summers was out of his element and obviously bored. He looked like a classic beach bum with sun-bleached blond hair and blue eyes, but his true love was working on cars. He tried to get into school activities but was uncomfortable talking about movies or music because he knew little about those subjects and always felt like the girls ignored him. Since this recycling project was mostly girls he'd thought he might be useful, if only for brawn. He moved the bin as requested and decided to begin moving the small bags closer so the girls didn't have to get up and get them.

"Great idea, Bobby," Madison said. "We'll get done a lot faster this way."

"I thought more people would be here," he said.

"Me, too," Gracie said. "But it's just a little after 9:00 AM, maybe they're just late. Oh look! There's Amy, now."

Amy ran into the room, looked around for a second, and then said, "I've been in a wreck!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 30




 

"Oh my God!" Emily exclaimed, always ready to find drama in any situation even if she wasn't the star. "Are you hurt?"

"No, at least I don't think so," Amy replied. "It all happened so fast!"

"What happened?" Madison asked.

"I was just driving down the street, and this guy comes up beside me real fast and then tries to get in front of me but he hit me instead."

"Did you call the police?" Gracie asked.

"Nah, the jerk just drove off. He didn't hit me very hard, but it scared me. I didn't know what else to do so I just came on over here. It was just down the street, I was coming here, anyway." Amy was beginning to shake now that it was all over and the adrenaline was leaving her body.

Allison stood up and pulled her gloves off as she strode towards Amy. "Come on, you need to sit down," she said with authority. She took Amy's arm and led her to a chair against the wall. "Just sit there and relax for a minute. I'll go get you a soda, some sugar will help."

Bobby went over to stand next to her. "You sure you're okay?"

"Yeah, just give me a minute," she said. She was taking obvious deep breaths in an attempt to calm down.

"How about your car?" he asked. "Is it banged up very bad?"

Amy had to think about that. Her brain was coming out of panic mode and it was an effort to think clearly. "I don't know," she stated. "I didn't even think to look! But it was acting funny."

"What was it doing?" Bobby asked. This was something he knew about, something he could help with. "Was it hard to steer?"

Amy frowned in misunderstanding. "Why would it be hard to steer?"

"If your fender was rubbing the tire the car wouldn't handle well."

"Oh. I don't think so, but I can't quite put my finger on it," she told him. "Something about a light flashing."

Allison bustled back into the room and handed a soda to Amy, who took several big gulps. "Thanks, that helps."

"Let's go take a look at your car," Bobby suggested. "I bet I can figure it out, though I'm not sure I can fix it here."

They left the room and the rest of the group went back to sorting recyclable trash. They separated out soda cans and plastic bottles as those paid more. Besides, any paper items were usually covered with food and thus not eligible. It was a nasty job, so they chatted to help take their minds off it.

"Did everyone have a good time at the party last night?" Tanya Fletcher asked. She'd pulled her light blonde shoulder length hair into a pony tail this morning so she could keep it out of the mess, but found herself occasionally twitching her head as if to flip the hair away from her face. Her green eyes sparkled, letting everyone know she had gossip on her mind.

"I think some people had a better time than others," Madison remarked, though she didn't elaborate.

"Yeah, like Maggie," Serene said, emphasizing the teacher's given name. "She seemed to be really enjoying herself." This morning she had tied her wavy dark brown hair at the nape of her neck to keep it out of the way; it reached half-way down her back.

"It was disgusting the way all the guys fawned over her," put in Britney Clark. Her voice had an acid tone, which was surprising as she was usually the "quiet one".

"It certainly was," Jennifer agreed. "But that didn't mean the rest of us had to pay attention to them. Oh, Britney! Don't lean over like that, I think you just got your hair in that puddle." She flipped her head in a practiced move that tossed her own long blonde hair over her shoulders.

Britney twisted her head to try to see if that was true. "I can't tell, did I? Oh well, I'd planned to take a shower when I got home anyway." She went back to sorting the pile in front of her Jennifer shuddered.

"Look at me," Gracie ordered. She studied Britney for a moment. Her dark hair flipped just above her shoulders with no telltale droop to the curl. "Nope, looks fine to me. Didn't you have a good time at the party?"

Britney's green eyes met Gracie's blue ones. "I'd have had more fun doing my homework," she said.

"But you love doing homework!" Emily teased her.

"And she makes better grades than you do, too," Tanya put in.

"Did you see the spectacle Jake made of himself?" Allison asked, only slightly changing the subject.

"Maggie started it," Serene said.

"Just because she's a slut doesn't mean Jake had to go along with it!" Madison insisted.

"Who knows what was on her finger besides the cheese," Jennifer said with a grimace.

"She acted like she was drunk," Britney said.

"She was!" several girls responded at once.

"Well, I'm not going to another party at her house ever again," Britney declared.

"Not even if Jake asks you?" Madison asked with a grin.

"By the way, I loved your little slide down the rail," Emily told Madison. "What a great way to metaphorically stick your tongue out at her."

"Only Emily would use the word 'metaphorically'," Serene muttered.

"Not even with Jake," Britney said firmly. "Allison, I can't believe he left you there. I'd have been really mad."

"I was," Allison replied. "But at least he didn't take another girl home. I'd have killed him for that."

"I don't know why we all care, we know he's a player," Madison said.

"He has such a hard time remembering our names. I think that's why he calls us 'hun' all the time," Britney said with irony. She put a gloved finger to her cheek, remembering just in time not to actually touch it, and adopted a posture of deep thought. "Let me see. Who did I come in with this time?"

The girls all laughed, though there was an edge to the sound.

"Oh, gee, I can't remember," Emily mocked.

"Doesn't matter, it'll be another girl tomorrow," Tanya continued the imitation.

"It's because you all let him get away with it," Gracie put in. "You take it too seriously."

"Says the girl who's dated the same guy for six months," Serene said.

"But at least she's smart enough not to date Jake!" Allison came to Gracie's defense.

Britney's face had her accustomed studious look. "I think the poor boy just can't make up his mind!"

"Well at least he spreads himself around," Emily remarked.

"It can't be easy trying to keep you all straight," Gracie said, though she grinned to take any sting out of the remark.

"Yeah, if he takes me out tonight then half of you won't speak to him on Monday and the other half won't speak to me!" Madison said.

"You got a date with Jake tonight?" Allison inquired.

"Nah, it was just an example."

"So what you're saying is that Jake has to figure out who's not speaking to whom before he asks anyone else out, is that right?" Gracie asked.

"Poor boy," Serene said, in a tone that clearly meant the opposite.

"So who is going out with Jake tonight?" Amy asked, having come back in time to hear the end of the conversation.

The girls stopped and looked from one to the other, each one shrugging.

"Must be Andrea – or Meaghan, they're not here to defend themselves," Serene said.

"Or someone new," Allison added.

"How's your car?" Gracie inquired. The girls' comments were bothering her a little so she welcomed the interruption. "Was there something wrong with it?"

"The other guy clipped the front fender, left a big dent, but nothing serious," Bobby explained.

"Didn't you say something about a blinking light?" Madison asked.

"Yeah, but it turns out it was on the dash, don't know why I didn't see it before," Amy said, managing to look sheepish.

"Just needed to replace a fuse," Bobby said. "No problemo."

"I'm glad to hear that," Madison told her.

"We were just talking about the party last night," Tanya said. "Someone was having some fun; I saw 'em outside making out."

"Who was it, do you know?" Emily asked eagerly.

"Couldn't tell for sure; they were hiding in the bushes so I couldn't see," Tanya said coyly. "Kinda thought it was you."

"Me!" Emily cried. "Ewww. It was cold outside and besides, my luck I'd get poison ivy in the bushes."

"Had experience with that, have you?" Serene asked.

"Not like that!" Emily said in her own defense. "But I am really allergic to poison ivy, I got it when I was a kid and it was horrible."

"I just bet it was, and we're gonna hear all about it," someone muttered.

"Good morning, Mrs. Baker!" Serene said as the principal walked into the room. There was an overly sweet tone to her voice. "How are you this morning?"

Several of the girls hastily went back to sorting cans and bottles while others looked up, curious to know why the principal had shown up at an extra-curricular activity. A middle-aged man in a brown suit stood behind her.

"Good morning," Mrs. Baker said. "I'm afraid I'm here to give you some bad news." She wrung her hands as she looked at them, not quite knowing how to handle the situation. "I guess I'll just say it straight out. Mrs. Lane was found dead this morning."

There was a collective gasp from the crowd, comments like "Oh, no!", "You're kidding,", and "How horrible."

"I know most of you were at the party she had last night," Mrs. Baker told them. She watched to see their reaction; some had a guilty look on their faces while others tried to look outraged at the very idea, and failed miserably. "Under the circumstances I'll let that pass; but this gentleman is from the police and he'd like to ask you all some questions."

Ken stepped forward and introduced himself. He caught Gracie's eye but made no overt recognition of her. He'd been the homicide detective investigating her father's death last spring and acknowledged that he'd never have solved it without her help. She was a bright young lady and they'd since become friends; more than once he'd asked her opinion of a case because she was good at seeing how tiny details made a difference.

"Good morning," he said to the group. "First of all, please accept my condolences; I know this is difficult and I'm sure you'll all miss Mrs. Lane a great deal." He let his eyes rove over the group to see how they responded. Most of the girls looked shocked, though there were no tears in evidence. Quite possibly the magnitude of the event hadn't soaked in yet, but he rather got the idea that the woman hadn't been a favorite or well-liked teacher.

"All we know at the moment is that Mrs. Lane's neighbor saw the patio door standing open early this morning and found the body when she went to close it. We don't know exactly what happened yet, but there were no obvious signs of foul play. I'd like you all to tell me about the party. Was Mrs. Lane acting odd in any way?"

Everyone looked at each other, unsure what to say. Britney took a deep breath and said, "I think she'd been drinking." There were mutters of agreement from the rest.

Ken knew he had to handle this carefully; the kids likely wouldn't volunteer that liquor had been available. "I presume she was the only one?"

Most of the girls nodded their heads vigorously in agreement, though he noticed that the redhead wouldn't meet his eye – and was that a very faint negative shake of the head from Gracie?

"She was flirting with all the guys," Emily declared.

"Only the ones that counted," Serene added. "You know, the football team."

"Flirting, how?" he asked.

"They hung around her like little puppy-dogs," Tanya explained. "With their tongues hanging out."

"Did she, ah, disappear with one of the boys?" Ken asked as delicately as possible.

"If she had sex with one of them it was after we all left," Serene said.

"Okay," Ken said tentatively. It always surprised him how open the younger generation was about that subject. Most of them couldn't have had any personal knowledge about sex, but he supposed it was probably better in the long run for them to have the facts before they got to that point. "Did anyone get into a fight?" he asked, to cover his embarrassment as well as to see if that might have been a motive to hurt the teacher.

The group displayed blank faces and shook their heads. Nothing there, he thought. He pulled his notebook from his jacket pocket and consulted it. Actually he knew perfectly well what was written on its pages, but he'd found that people were more comfortable with thinking his memory was poor. And that often led them to say something they thought would go unnoticed. "With so many people at the party there's little point in taking fingerprints, but I did see some black marks on the living room floor. Does anyone know what they were?"

"The killer probably dragged the body across the floor!" Emily said in an excited voice.

Ken favored her with a frown. "We don't know that this wasn't just an accident or even natural causes" he told her.

"No, you dork!" Serene said harshly. "That was Madison's heelies, remember?"

"Heelies?" Ken asked in confusion.

"Shoes with wheels," Madison explained. She held a foot up to show him, then popped the wheels out and stood up to demonstrate by sailing around the room.

"Yeah, right," Emily said, disappointed that the explanation was so simple. "Mrs. Lane yelled at you about it."

"Well then, that explains the marks," Ken said. He glanced once more at his notes and dug in his pocket to hold up a plastic bag so they could all see. "We also found this earring in the back yard. Did any of you lose it?"

They all strained forward for a better view.

"Amy, isn't that yours?" asked Gracie.

Amy stood up to take a closer look. "So that's where I lost it," she said. "I went outside to get a little air. Can I have it back or is it evidence now?" Her voice turned uncertain as she asked the question.

Ken handed her the bag. "It only proves you were at the party and I already knew that," he told her. As she sat down he said, "I'll want to talk to you each separately, so you can carry on with your work until it's your turn. Thank you for your time, and of course if you happen to remember anything you think might be significant, please let me know. Mrs. Baker's got my number if you need to get in touch with me. I'd like to start with you, young man." He pointed at Bobby.

Bobby looked startled and blurted out, "But I wasn't at the party."

The girls supported him with comments like, "He's right" and "No, he wasn't".

"All right then. Is there anyone else who didn't attend?" Ken asked.

No one answered so Ken looked at Amy. "Okay, the young lady with the lost earring. We'll just step into the hall; Mrs. Baker will stand here in the doorway so she can keep watch on us. She won't be able to hear anything you might say, but if you feel the least bit uncomfortable please feel free to signal her so she can stop the interview. Let me stress that no one here is under suspicion of anything; I just want to ask questions about Mrs. Lane in the hope that I can find out what happened."

Amy looked around nervously, not liking being the center of attention.

"Go on and get it over with," Madison urged. "We'll all get our turn."

Amy followed Ken into the corridor and the rest of them went back to work, but in a desultory fashion. The news had shocked them and none of them really knew what to think, much less say. Besides, with the principal standing guard at the door ushering people in and out they didn't want to risk saying anything that might get anyone in trouble. Then there was the plain fact that none of them had any idea who might have wanted to hurt – much less kill – the teacher. Although none of them had much liked Mrs. Lane this hit far closer to home than hearing about her death on the news. Mrs. Baker tried to make small talk, but her efforts fell flat.

When it was Gracie's turn she walked into the hall and greeted Ken warmly. "We have to stop meeting like this," she quipped. Then, more somberly, "Ken, this is horrible. And before you ask, I have no idea what might've happened."

"I don't know that it wasn't just an accident," he replied. "The girls all say she'd been drinking; she could've just fallen down the stairs. There were no obvious wounds on the body, no blood; that tile floor is hard, a fall could easily have killed her. Gracie, I'm sorry! Here I am talking like a cop, and this is personal to you."

"No problem," she told him. "In case no one had the guts to tell you, we didn't like her very much. I had her last year; she assigns a boat-load of reading, and her tests are tough. She ignores the girls and flirts with the boys."

"Especially the ones on the football team," Ken added.

Gracie shrugged. "So do those girls in there! She just seemed preoccupied with herself. But I honestly don't know anyone who might hate her. But I do know – uh, suspect, I don't know for sure – that there was more than soda in the team's cups. I don't have any idea whether she offered it to them or just let them take it. She could get fired for that, someone might've threatened her with telling."

"Hmm, that could be motive. No one else mentioned that little detail. By the way, that red-headed girl, Allison I think; she seemed evasive about something."

"Probably that she had vodka in her water bottle," Gracie chuckled. "I just learned about it last night; apparently every one else knew. I'm pretty sure she helped herself to some at the party, but she left before I did and Mrs. Lane was too busy to notice."

"No wonder she didn't want to admit that!" Ken said. "I guess you didn't see anything you thought was odd, or you'd have told me. The party was pretty much inside, right?"

"A few people did go out in the backyard," she said. She was thinking of Jake and Meaghan, but knew that Ken was looking for confirmation that she'd have seen anything important.

"Yeah, that one girl lost her earring under one of the bushes. It's the wire kind, um…"

"A fish-hook," Gracie supplied. "Easy to get it snagged on a branch and she'd never realize it was gone."

"Well, thanks, Gracie," Ken said. "You want me to keep you in the loop on this one?"

"Sure," Gracie replied. "Though I don't know that I'll be any help with it. I'll pay more attention to the gossip but I doubt I'll hear anything."

It was Ken's turn to chuckle. "They know we're friends and they won't talk to you, is that it?"

"Pretty much," Gracie replied.

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 31




 

Monday morning at school the topic of the teacher's death was on everyone's lips. Everyone had their own pet theory from drunken fall to lovers' quarrel to jealous catfight to burglar; it was all anyone talked about. Many people named a suspect, but even those who subscribed to the same hypothesis couldn't agree on one name. As Kelly and Gracie walked to their second hour class that's all they'd heard.

"I know I promised Ken I'd listen to the gossip," she told Kelly. "But I am already so sick of it."

"I know what you mean," he replied. "You'd think if anything or anyone stood out they'd have noticed by now." They'd reached the end of the hallway. "This is where we go different directions; see you at lunch?"

"You bet!" Gracie replied, turning to her left at the intersection.

Kelly turned right, headed for the stairs at the end of the hall. Up ahead he could see Jake and Shaun in earnest conversation. He reasoned that if anyone had a clue what had happened to Maggie it might be Jake; just because he'd flirted with her didn't mean he'd done anything else, but just maybe his early departure from the party was designed to mask the fact that he'd come back later. Kelly sped up so he could walk behind them and eavesdrop.

"Why didn't he tell her who he was?" Jake was asking.

"Because he thought she knew," Shaun replied. "He was sure she'd figured it out and was expecting him."

This sounds interesting, Kelly thought.

"I can never figure that stuff out," Jake said, shaking his head at his own denseness. "The part I liked best is when the robot blew up!"

"I told you it was an awesome movie!" Shaun said. He intended to punch Jake's arm to emphasize his point, but Jake had stopped at the foot of the stairs and his fist hit Jake's hand instead.

Jake lost his grip on the bottle of water he carried and dropped it; water poured out before he could retrieve it. "Hey! Watch it, will ya?"

"Sorry," Shaun said, but not as if he really meant it.

Kelly moved past them and started up the stairs, laughing at how sinister the conversation had sounded at first and hoping he wasn't late for class.

Gracie got to the class room and settled down, getting her book ready. Of course everyone there was talking about the death too and she spent a couple of minutes trying to debunk the burglar theory. "If it was a burglar, why didn't he take anything?"

"Because he didn't expect her to be up at that hour," Cody explained. "After he pushed her down the stairs he got scared and ran away."

"Wouldn't he have seen the lights on and gone to another house?" she asked.

"Maybe she'd already turned 'em off and was going to bed," he replied reasonably. "He probably thought he'd just knocked her out and didn't bother hanging around to find out."

"If she'd turned the lights off why hadn't she locked the patio door? Oh, never mind! She'd been drinking; she probably didn't even think about it," Gracie conceded.

The bell rang and the teacher began trying to get their attention. "Settle down, please. I know this has been a terrible tragedy, but we need to put it aside for now and think about math for the moment. Let's start by passing your assignment forward."

Students opened books and backpacks, creating a white noise of thumps, zippers, and the rustle of papers. Amy slipped into the room and began looking for her homework.

"There was a line in the bathroom," she commented quietly to those near her. "Did I miss anything?"

"Only that Gracie doesn't think it was a burglar that killed Mrs. Lane," Cody responded.

"Why would a burglar kill her?" Amy wanted to know.

"Because she surprised him," he told her.

"Did he steal anything?" Amy asked.

"No, he ran away after that," he said.

"That doesn't make any sense!" she insisted.

"That's what I said," Gracie put in.

"Class!" the teacher said loudly. "Please, let's stop talking about this. The police are investigating and they will let us all know as soon as they solve it. I want to know what happened just as badly as you do, but we'll all have to wait. Now, please turn to page 79 and let's get started."

About half-way through the class an office aide knocked on the door. The kids watched avidly, though quietly, as their teacher answered. Interruptions didn't happen often and when they did it was a subject of much curiosity. Before anyone had a chance to think of someone likely to be in trouble the teacher turned back around.

"Gracie, you have a visitor in the office," she said, beckoning.

Whispers flew as Gracie packed up her books and walked out of the room. But she had a pretty good idea who'd asked for her; it had to be Ken. This was the first chance he would've had to talk to all of the people who'd been at Mrs. Lane's party Friday night. He'd spoken to the recycling group Saturday morning and had said he'd talk to the football team at practice later that afternoon, but no doubt he'd want a list of everyone who'd been there and it didn't surprise her that he'd ask her first.

"It's a policeman," the aide volunteered when the classroom door had shut. "It's about Mrs. Lane, isn't it?"

"I'm sure it is," Gracie agreed, though she volunteered nothing.

"I'm really glad I didn't go to that party!" the other girl said. "I thought about it, I was going to go, but then Cindy got sick and I had to take her home and then, well, it was late and I was tired so I just went on home."

"Nothing happened at the party," Gracie assured her. "He just wants to hear that from everyone else."

They opened the door to the principal's office and went in. The secretary was talking on the phone and held up her index finger to indicate she'd be with them in a moment. Gracie, who rarely had reason to be in the office, looked around. She always associated this place with her brother Justin, who had spent a great deal of time here. Justin had been a rebel, always getting into some kind of trouble; but he'd done it because he'd wanted their father's attention. Dad's death last year had shocked him and made him realize what he'd been doing. Justin had straightened up and was going to art school now.

Lost in her thoughts, Gracie found herself staring at another student who was sitting in a chair in the corner and cradling one arm with the other. "Travis, are you okay?"

"Think my arm's broken," he replied. As he spoke he lifted the arm for emphasis and then winced. "I'm waiting for Mother to come get me and take me to the hospital."

Gracie looked a little closer. Travis Nichols was considered the school nerd complete with short dark hair and black glasses, though there was no white tape holding broken pieces together. He always wore cotton slacks and shirts, as opposed to the more common jeans and T-shirts; yet instead of looking neat his clothes were always wrinkled and the shirt usually partly un-tucked. Typically he was shy and appeared clumsy because he tried too hard to do things right.

She smiled at him in sympathy. "What happened?"

Travis shrugged, and winced again. "I was in a hurry and slipped on some water at the bottom of the stairs. I'm always bumping into things, you'd think I'd be used to it; but I think my arm flew out and hit the edge of the stairs. It really hurts."

"I'm sorry, Travis," she said. "Were you late to class? Is that why you were in a hurry?"

He shook his head. "Nah, I was running an errand for Mrs. Baker. I'm Office Aide this hour," he said proudly.

"Guess it's a good thing you didn't hurt your leg, or you couldn't have gotten back here. I'd hate to think of you lying out in the hall all hour."

Travis twitched his head to his right. "I could've yelled, it was just right outside by the south stairway."

Gracie heard the secretary end the call. "I hope your mother gets here soon, and you feel better. See ya later." She turned to give her attention to the secretary.

"Lieutenant Freeman is in the vice-principal's office. I gather you're acquainted with him," the woman told her.

"Yes, thanks," Gracie said. She took this as an invitation to open the door and go in.

"Hello, Gracie," Ken said with a smile. "Have a seat. I'm sure you know why I'm here today."

"Hi, Ken! You want me to tell you who all was at the party so you can talk to them. Let me just get out a piece of paper and I'll get started." She ripped a page out of her notebook and began writing.

Ken laughed quietly. "You know me too well. I don't really think I'll learn anything new, but gotta cover all the bases just in case."

Gracie was mumbling to herself as she wrote, trying to remember who she'd seen there on Friday night. "I don't know if I can remember everybody, but this should be a good start."

"That's fine, Gracie," Ken told her. "I, uh, know this sounds prejudiced, but try to remember as many of the un-popular kids as you can. They often will say things the in-crowd wouldn't."

Gracie laughed a little sarcastically. "Because they're not worried about getting their friends in trouble."

"Exactly. They'll talk about a fight between a couple, or two girls, and say who flirted with whom. Not that I think any of that is probably relevant, unless it involved Mrs. Lane."

Gracie looked up from her list. "I know we told you how she flirted with the guys on the team, but there was one thing that was really obvious."

"Something Mrs. Lane did?" Ken asked.

"Yeah," Gracie agreed. "She'd gotten queso on her finger and Jake made a big point of licking it off. He made quite a suggestive scene about it."

"Do you know if he was drinking? Loosened inhibitions and teenage hormones might account for that kind of behavior."

"No, I don't know for sure, though I suspect so," she replied. "We all thought it was disgusting."

"You think there was anything more to it than putting on a show?" Ken asked alertly.

"I wouldn't put it past him," she said. "Jake's a player; he takes out a different girl every night. And before you ask, I have no idea whether he's sleeping with any of them. Probably, but I'd hate to name names because I might be wrong. I'd probably be surprised to know who's putting out and who's not."

It was Ken's turn to chuckle. "It was the same in my day, Kiddo. The ones that talk about it are usually just trying to impress their friends; it's the quiet ones you have to watch out for. It never made any sense to me that girls will keep chasing a guy who plays the field. Did any of Jake's girlfriends seem particularly upset over that little display?"

"Not any more than the rest of us. Allison was pretty ticked off, but that was because he brought her to the party and then left without her."

"Did he take another girl home?" Ken asked.

"Nah, he left with a couple of his teammates." Gracie frowned in concentration for a moment before saying, "I can't remember who. But if you're thinking he got ideas from Mrs. Lane's flirting and came back later it wouldn't make any difference; he could ditch his buddies as easily as Allison."

"And probably wouldn't tell them his plans, either," Ken mused. "It's interesting because the ME said Mrs. Lane had had sex recently and he did find skin under her nails."

"Which could just as easily come from fighting off an attacker," Gracie remarked.

"Yes, it could," Ken agreed. "No bruising or other indications she put up a fight, though. We'll have the DNA checked, of course, but it takes time. Oh, and she'd definitely been drinking that night. Blood-alcohol level of .12"

"Wow, that's pretty high isn't it?"

".08 is legal intoxication," he replied. "Of course we don't know how much she drank during the party and she could've continued after it was over."

"Doesn't alcohol evaporate or something?" Gracie asked. "How do they figure out how much she'd drunk?"

"The word is 'metabolize', but it's more complicated than that," Ken said. "The body itself produces alcohol as it decays, so they can't just test the blood."

"Stomach contents?" Gracie suggested, trying not to think about it in too much detail.

"Worse than that!" Ken said. "They use the vitreous humour; that's eyeball fluid."

"Ewww!" Gracie said, making a disgusted face. "I think I'm sorry I asked! But I guess they know what they're doing and at that level it wouldn't make a whole lot of difference if they were off a point or two."

"That's true," Ken agreed. "But it would take time to get to that level so she'd probably been drinking pretty steadily. Steadily enough that it would've been easy for her to lose her balance and fall down those steps. The question is, was she pretending to run from a prospective lover or avoid an attacker – or did she just take a bad step and fall all on her own?"

"Yeah, I see the problem. Though you'd think a lover would've shut the patio door."

"Not if he was scared," Ken said. "The same would apply to an attacker; either might've just wanted to get the heck outta Dodge and not bother shutting the door behind them. Her neighbor said she saw a 'light-colored' car parked on the street in the wee hours of the morning, but that description doesn't give us much to go on. Could've even been someone had left it there and come back for it later."

"My Prius is light blue," she said. "I guess that could count as light-colored. But we were in Kelly's car and it's dark blue. That's so vague there's not much point in trying to figure out who all drives a light car; but I'll let you know if I hear about anyone coming back for a car early in the morning." Gracie looked thoughtful. "You said it was parked in front of Mrs. Lane's house?"

"That's what the neighbor lady said. Why?"

"Because Kelly had to park nearly a block away; the whole street was full of cars that night."

"Which doesn't mean someone who got there early didn't leave with friends and come back for his or her car later," Ken said reasonably.

Gracie nodded, one eyebrow raised in concession. "Well, here's my list," she said, handing the sheet of paper to him. "It won't take long for the news to get around that you're here asking questions. It's all anyone's talking about."

"That's perfectly okay," Ken said. "With so many people there I'll hear all kinds of inconsistencies. But maybe something will turn up. I'll let you know what I find. Thanks, Gracie."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 32




 

"Hey, Gracie! Toss me that roll of crepe paper," Emily yelled across the gym.

"You want the blue or the gold?" Gracie called back, holding one color in each of her hands. They were decorating for the next game, and Gracie was working on a poster near the pile of supplies.

"Blue," Emily called back.

"Here, let me." Madison grabbed the blue roll from Gracie and deftly tossed it across the room. She grinned and commented, "And you girls laugh when I want to play softball."

"Slide me another piece of poster board, please," Brittney requested of no one in particular. "I'm done with this one, but I don't like getting on ladders so someone else can hang it."

Tanya was poking through the pile of supplies looking for something. "If I can just find some tape I'll put up some more streamers. I think everyone's pretty busy right now." She held up a roll of tape like it was some kind of prize, and started back to where she'd been working.

"Some of us are way busier than others," Serene said in a decidedly cynical tone. When she had the other girls' attention she cut her eyes toward a doorway where they could all see Amy talking on her cell phone. "Hey, Amy! You here to work or talk on the phone?" she said loudly.

Amy hadn't heard Serene's comment, but felt the pressure of a dozen pairs of eyes; she glanced around and took in the situation, then held up a finger indicating she'd be there in a minute.

"Yeah, sure," Serene said. "What's so damned important, anyway? I mean, it's not like she has a boyfriend to talk to or anything."

Kelly came in at that point. "I've finished hanging the posters you gave me, you guys got any more ready?"

"I'm almost done here, and if you'll wait just a couple of minutes Tanya will have another one finished," Gracie replied. "She works faster than I do."

"Yeah, but I'm not very good. Too bad Andrea isn't here tonight, she's a way better artist than we are," Tanya said. "Oh, sorry Gracie, that didn't come out very nice, I didn't mean it like that."

Gracie gave a critical look at her creation and shrugged diffidently. "No problem, Tanya. I never claimed to be an artist."

"It's the effort that counts," Allison replied. She made a face and waved her hand wildly over her own poster. "Whew, these markers stink. I think I'm feeling a little light-headed. I think if I stood up right now I'd be so dizzy I'd fall down."

"Hey, did you guys hear about Travis?" Tanya asked. "He fell this morning and broke his arm."

"He's so clumsy he probably tripped over his own feet," Serene said.

"He told me he'd slipped on a puddle of water," Gracie said. "It could've happened to anyone."

"I hope his parents don't sue the school; they could certainly use the money," Serene remarked haughtily.

Allison gave her a dirty look. "Then I guess I'd better just sit right where I am, 'cause we've already had two falls connected with the school."

"We don't know if Mrs. Lane fell or was pushed," Tanya said. "But regardless it doesn't count because it wasn't on school property."

Gracie put a quick finishing touch on her poster and pushed it towards Kelly. "If you're done Allison, Kelly can go put these up and you won't have to get up."

Kelly collected finished posters from all the girls and walked out of the gym. By mutual consent they all sat back to rest a few minutes before starting on the next set. The subject of the teacher's death having been brought up, they began re-hashing what they'd heard and knew, or thought they knew. Emily and Madison, not wanting to be left out, joined the gab-fest. Gracie listened as they described their interviews with Ken, some with excitement and some with a touch of fear at having to deal with the police. She only admitted to giving him a partial list of party attendees, thinking they didn't need to know the details he'd given her.

"Well, it's about time you got off that phone!" Serene said as Amy plopped down at the edge of the loose circle.

"Sorry," Amy said. "I had some important calls to make. I really didn't think they'd take so long." She pulled a piece of poster board closer and began enthusiastically working. "Guess I'd better get to work," she muttered.

Brittney leaned over to do the same, and squirmed noticeably as she settled in to work.

"What's the matter, you got ants in your pants?" Serene asked.

Brittney's face reddened, and she bent over her work to try to hide it.

"Brittney, are you okay? Don't pay any attention to Serene; is something wrong?" Tanya asked with quiet concern.

Brittney looked up at her rather shyly. "I, uh, I think I've got a female problem."

"What are your symptoms?" Allison asked, now in what the other girls thought of as her 'professional' mode.

"Well, see, I had a sinus infection last week," Brittney began. "You remember, I missed a couple days of school. So anyway, the doctor gave me some antibiotics and they really helped but now I'm starting to itch." She looked even more embarrassed, if that was possible.

"Sounds like you've got a yeast infection," Allison diagnosed. "What'd he give you?"

"Erythromycin, I think it was." She pronounced each syllable carefully.

"Oh yeah, that'll cause a yeast infection every time," Allison stated.

"So what do I do about it?" Brittney almost wailed.

"Eat yogurt," Gracie put in.

"Yogurt?" Brittney asked with a puzzled look on her face.

Allison favored Gracie with a frown as she told Brittney, "You need to get one of those creams at the pharmacy."

"The creams will work, but they're expensive and icky," Gracie insisted. "There's something about the culture in yogurt that helps, plus it tastes good!"

"Which would you do?" Brittney asked Allison.

"I've never had the problem," Allison admitted. "I'm allergic to erythromycin, I can't take it."

"You're allergic to everything!" Serene put in.

Allison turned to her with an angry look in her eyes. "It's no laughing matter," she said coldly. "I took some when I was a kid and had an anaphylactic reaction and almost died."

"What's that mean?" Tanya inquired. "The what's-it reaction, not the dying part; that I understand."

"My throat swelled up and I couldn't breathe," Allison explained.

Brittney looked at Gracie and Allison in turn. "I think I'll try the yogurt first, it sounds easier."

"Well, now that we've got that out of the way…" Tanya leaned and stretched toward the supplies. "Hey! We're out of poster board."

"Oh, darn," Serene said.

"There's more in the office," Brittney offered.

Amy jumped up. "There should be some backstage too, right Emily?"

"Maybe," Emily allowed. "I don't really pay much attention to how the scenery gets made."

"I'll go see," Amy declared. "It's closer than the office, anyway. Maybe I can make up for all the work I missed," she said, all but sticking her tongue out at Serene.

Amy left and Serene took over Amy's unfinished poster. The rest of the girls wandered around aimlessly looking for something to do or took the opportunity to check their phones for messages and post on FaceBook. "Tired of decorating, can't wait to see X" summed up the majority of them. Gracie walked around the room picking up tag-ends of crepe paper and bits of tape. Little groups of two or three formed, girls chatting about whatever happened to be on their minds. Gracie eavesdropped as best she could, but the teacher's death seemed to have been superseded by far more private concerns like boyfriends, clothes, or homework.

Amy returned to the gym and allowed several pieces of poster board to slither out of her arms to the floor. "There wasn't a lot there," she remarked. She walked to the bleachers and began rummaging in her purse.

Tanya eyed the pile to estimate the number of pieces. "That's okay, it'll be enough for whatever hall we haven't done yet."

"The east hall," Kelly supplied. "And I can always move a few around if I need to."

"I'm tired of this," Serene said. "It's not like this is a really important game, anyway."

"I think we're all ready to go home," Brittney commented.

"But, Jake and the team are doing so well," Amy insisted loudly from where she stood. "We want to support him, don't we?" She finished rubbing hand lotion on, dropped the tube in her purse, and returned to the center of the gym. "Hey, where's the poster I started before I left?"

"You were gone so long I had to finish it for you," Serene answered with a malicious smile.

"Let's just get this done, then we can get outta here," Gracie suggested. Like the other girls she was looking forward to spending some time with her boyfriend, even if they would just be doing their homework together.

"I give up!" Gracie said, defeat evident in her voice. "Math isn't my best subject; I don't know why I'd ever need to solve an algebraic equation in real life anyway."

"Let me take a look," Kelly said soothingly. He let his finger trace along the lines of her work, mumbling the steps she'd taken. "Oh, here it is! If you add A and 3A then you can divide both sides by 4 and simplify it."

Gracie leaned over his arm to look for herself, and Kelly took the opportunity to kiss her cheek. "I see where I went wrong, thanks." She gave him a quick peck in return.

"Your mother thinks we're here to do homework," he teased.

"We are doing homework…but maybe we could take a little break?" she suggested.

The phone rang at that moment, startling them both. Gracie sighed and rolled her eyes, but got up to answer it.

"Oh good, it's you," a female voice said without benefit of greeting.

"Hi, Aunt Jeanine, how are you?" Gracie used an overly pleasant tone of voice, but rolled her eyes again, then crossed them and stuck out her tongue.

Kelly laughed and then pointed to the glass of water she'd left on the book-covered table. He knew from experience that this would likely be a long conversation and she'd need the liquid as well as something to do with her hands so she wouldn't make strangling motions with them. Gracie nodded, making herself comfortable.

"You gotta do something for me," Jeanine said, typically ignoring the niceties.

"In other words, it's something you can't ask of my mother," Gracie concluded.

"Well, shit, you know how she treats me," her aunt defended herself. "She never did like me much, made it clear she didn't want me around, and won't have a damn thing to do with me ever since the divorce and especially since your daddy passed."

Gracie happened to know that her father, Jeanine's own brother, was the one who'd wanted little to do with her. Though it wouldn't surprise her in the least that he'd claimed it was his wife's decree; Charles Greene had never taken responsibility for anything, especially if he could push it off on someone else. On the other hand, she also knew that her Aunt Jeanine never took responsibility for herself; doing as she jolly well pleased, blaming everyone else for her troubles, and demanding help when she'd gotten in too deep. Gracie's mother, Clarissa, had tried to remain friendly but had refused to bail her former sister-in-law out of financial trouble; thus Jeanine felt slighted.

"You do remember that I don't have control over the money I inherited," Gracie wanted to make this clear from the beginning.

"Oh, honey, why would you think I'd ask you for money?"

"What else could it be?" Gracie mouthed the words silently.

"Nah, you gotta come take me to the bank, that's all," Jeanine said.

Gracie eyed the phone questioningly. "Why do you need to go to the bank?"

"I just gotta get me some cash out," Jeanine replied. "That's all."

"So why don't you just go to an ATM?"

"Cain't," was the succinct answer, even if it didn't explain anything.

"Why not? What's going on, Aunt Jeanine?" Gracie asked with some exasperation. Getting information from Jeanine was like pulling teeth; she could never manage to explain clearly, making you guess at half of the situation. "You're not in some kind of trouble with the bank, are you?"

"Hell, no!" Jeanine insisted. "I just cain't get there; you gotta take me."

Gracie sighed loudly. "Why can't you get there? Isn't there an ATM at the convenience store a couple blocks from your apartment?"

"Yeah, but I busted my ankle and cain't walk. I told you that! Happened two, three weeks ago," Jeanine explained.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Aunt Jeanine!" Gracie said with real sympathy. "But you didn't tell me that; I tried to call you in September but your cell phone service was shut off." She looked more closely at the caller ID display. "Lookee here, you've gotten a new number. I'll have to add it to my address book," she said in a tone at once syrupy and derisive.

"Yeah, they charged me for minutes I didn't use and sent me this huge bill and I couldn't pay it," Jeanine declared. "But since I'm cooped up in this little place I had to have a phone or I'd go crazy and start talkin' to myself. Besides, since it happened at work they're paying me for my time off."

Gracie was pretty sure her aunt hadn't bothered to read the contract and had run up the bill out of stupidity, but she knew it wouldn't do any good to suggest that. "Did you have an accident at work and break your ankle?"

"You sure I didn't tell you all about it? Well, anyway, this guy comes into the store and buys a gallon of antifreeze. Then he goes out to his car – he was parked right in front of the store – pops the hood and proceeds to pour it in his car. Except that he didn't have a spout or nothin' so it just went everywhere." Jeanine stopped speaking as if that explained everything.

"And you walked out and stepped in it and fell," Gracie hazarded a guess. "How does that make it the store's fault?"

"It was!" Jeanine insisted. "See, someone reported it and they sent Greg out to clean it up but all he did was hit it with the garden hose and didn't do a very good job. That stuff's slicker than pink-frosted dog shit!"

"I see," Gracie said, mentally picturing her large and ungraceful aunt landing on her keister; it was not a pretty image. Doubtless the woman hadn't been paying attention and had stepped into the middle of the puddle. "I'm really sorry, Aunt Jeanine. I guess Kelly and I could come over and take you to the ATM."

Kelly looked up from his homework upon hearing his name, and began making frantic negative gestures.

"Not the ATM, I gotta go to the bank," Jeanine insisted.

Gracie suppressed the urge to sigh loudly. She took a deep breath to calm herself before asking "Why the bank? Do you need to pay bills there?"

"Cain't go to the ATM no more," her aunt replied. "Last time I was there I was so flustered on account of the check hadn't hit yet that I forgot to shut off that damned screen and some asshole took $200 outta my account. Least that's what that smart-ass girl at the bank says; I think they just made some kind of error and won't admit it."

Gracie slapped her forehead and shook her head in disbelief. She'd have thought even Aunt Jeanine had the sense to log-out of an ATM before walking off. Of course the next person that walked up had drained the account dry; and frankly, she was surprised there was $200 there to take. "I could use the break from homework; I'll be there in 20 minutes."

"Good," Jeanine said, and hung up. She never had learned how to say 'please' and 'thank you'.

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 33




 

At school the next morning everything seemed back to normal. Gracie kept an ear open for mention of Mrs. Lane and/or the party, but heard nothing except the usual petty gossip. There was a substitute teaching her class, though presumably a permanent teacher would take over at some point. This being only the sub's second day there hadn't been time yet to evaluate him; probably the poor guy was going extra-easy on the classes out of sympathy for the students. Maybe he thought if they liked him he'd get the permanent position.

Kelly had a test in second hour and was in a hurry to get to class so he'd have a couple of minutes to look over his notes. Consequently Gracie arrived at math class early; she got out her book and homework and sat there fidgeting. Amy bustled in and dropped her backpack on the floor, making no move to open it.

"Hi, Gracie. I see you survived decorating last night," Amy said, laughing.

"Hi! Yeah, I did," Gracie responded. "I don't know what the deal was, nothing seemed to go right. You have a good evening after that?"

"It was okay, I guess," Amy said. "I was tired when I got home, didn't feel like doing my homework."

"I got mine done, but it was late when I finished. My aunt called and I had to drive her all over town," Gracie explained.

"Doesn't she have a car?" Amy asked.

"Oh, you wouldn't believe the mess she's in!" Gracie said. "She works at a grocery store, and some customer spilled antifreeze in the parking lot; the boss told one of the guys to clean it up but apparently he just dumped some water on it. And Aunt Jeanine is not known for watching where she walks, so she just steps off the curb right into the middle of the puddle and slips and breaks her ankle."

Amy laughed. "Let me guess, it's her right ankle so she can't drive."

"You got it!"

"Didn't you tell me before that she's always in some kind of trouble?" Amy asked.

"Constantly," Gracie agreed. "She told me she just needed to go to the bank, but when I got there she informed me that she 'really had' to run just a few errands. It took me two hours!"

"And you came home from that and did your homework? I'm impressed," Amy said.

Gracie made a face. "Had to," she said. "I'm having enough trouble figuring this stuff out as it is. Gotta bring my grade up in this class."

Amy waved a hand as if to say grades weren't everything. "I understand it, I just don't see why I have to do a zillion examples to prove that."

The bell rang at that moment, saving Gracie from having to figure out a reply. Amy was smart enough, she just didn't take school seriously. How she expected to get into college – or what she thought she could do with just a high school diploma – Gracie couldn't figure out.

Ken Freeman drummed his fingers on his desk. Yesterday he'd spoken with most of the kids who'd been at that party. He was sure he'd missed a few, nobody ever remembered everyone that had been at a party that big. A few of the kids swore they weren't there, that always happened too. But in each case only one person had claimed to see them, so it was probably just a way to get back at someone they didn't like. He'd ask Gracie; though she hadn't stayed 'til the bitter end, he did trust her word.

Most of them had commented unfavorably on the teacher's behavior, though they worded their remarks a little more generously now that she was dead. A few of them hadn't been quite so nice, but even so he hadn't learned anything he didn't already know. Not counting, of course, who'd come with whom and who was stepping out on whom. He'd pretended to write it all down, but he knew next week the couples would have changed again.

He mentally ticked off what he knew. Maggie Lane had flirted with the entire football team and ignored everyone else. She'd been drinking fairly heavily and either giving, or allowing, the boys alcohol. She'd yelled at the tomboy about making marks on the floor, but that had ended peaceably. The party had ended around 1:30 in the morning; as usually happened the stragglers left en masse after realizing the time. They all agreed that no one person had stayed behind, nor had Mrs. Lane ordered them to go. In fact, she hadn't seemed to care about the lateness of the hour. That seemed to Ken to indicate that she wasn't expecting a late-night lover, though it could simply be that she was so drunk she hadn't cared.

He'd spent the morning talking to some of the parents; that had been a wash, too. Not surprisingly most of them had sworn their little darlings had been fast asleep in bed by midnight on Friday. A few had insisted their kids had gone to the official school party and/or that they wouldn't under any circumstances have allowed them to attend a private party at a teacher's house for God's sake.

Ken shook his head sadly at their stupidity. He had two teenagers himself and, remembering the hell he'd raised at that age, he spent time talking to them and their friends and made damn sure he knew where they were going and with whom. They might roll their eyes when he explained why something wasn't a good idea, but they listened because they knew he loved them and wanted to keep them safe. He had a low opinion of parents who not only didn't check up on their kids, but lied for them as well. Or maybe they were just lying to themselves.

Mrs. Salazar seemed to be different. She was obviously proud of her son Jake and had given him enough details about the football game that he was sure she had been there to watch. She'd then calmly explained that she and her husband had gone home, knowing Jake would want to spend time with his teammates and friends. But she'd maintained a vigil in the front room waiting for him to come home. That had been at 1:00 AM. She'd insisted that he hadn't left again, claiming she was a light sleeper and would've known. There'd been no defensiveness or apology in her tone, and Ken was inclined to believe her.

All of which left him exactly nowhere in the investigation. There just wasn't enough evidence to conclusively call it foul play, but neither was it obviously an accidental death. The only thing he could be pretty sure of was that Maggie Lane's state of inebriation had contributed heavily to her death. The ME had given cause of death as "a blow to the head caused by a fall" without speculating on what might have caused the fall itself. He wasn't yet ready to give up, but he wasn't sure what avenue to pursue next.

Gracie popped into the ladies' room before she headed to her car after school. Emily was standing at the sink, laboriously soaping not only her hands but forearms and the rather large amount of skin left visible by her low-cut sweater. "Did you spill something?" Gracie asked.

"I don't know! Emily wailed, continuing to scrub vigorously.

Gracie looked puzzled. "Then why are you washing?"

"Oh my God, it's horrible," Emily said. "I couldn't wait 'til I got home, I just had to do something right now. All day long I've had this weird feeling, and now it's starting to itch. I've been trying not to scratch, I really have, but it's just getting worse." She stuck an arm under the water to rinse the soap off and then held it out for Gracie's inspection.

Gracie duly peered at the arm, fully expecting to see nothing unusual. Emily was quite capable of freaking out just because her skin itched from being a little dry in this cooler weather. Instead she saw several little clear bumps just beginning to well up, along with faint jagged white marks where Emily had been scratching. "It does look like there's something there, but I don't know what."

Emily rinsed off the rest of the soap and checked the newly-cleansed skin. "It's all over here, too," she said worriedly, peering down at her chest.

"Does it itch anywhere else?" Gracie asked.

Emily was in the process of patting the skin dry, which wasn't easy with the cheap paper towels the school provided. She paused to mentally analyze each area of her body, twitching it slightly as she ticked it off the list. "Not that I can tell," she decided.

"Maybe you should show that to 'Doctor' Allison, she might know what it is," Gracie offered.

Emily snorted sarcastically and went back to drying her arms. "She'd probably be afraid she'd catch whatever it is!"

"Gimme a minute and I'll walk out with you," Gracie offered. "If we can find her I'll make it sound like the medical mystery of the year and she'll want to solve it even if she won't touch it. I don't know how she ever expects to treat patients without touching them."

"Latex gloves," Emily said succinctly.

"Funny you should say that," Gracie said as she chose a stall and opened its door. "There was a pair of latex gloves in the bathroom trash last night . I saw 'em when I made a pit stop just before I left after decorating. Allison's such a hypochondriac I could just see her putting them on so she wouldn't have to touch the toilet!"

"I know, right?" Emily replied with a laugh.

A few minutes later they stood at the edge of the parking lot, scanning the surrounding area in hopes of catching sight of Allison's red hair. For all they knew she'd already left, or had decided to go watch the team practice. Amy and Meaghan walked by and waved at them.

"Hi guys. Hey, have you seen Allison anywhere?" Emily asked a little too eagerly. Her right hand drifted toward her left arm and she dropped it to her side with an effort of will.

"I think I saw her at her locker a couple minutes ago," Meaghan said.

"Yeah," Amy put in. "She was talking to Tyler. You think she'll give up on Jake and start dating Tyler?"

"I don't know why," Emily said. "She'd have nearly as much competition with him."

"There's other fish in the sea besides Jake," Meaghan said. "Maybe it's time they got some attention."

"Yeah, but who'd want them?" Emily asked rhetorically.

"Hey, there's Allison coming out now," Gracie said, waving to get her attention.

"See ya later," Meaghan said. "We're off to the mall."

She and Amy walked away as Allison walked up to see what Gracie wanted.

"Hi, Allison," Gracie said. "Emily the weirdest thing going on, she doesn't have a clue what it is and I just knew you'd be able to tell her what's wrong."

Both girls watched as Allison's smile disappeared and her face took on a look of studious interest, with just a trace of pleasure at being consulted. "I see. What seems to be the problem?" she asked.

Emily handed her books to Gracie and pushed back the sleeves of her jacket and sweater to reveal her arms. "They started feeling weird this morning, and now they're itching like crazy."

Allison leaned closer but made no move to touch Emily's arm. "You've been scratching," she scolded. "Is this just on your arms?"

"It's on my chest, too," Emily said with obvious distress. She took hold of the lapels of her jacket and pulled it open.

Allison looked dispassionately and nodded her head in agreement.

"She says it doesn't itch anywhere else," Gracie said.

"Well, then, it's probably not measles," Allison pronounced. "The only other thing I know of that might look like that is poison ivy. Didn't you say the other day that you're particularly allergic to it?"

"Poison ivy?" Emily asked, looking like she'd just received a death sentence.
 Um, yeah, I am allergic to it. But I haven't been around it, and besides, it's fall, it isn't growing now."

"There's still oil in the vines even if there aren't any leaves," Gracie told her. "You might not have even known what you touched was poison ivy."

"People with severe allergies can react to any part of the plant," Allison said, though she'd backed off noticeably. "Get some Caladryl and stop scratching it, Emily. That will only spread it." She smiled rather mockingly. If you hadn't worn such a revealing sweater you wouldn't have gotten it on your chest. You'd better hope you haven't touched your boobs!"

Emily gave her a look that seemed to say at least I have boobs, but merely said "How long will it take to go away?

"Oh, a week or so," Allison said airily. "Gotta go, see you guys later." With that she headed for her car.

Emily turned to give Gracie a pleading look. "Where could I have gotten it?"

Gracie remembered the conversation at the recycling on Saturday morning. "Maybe it was you making out in Mrs. Lane's backyard," she said with a smirk

"But I told you, I wasn't making out with anyone at that party. The only guys I'd want to make out with were too busy ogling Maggie."

Jake found the door he was looking for and knocked loudly. He was nervous about being here but knew it was something he had to do – should have, in fact, already done. He heard a voice growl something that seemed to grant entry so he took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, opened the door and walked in.

"Lieutenant Freeman? I'm Jake Salazar, I talked to you yesterday at school," he said. His father had always taught him to look people in the eye, speak in a firm voice, and not show fear. He had nothing to fear, he'd done nothing wrong. Well, maybe not nothing…

"Hello, Jake. Come in and have a seat," Ken said cheerfully, waving him in. But he said nothing further, as if to deliberately ramp up Jake's nerves.

Jake took a seat and clasped his hands together in his lap. Get it over with, he thought. "There's something I'd like to tell you, sir," he began.

"I'm listening," Ken said calmly.

"First of all, I did not kill Maggie – uh, Mrs. Lane," Jake said with all the sincerity he could muster.

Ken smiled in a kindly manner. "Okay, glad to hear that. Do you know who did? Or what happened?"

"No, sir, I don't," Jake replied. Sweat was beading up on his upper lip. "But I was having an affair with her." He practically sighed with the relief of his admission.

"All right," Ken said in a neutral tone. "Did you go back to see her after the party?"

"I left around midnight; Tyler took me home, and Shaun too." Jake relaxed a bit. "We drove around a little bit and dropped Shaun off, so it was about 1:00 when I got home. You can check with them."

Ken smiled, showing no trace of irritation that his question hadn't been answered. "Did you leave home again later?" he repeated.

"No, sir, not until I went to practice Saturday morning. But I was with her Friday afternoon," Jake said.

"With her?" Ken requested clarification.

"Uh, we had sex." Jake was nervous at making the admission to the older man. Suddenly he felt awkward about his attraction to the teacher and didn't relish having the relationship referred to as cougar and cub. He didn't want to be laughed at.

"I see," Ken said. "When did you leave?"

"About 5:30. I had to be in the locker room by 6:00."

"I know you played the whole game Friday night, and did very well from what I've heard," Ken told him.

Jake preened a bit under the flattery. He knew he was a good player, but it was always nice to hear someone else say so. "Thank you, sir. I know I should have told you this before…"

"I understand, Jake," the policeman said. "The important thing is that you have told me."

"I know you can check DNA and you'd find out about me, so I realized I had to tell you about it first." Jake stood up and turned his back to Ken, pulling up his T-shirt.

Ken looked at the deep scratches on the boy's back. "Mrs. Lane did that to you?" he asked in surprise.

Jake lowered his shirt and sat back down. "Yes, sir, she did. I'd be happy to give you a DNA sample, right now if you want." Now that he'd made his confession his nerve almost broke; he could still be in a lot of trouble. "I swear I did not kill her, Lt. Freeman. Do you, uh, have to tell my parents about this?"

 

 

 






  








Chapter 34




 

"Play it again," Gracie requested. "I'm not sure I've got all the words yet."

Shawna, sitting at Gracie's desk, reached over and clicked the appropriate icon on the laptop. "You trying to memorize the words the first day it's out?" she asked.

"It's a chick song," Kelly complained. "I might have to leave if that's all you girls want to hear."

"Chill out," Cheryl replied. "You're outnumbered, Dude." The big grin on her dark face made it clear she was teasing him.

Kelly clapped his hands to his ears and made a face, but made no move to leave. Gracie had been friends with Shawna and Cheryl for a long time and while he enjoyed their company he'd had to work at being accepted. None of the four of them had been quite sure how to add him to the group. The other girls weren't jealous as best he could tell, but he knew they'd never forgive him if he hurt Gracie. Another big part was that they hadn't been sure how to deal with a guy who wanted to hang around a lot; the guys they dated hadn't yet figured out that's how you really got to know a girl. But they'd worked it out, and if he had to listen to some chick sing breathlessly about a lost love he figured it was a relatively small price to pay.

He watched Gracie's face as she listened to the music, noting that her blue eyes were sparkling with the emotion of the lyrics. She was singing along with the words she knew, while he was thinking how much more fun it would be to kiss her Cupid's bow mouth. She stopped singing and looked around in confusion, then pulled her cell phone from the pocket of her jeans.

Kelly removed his hands from his ears (not that they had really done much good) and Shawna paused the song.

"Hi, Ken!" Gracie said to the phone. Though she concentrated on what he was saying she was aware of three pairs of eyes staring at her, knowing what this call had to be about. "Um, my friends are here now…uh huh, Kelly and Shawna and Cheryl, you know 'em…yes, of course…okay, bye."

"The cop's on his way out to talk to you about Mrs. Lane's murder," Cheryl said without question.

"He's only doing his job," Shawna protested. "I like him, he's a nice man."

"What, did he ask if he could trust us?" Kelly asked.

"Well, yes, since this case involves – or could involve – people we know, he did ask if he should wait until you guys were gone," Gracie admitted. A conspiratorial grin stole over her face. "But I'd just tell you guys all about it later, so he might as well tell you himself."

"We helped you with your Dad's, um, case," Cheryl said, clearly changing the word at the last second. "And we know these people, we can tell him all about 'em."

"It's okay, Cheryl; you can say 'murder' because that's exactly what it was," Gracie said. "But Ken's not so sure Mrs. Lane was murdered."

"He's not? Shawna asked in surprise. "What else could it be?"

"Maybe he's changed his mind," Kelly suggested. "He wants Gracie to help him figure out who done it."

All three girls groaned at his euphemism. "But we don't know who it was," Shawna insisted.

"We don't know what we don't know," Cheryl joked.

"Well, let's hear the song one more time, then I guess we ought to go to the front." Gracie looked around at the purple bean-bags they were sprawled in. "I don't think I should entertain a policeman in my bedroom!"

"I've got a better idea," Kelly said. "Why don't you bring us up to speed on what you already know."

"Spoilsport," Cheryl said.

Gracie stood up and started the music herself. "I'd rather Ken told you himself, just in case I missed something."

"You? Miss something?" Kelly asked. "I'll meet you guys in the front."

When Ken rang the bell a few minutes later they were sitting in the living room talking about the teacher and all the various theories they'd heard. Gracie brought Ken into the room and made introductions, just in case he'd forgotten which girl was which. She sat down and picked up a pad and pen from the coffee table, as if she were some kind of secretary.

"Nice to see you all again," Ken said as he took a seat. He had a good memory for names and faces (always a good trait for a cop) and remembered Gracie's friends well. Shawna, the blonde, was a little on the naïve side while the tall thin African-American girl, Cheryl, seemed to be less shocked at the things people did. He wondered if she deliberately tried to cultivate the world-weary attitude. He didn't know Kelly as well, though over the last several months Gracie had talked about her boyfriend enough that Ken had a pretty good idea what he was made of.

"Just as a reminder, this is an on-going case and anything I say isn't to be repeated." He made eye contact with each in turn to make sure they understood. The last time he'd talked to them about a case it had only involved Gracie's family; this time he'd be discussing their friends. But he trusted Gracie and Gracie trusted them; and besides, they could tell him things that none of the other students probably would.

"Okay, then. How much has Gracie told you?" he asked.

"Nothing," Shawna declared.

"She thought we should hear it from you," Kelly said.

"We know Mrs. Lane was found dead on Saturday morning, after the party on Friday night," Cheryl said factually. "It's all over school that she fell and hit her head, but no one seems to know what made her fall. Do you?"

"No, Cheryl, I don't," Ken answered her frank question. "Not yet, anyway. I am sure that she'd been drinking and that contributed to the fall. Guess I'd better start at the beginning. Mrs. Lane's neighbor saw her patio door standing open early Saturday morning and went over to close it; she saw Mrs. Lane on the floor, went in to check, and called 911. She told me about the party and said she'd seen a light-colored car parked in front of Mrs. Lane's house in the wee hours of the morning."

"My car's a light tan – but Cheryl and I didn't go to the party," Shawna said.

Ken smiled ruefully. "That isn't much to go on, and it's very likely that the car has nothing to do with the death. Thankfully many criminals are stupid, but they usually don't drive their own car to a murder."

"Not if they intended to commit murder," Gracie mused aloud.

"Exactly. The ME puts time of death between 1:00 and 3:00AM; according to the last hold-outs the party was over at 1:30 so that narrows it a bit. Her blood-alcohol level was .12, so she was definitely intoxicated. Cause of death was a blow to the head caused by a fall from the dining room onto the hard tile floor in the sunken living room. There was some skin under her fingernails, but no bruises or scratches or other indication she'd put up a fight of any kind. No signs of forced entry, and about a zillion fingerprints so they won't do us any good."

"Wow!" Cheryl said. "She was schnockered."

"Three sheets to the wind, as my Daddy would say," Ken agreed. "And of course the patio door was left standing wide open. We know that it was unlocked during the party and kids went in and out to the patio. We found an earring out there that belonged to…"

"That was Amy's," Gracie supplied.

"But Amy doesn't date," Shawna piped up. "She sure wouldn't have been out there with a guy."

"She doesn't smoke, either tobacco or pot, so that wasn't the reason," Cheryl added.

"It was a little warm in the house," Kelly said. "It's entirely possible she just went out for some fresh air or a quiet moment, but I didn't notice."

"Did either of you," here Ken nodded at Gracie and Kelly, "see anything odd outside during the party? Maybe a fight?"

Gracie looked thoughtful for a minute, trying to remember what had piqued her curiosity. "Jake and Meaghan were out there talking, they had their heads together like it was real serious, but they weren't fighting."

"Okay, given these facts, what do you think might've happened?" Ken asked.

"Since she was really drunk she could've just lost her balance and fallen," Shawna said.

"But the door was open which makes it look like someone left that way, and in too much of a hurry to close it," Kelly said.

"I suppose she could've been cleaning up," Cheryl suggested. "You know, she'd gone out to pick stuff up outside, came in to throw it away, and then gotten side-tracked by something else that needed doing in the living room and fell down the stairs." She stopped, having noticed the disbelieving looks of her friends. "My aunt drinks," she stated. "I've seen her do crazy stuff like that; she has the attention span of a gnat when she's drunk."

Ken nodded soberly. "People do strange things when they're drunk. It could've happened just that way."

"But what about the skin under her nails?" Gracie asked. "I'm assuming the ME didn't find scratches on her body where she'd scratched herself." She looked to Ken for confirmation. "Which means she scratched someone else. If someone pushed her off those steps maybe she reached out to grab his arm to keep from falling and scratched him."

"And the same thing could've happened if someone else was there and she just lost her balance. She would still have tried to stop her fall," Ken said.

Kelly nodded in comprehension. "There's nothing to indicate a physical fight, but she could've been yelling at someone. Or running from someone. Or maybe she scratched someone earlier in the day, and who knows how that might've happened."

"It'd be impossible to check out all the fingerprints, even on the door frame," Gracie mused. "Everyone at the party has an alibi of sorts, since there's no way to know when the prints were made. And the place was a mess when I left so you couldn't really tell if there was a scuffle."

"What do you all think of Jake Salazar?" Ken asked, seemingly out of the blue.

"Jake?" Cheryl asked. "Great eye-candy, good running back, most of the girls would die to go out with him."

"Ditto," Shawna agreed. "But I wouldn't date him on a dare, he's got too many girlfriends already."

"Nice enough guy, but he'd better hope he gets signed to play football for some college 'cause he won't get there with his grades," was Kelly's opinion.

"He made that big scene with Maggie," Gracie added. She'd already told Shawna and Cheryl about that so no explanation was needed. "Why?"

"Would it surprise you to learn he'd been having an affair with Mrs. Lane?"

Shawna's face registered shock and Cheryl's showed bored acceptance; Gracie seemed a little surprised, while Kelly just looked disgusted. None of them made the connection to the scratches, for which Ken was grateful. Kids that age shouldn't know about that kind of rough sex.

"Ahem," he began, not quite knowing how to say this. "Some people like to, um, well – to scratch, or be scratched, during lovemaking. Please don't ask me to explain that."

Shawna looked horrified at the very thought, but the other three nodded a little uncertainly as if they had indeed heard about the practice.

"So Maggie scratched Jake," Cheryl said in a matter-of-fact tone. "Did you figure that out from the DNA?"

"Nope," Ken told them. "Jake came into the station this afternoon and told me all about it. He says it happened Friday after school, and before the game and party of course."

"So he says," Gracie said. "He could've come back to her house after the party and it happened then, just like we said."

"Well, not quite like that," Ken said. "He showed me the scratches on his back. At this point it's impossible to measure the healing process and tell if they were made at 4:00PM on Friday or 2:00AM on Saturday. But they definitely were not made by someone making a wild grab to catch their balance."

"We all saw Jake leave early," Kelly said. "Is there any evidence he did go back later?"

"His mother says he came home around 1:00 AM Saturday morning and stayed there. She seemed like the kind of woman who keeps track of her kids, says she's a light sleeper and would've heard if he'd left again. It's hardly proof, but she had the ring of truth in her voice," Ken told them.

"The Salazars are a very religious family," Shawna said. "Jake's the oldest kid, but none of 'em have ever been in trouble. It wouldn't surprise me that their parents know where they are and what they're doing."

"Though it would probably surprise them to learn about Maggie," Cheryl added.

Gracie was frowning in contemplation. "But if Jake came in and admitted he'd been with her and that she'd scratched him, wouldn't he be likely to also admit it if there'd been an accident and she'd fallen?" she finally asked.

"You would think so," Ken replied. "He was nervous about talking to me, but I didn't get the sense that he was leaving anything out. From all I've heard he strikes me as the kind of young man who would've called 911 if he'd been there when she fell, instead of running away."

"Yes, I think so, too," Gracie said. "Especially if it was really an accident. He could've made up some story about coming back to help clean up, or maybe even admit she'd been flirting with him and all that."

"Just so," Ken said. "Or he could be thinking that admitting the affair is enough that we won't suspect him of involvement in her death. It's just so hard to tell, there's not enough evidence either way."

"Do you think it was murder or accident?" Gracie asked.

"At most it looks like manslaughter – but we just don't know. If it is manslaughter, Jake Salazar is my number one suspect."

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 35




 

By Wednesday no one at school said a word about Mrs. Lane's death; it was as if they'd forgotten all about the un-favorite teacher. No one mentioned the sub, either; even those students in his class. Life seemed to be back to normal, with its endless rounds of petty gossip and complaints about boyfriends/girlfriends, parents, and classwork. That made it far easier for Gracie and her friends to keep quiet about what Ken had told them the night before.

They all kept their eyes and ears open whenever Jake was around or mentioned, but found nothing the least bit suspicious. Of course, Gracie reasoned, Jake would hardly tell anyone if he had been at Maggie's house when she died. Maybe Shaun and Tyler, but she doubted it. She wouldn't tell a soul something like that, and Jake wasn't stupid. A secret shared is no longer a secret.

The big news of the day, if you could call it that, was Emily's poison ivy. She'd shown up drenched in pink lotion and insisted on regaling everyone with the details of how horribly it itched and how she had absolutely no idea where she might've gotten it. Gracie felt a little sorry for her because people started shying away when Emily walked up. She knew Emily would keep up the progress reports all week long, until even her friends would tell her to shut up already.

By the time school let out the weather had turned cool and rainy. Gracie walked to the bike rack and stared disconsolately at her bicycle. She could go back in and get some paper towels from the ladies' room to dry the seat, but it looked like it might pour again at any second. Fat black clouds hung in the sky and the wind was brisk enough to cut through her denim jacket even as she stood there. She sighed and pulled out her cell phone to call Shawna. This is the downside of trying not to pollute the air, she thought as she hit 'send'.

A few minutes later Shawna and Cheryl came out to meet her, and they began slowly walking to the car.

"Should've driven your car today," Cheryl said.

"I would have if I'd known it was gonna be like this," Gracie responded. "It won't be long before I can't ride my bike at all, so I'm trying to use it as much as I can."

"What about your bike?" Shawna asked. "You just gonna leave it here? Someone might steal it."

"Oh, I'll ask Clay to bring me back up here to get it," she said. "Though I guess I'd better start paying more attention to the weather report because all this driving defeats the purpose of riding the bike!"

Madison sailed by them on her Heelies, waving cheerfully as she passed.

"You guys wanna go home, or maybe we could go to the mall instead," Cheryl suggested.

"Why, is there some new style coming out today that you've gotta have before it's 'old'?" Shawna teased.

"There might be!" Cheryl grinned. "But seriously, Friday's an away game; I'd like to look good just in case I meet some cute guy there." Her eyes sparkled, though it was hard to tell whether it was over the possible new clothes or guy.

"I just hope we don't have rain for the game," Gracie said. "You're driving, it's up to you Shawna. I don't mind if we hang out at the mall for awhile."

They heard a scream and looked around to see Madison sprawled on the ground some distance ahead. All three girls raced ahead to help.

"Madison! Are you okay?" Shawna asked.

"What happened?" Gracie asked.

"Gotta watch out when your shoes have wheels," Cheryl opined. "Are you hurt?"

Madison sat up and looked around. "I'm not sure," she answered. "I was just skating along and wham!" She brushed her hands together to dislodge any dirt they might have picked up. "Owww! Looks like I got a little road rash." She held her palms out for her friends to see.

"Doesn't look too bad, but I bet it hurts," Gracie said.

"Uh, Madison, you've busted the knee out of your pants," Cheryl told her.

Madison bent her knees to pull them closer for a better look. She pushed aside the torn cloth with her index finger and said "Damn." They could all clearly see a thin film of blood on the bare skin of her knee.

Gracie extended a hand. "Can you stand up?"

Madison took the hand and let Gracie help her up, taking most of her weight on her undamaged leg. Gingerly she flexed the other leg, then pressed her foot to the ground to see if it would bear her weight. She grimaced, but said, "It's gonna be sore, but I don't think anything's broken." She leaned against the trunk of the nearest car to rest.

"Good," they all chorused.

Shawna began picking up the books that had gone flying when Madison took her spill. Cheryl looked at the ground behind where Madison had fallen to see what might have caused it. She picked up a jagged shard of red plastic and held it out.

"I bet you ran over this," she said. "Looks like a piece of a taillight; someone's had a little accident, I guess."

They all looked down and saw several more pieces. Then they began looking around at the cars parked nearby.

"I don't see any damage, they must've been there this morning," Madison said.

"Look beside you," Gracie said. "Whose car are you leaning on?"

Madison looked to her right and gasped when she saw the shattered lens. "It's my car!"

"Was it broken this morning?" Cheryl asked.

"I don't think so," Madison said. "But I don't really know. I mean, well, the way I parked last night I wouldn't have walked past the back end when I got in it this morning."

"Did you go anywhere yesterday? Mall, convenience store – anywhere someone might have bumped the car while it was parked?" Shawna asked.

Madison furrowed her brow in thought for a moment. "I went to Andrea's for awhile; we were supposed to be doing homework but really just hung out."

"Did you park in the street?" Gracie wanted to know.

Madison had to think about that, too; clearly she was a little rattled after her fall.

"Here's the culprit," Cheryl said, pointing to the car across the row. "Looks like they hit your car when they pulled forward to back into the slot."

All eyes stared at the car in question. There was a definite dent in its front fender.

"But how do we know that's the one?" Shawna wanted to know. "That could've happened any time."

Gracie walked over for a closer look, then beckoned the others over. "Maybe that little piece of red plastic stuck in the crack," she said.

"Whose car is it?" Cheryl asked as she pulled her cell phone out and began taking pictures.

Emily walked up at that moment and asked, "What are you guys doing with my car?"

"Your car!" Madison exclaimed hotly.

"Yes, my car," Emily said emphatically. She looked closer and saw the dent. "What'd you do, hit it?"

"No, you hit mine this morning," Madison retorted.

"I did not," Emily insisted, looking at Madison's broken taillight. "You backed into me."

"Oh, and that explains why I tripped over the pieces of my taillight and fell on my ass," Madison returned.

"Oh my God, look at that dent! You're gonna pay to have that fixed." Emily started to put her hands to her cheeks but remembered at the last second that she didn't want to risk spreading the poison ivy, especially to her face.

"You're the one who's going to be buying me a new taillight," Madison insisted.

"Ladies!" Gracie said forcefully. "Let's just all calm down and think this out. Madison, when you parked this morning did you pull in straight, or did you have to back out and try again?"

"I'm a good driver, I got it right the first time," Madison said, glaring at Emily.

Gracie patted the air with her hands, emphasizing her request to cool down. "Okay, what about you, Emily?"

"I pulled through from the other side," she explained. "I like to do that when I can, makes it easier to leave."

"Could somebody else have hit both cars trying to get into the next slot over?" Shawna asked.

The five of them spent a couple of minutes looking at adjacent cars, but found nothing.

"There's an empty space, maybe they already left," Shawna suggested.

"I'd certainly find another parking spot if I'd hit not one but two cars!" Cheryl commented.

Gracie stood in the middle of the lane, head swiveling left and right to look at each car in turn. "Wait a minute, something's not right."

Emily and Madison looked cautiously at each other, not yet ready to admit the other's possible innocence.

"Whadda ya mean?" Cheryl asked.

Gracie pulled her backpack off, set it on the ground, and began fishing in its depths. She held up a pocket-sized tape measure as if that would answer all their questions. Tensions eased a bit as curiosity overcame the girls. Gracie measured the height of Madison's taillight, then walked over to measure Emily's front bumper.

"The taillight's a good six inches higher than the bumper," she announced.

"And that means?" Madison asked, not quite ready to give up her claim of injury.

"It means," said Gracie solemnly, "that neither of these cars hit the other. The damage doesn't match up."

"Then why is there a piece of my taillight stuck in Emily's bumper?" Madison asked truculently.

"It could've been kicked up by another car driving past," Gracie suggested. "I don't know what did happen, but it's not either one of your faults."

Emily seemed to have just noticed Madison's torn pants and bloody knee. "Oh gee, Madison, I hope you weren't hurt when you fell."

Madison looked at each car in turn, then at Gracie. She sighed. "I'm sorry, Emily. It really looked like you'd hit my car."

"I'm sorry, too, Madison," Emily offered. "At least the damage isn't too bad."

"Looks to me like someone's played a dirty trick on the both of you!" Cheryl said.






  








Chapter 36




 

"I've had better lunches," Cheryl informed her friends, wiping her mouth with a paper napkin.

"I like chili," Kelly said. He scraped the last dregs from the plastic bowl and leaned forward a bit to see if she had some left. "I'll take that if you don't want it."

"It's not bad for institutional food," Gracie said. "And besides, none of us felt like going out for lunch in this weather.

"Here, Kelly, you can have mine too." Shawna picked up her bowl and handed it to him. "It's been cloudy all day, but naturally it had to start raining right at lunchtime."

Cheryl handed him her bowl as well. She glanced at the clock on the cafeteria wall and said, "I think I'll visit the ladies' room now. It's always so crowded right before the bell rings."

"Sounds like a plan," Gracie said.

Shawna stood up too, prompting Kelly to look up in surprise. "You're not gonna leave me here all by my lonesome, are you?" He did his best to look pitiful.

Gracie patted his shoulder and reminded him that he was still eating. "We'll be right back."

They walked away together, leaving Kelly mumbling to himself about the age-old question of why women couldn't seem to manage this basic function alone.

"Let's stop at the vending machines on the way back," Cheryl suggested. "I want something to take the taste of that chili out of my mouth."

"You complain about the grease in the chili, then you eat chocolate," Gracie teased.

"And you stay so skinny!" Shawna added.

"But the calories in candy taste so much better!" Cheryl explained, laughing.

They pushed open the door to find the bathroom apparently unoccupied. But they hadn't taken three steps before they heard the unmistakable sound of someone losing their lunch. They looked at each other and grimaced in sympathy.

"Who's there?" Gracie asked. "Are you okay?"

At first the only answer was a groan. "Uh, it's Meaghan. Is that you, Gracie?"

"Yeah, and Shawna and Cheryl are here too."

"I must've eaten something that disagreed with me," Meaghan said in a weak voice.

"I told you that chili was gross!" Cheryl said.

Shawna grabbed a couple of paper towels, wet them at the sink, and bent down to stick her hand under the door. "Here's some wet towels, if you need to clean up or wipe your face."

"Thanks…unh!" Whatever Meaghan had been going to say was cut off by another bout of sickness.

"Stay there and we'll help you when we're done," Gracie said.

"I'll be okay," Meaghan insisted. "Just let me sit here a minute."

A couple of minutes later Meaghan unlocked her door and they helped her stand up. "Let's get you over to the sink so you can wash your hands," Shawna directed. "You should rinse your mouth out, too."

Gracie kept her hands on Meaghan's waist to steady her as she cleaned up. Meaghan looked at herself in the mirror and remarked, "I look awful."

"You want us to take you to the office so you can lie down?" Gracie asked.

"No, thanks," Meaghan said. "Actually I'm feeling better now." She tried a feeble grin on for size. "You know how it is, sometimes you just have to get it out and then you'll be okay. You can let go of me now, Gracie."

Emily burst in and headed for the sinks. She stuck her hands under the water, pumped a blob of soap onto one and began working up lather. As she did so she took in the scene with the other girls. "What's wrong?"

"Meaghan ate the cafeteria chili," Cheryl replied, trying to lighten the mood. "What're you doing, scrubbing for surgery?"

"It's this horrible poison ivy!" Emily wailed. "It just seems to be getting worse. See, yesterday I found some on the side of my neck." She pointed with a soapy finger.

"Allison told you not to scratch it," Gracie said.

"I'm not, I swear," Emily insisted. She held out one arm. "See? It's covered with that pink crap, and there's no scratch marks." She began rinsing her hands.

"So what's with the hand-washing?" Shawna inquired. "Soap won't make it go away."

Emily sighed loudly. "I know. But I'm getting paranoid; just in case I've touched it without realizing I figure it can't hurt to wash my hands a lot. Then maybe it won't spread so much."

"Makes sense to me," Gracie said. She turned to check on Meaghan, who was staring at her hands, turning her little silver purity ring around and around on her finger. "Are you feeling better now, Meaghan?"

Meaghan's head jerked up as if she were surprised the conversation had turned back to her. "Yeah, I think so, thanks."

"Do you need to go home or something?" Shawna asked, concerned.

"I think I'll be fine," Meaghan said, though her tone of voice didn't sound so sure. "Besides, Amy's coming over to hang out after school and I'd hate to disappoint her."

"Well, if all the crises are over, we'd better get back to Kelly," Cheryl said. "He's gonna wonder if we all fell in!"

Cheryl was still licking the chocolate off her fingers as she settled in to her seat in 4th hour. She pulled the appropriate book from her backpack, added a notebook, and then began rummaging around in search of a pencil. Having found one, she opened the book, pressing her hands against the pages to keep them open. She stared in dismay at the resultant brown smudge her sticky fingers had left on the page, then began licking the fingers again.

"Didn't your mother teach you to wash your hands after you ate?" Serene said snidely. She sauntered over towards Cheryl and looked down her nose at the smear on the book. "Looks like someone's been eating chocolate. I never touch the stuff because I know what it'll do to my face and figure."

Another time Cheryl might have returned the rudeness but right now she was doubly embarrassed to be noticed as well as harassed. "It doesn't seem to bother me." She glanced at the clock. "Help me out here, do you have a tissue so I can wipe my fingers?"

That was the right response, as it served to point out that Serene had to work at looking good while Cheryl seemed able to eat anything and not gain weight. "Gimme a minute and I'll see – but only because I don't want you touching me and getting me all sticky."

Serene turned her back on Cheryl and took a step forward to her desk; Cheryl reached over the back of the chair and rubbed her fingers across the wooden surface, sticking her tongue out as she did. She pulled her hand back quickly as Serene sat down, and pasted an innocent smile on her face. The girl across the aisle smothered a giggle with one hand while giving Cheryl a thumb's-up with the other.

Serene dropped her backpack on the desk with a heavy thump. She'd opened her mouth to make another nasty comment when suddenly the entire writing surface of the desk flipped forward under the weight of the book bag. Both desktop and bag fell on Serene's outstretched legs and she screamed with surprise.

Everyone stared in shock for a moment. Austin jumped up to pull the heavy piece of wood off Serene's legs, then stood there holding it awkwardly, unsure quite what to do with it. He finally put it down on the teacher's desk.

The teacher rushed up, having seen the accident as she walked into the room. "Serene, are you all right? My goodness, I've never seen that happen before."

Serene looked down at her feet and said in a stunned voice, "I'm bleeding."

The teacher bent down to take a closer look. "It's just a scratch, dear. Stand up and see if you can walk." She extended a hand to help Serene up, which gesture was ignored.

Serene took a cautious step and announced that it hurt a little but she didn't think anything was broken.

"Why don't you go clean up and we'll get you another desk. Austin, bring up one of those in the back, no one sits there this hour." She pushed the broken desk into the front corner of the room as Serene left (limping) and Austin showed off his strength by picking up an empty desk rather than pushing it.

The teacher pushed on the replacement to make sure it too wouldn't fall apart. "All right, class. Everything's under control; let's get started and Serene can catch up when she comes back. Though what with poor Mrs. Lane and Travis' fall the other day and now this we certainly seem to be having a lot of accidents around here lately."

Gracie and her girl friends had gone to the mall after school. Kelly professed a sudden interest in homework; anything was better to him that wandering around the mall looking at clothes! Cheryl had bought a new pair of skinny jeans, but Gracie and Shawna were more interested in chili-cheese fries and chocolate malts. The three girls staked out a table where they could watch people walk by and dug in.

"Did you hear about Serene?" Cheryl asked.

"What about her?" Shawna said, obviously not terribly interested.

"Her desk fell apart in 4th hour," Cheryl said. "The top just came right off and whacked her legs."

"Was she hurt?" Gracie asked, only mildly interested.

"She had a little cut on her ankle, and she limped when she left to take care of it. But I doubt she was really hurt."

"How could a desk fall apart?" Shawna asked, curious now.

Cheryl shrugged. "I don't know, but it did. The whole top just came off when she dropped her backpack on it."

"But they're bolted on, or something," Shawna protested.

"The nuts must've worked loose, maybe some guy was playing with them the hour before lunch," Gracie suggested.

Cheryl shrugged. "The teacher did mention there'd been several accidents lately."

"Like what?" Shawna wanted to know.

"Well, she mentioned Maggie and something about Travis," Cheryl replied. "Travis Stephenson? Did something happen to him?"

"Travis Nichols," Gracie replied.

"Oh, the nerd," Cheryl said.

"Cheryl! That's not very nice," Shawna said.

"Well, he is a nerd, a geek, a four-eyes; what'd he do anyway, break his glasses?"

"Travis is smart," Gracie insisted. "Just because he dresses a little weird and doesn't socialize much doesn't mean he's not a nice guy. He slipped at the bottom of the stairs the other day, fell and broke his arm."

"Owww!" Shawna put in.

"Good thing it wasn't Emily! We'd still be hearing about how bad it hurt," Cheryl said.

"But we are still hearing how bad that poison ivy itches!" Gracie said, laughing. "You know, come to think about it, there have been several accidents lately. You don't think Emily went out and deliberately got poison ivy, do you?"

"There's Madison's fall yesterday, too," Shawna reminded them. "That happened because of the broken tail light."

"Yeah, but they're just accidents," Gracie insisted. "You couldn't plan things like that. I mean, you could deliberately break Madison's taillight but even though you know she's usually skating around on the heelies you couldn't be sure she'd trip over the pieces and fall."

"And Emily's car just happened to be parked across the row. That was pure luck. Everyone knows they're friends, who'd want to make them mad at each other?" Shawna asked.

"We all gave Emily a hard time about getting the poison ivy from making out in the bushes, but that's not the kind of thing she does," Gracie said. "Although it does seem weird that she'd get it this time of year." She stared off into the distance with a thoughtful look on her face.

"You got an idea?" Cheryl asked.

Gracie shook her head. "It just seems like there's something I should be able to remember that somehow is connected." She shrugged and smiled. "It'll come."

"Those desks are old," Cheryl said. "Who knows if a bolt is missing or not? Serene dropped her bag down pretty hard, maybe it was hanging together by a thread and that was just too much."

"Well, at least nobody's been really hurt," Shawna said, trying to see the bright side.

"A broken arm hurts," Gracie said. "Trust me. I saw Travis right after it happened and he was in pain."

"You know, I could sort of see someone trying to get back at the popular girls," Cheryl said slowly, as if thinking out her point. "But why would anyone want to hurt a geek like Travis?"

"Have you heard from your cop friend lately?" Shawna asked. "Has he figured out what happened to Mrs. Lane?"

"Haven't heard a word since he talked to us on Tuesday," Gracie replied. "Why? Are you thinking that was just an accident too?"

"He said it could've been," Shawna said. "There's no evidence of foul play, as they say on TV."

"He did tell us Jake screwed her Friday afternoon, but half the school knows she survived that!" Cheryl joked.

"I saw him leave the party," Gracie reminded them. "Ken said he'd checked with Jake's parents and is pretty sure he was at home when she died."

"You also said Maggie was flirting with all the jocks that night," Cheryl said. "You think that made him jealous?"

"And what, he slipped out of the house and pushed her down the stairs when she refused to stop flirting?" Shawna asked.

"How hard is it to crawl out a window?" Cheryl asked rhetorically. "My cousin does it all the time. His mother's usually so drunk she never knows."

"But Jake's mother isn't known for drinking," Gracie said. "Though I guess that doesn't mean he hasn't figured how to get out without her hearing it."

"Maybe she got jealous of all his girlfriends," Shawna suggested.

"So he killed her to get her to shut up about it?" Cheryl asked ironically. "Wouldn't it have been easier just to drop her? He's not even in her class, so it's not like he'd be worried about his grade!"

"Jake could take his pick of almost any girl in school, but that doesn't mean he's sleeping with any of them. Maybe that's why he wanted to keep a, um, relationship with Mrs. Lane," Shawna said.

"Oh come on!" Cheryl sounded exasperated with Shawna's naïveté. "Do you really think some of them aren't putting out?"

"But none of that is a really good reason to kill someone," Gracie interceded before her friends' feelings got hurt. "Not cold-blooded murder, anyway. Maybe they got into a fight and she fell, but I can't see Jake killing someone."

Cheryl sighed. "You're right, Gracie. I can't see it either. But drunks are usually so relaxed they don't get hurt when they fall down. They survive car wrecks! I'm just not buying that Maggie fell down all by herself; something must've happened to make her fall."

"Maybe we're looking at it from the wrong angle!" Shawna suggested. "It was all Jake's girlfriends who ganged up on Mrs. Lane and asked her to leave him alone." She giggled at such a silly idea.

"Like some kind of intervention?" Cheryl asked. "'Why don't you pick on someone your own age', that kind of thing?"

"They wouldn't be able to keep quiet about it," Gracie said. "Especially after they found out Maggie had ended up dead."

"Gracie's right," Cheryl said. "Although it does make for a great picture; I'd have liked to see that confrontation. But someone would get scared and talk, and it's been nearly a week already."

Shawna grinned to show she wasn't taking it personally. "Yeah, Emily would bust if she couldn't reenact the scene; or Meaghan would confess to her priest or something."

"Meaghan's a Baptist; they have preachers, not priests," Cheryl put in.

"Close enough," Shawna retorted.

Gracie had a thoughtful look on her face. "But Meaghan and Jake were having some kind of serious conversation out on the patio that night," she said. "Kelly and I thought maybe they were breaking up, but what if she was mad about him flirting with Maggie?"

"Was that before or after the queso incident?" Cheryl inquired.

Gracie frowned, trying to remember. "After, I think; but I'm not sure."

"Meaghan's such a prude, I could see her getting all high and mighty and telling Maggie to leave Jake alone," Cheryl said.

"I can, too," Shawna agreed. "But I can't see her pushing Maggie off the steps, or running off without calling the police. She's the kind who'd own up to the whole thing because it was the right thing to do."

"I still think someone was there that night," Gracie said. "Whether it was murder or manslaughter someone made Maggie fall off those steps."

"Me, too. But did you hear that?" Cheryl inquired, grinning. "Shawna just called her 'Maggie'!"

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 37




 

Cheryl read the directions to her classmates. "Only use half of what you've got. Put down a layer of noodles first, then the Ricotta stuff, the cheese, and then pour on the meat sauce." This was her 3rd hour class, Home Ec.; today they were making a quick and easy lasagna. Cheryl watched as the other three girls in her cooking group put the dish together. Personally she thought there didn't seem to be anything quick or easy about this lasagna; so much easier to nuke a Stouffer's and be done with it.

"Now do it all over again," she directed. "Then put it in the oven and we can pretend to listen to the teacher while it cooks." Her mother had insisted she take this class and she'd hated it from the first. So far they'd just done simple things and she'd thought maybe this would be different – something she actually might like to eat. The class was right before lunch with the idea being they could all stay and eat what they'd cooked but she'd rather hang out with Gracie, Shawna, and Kelly. Even the cafeteria food was better than what they'd been making in class!

She helped the other girls clean up and then took her seat with them. The teacher began droning on about how all the different flavors and textures combined in the lasagna but Cheryl wasn't interested and besides, the ticking of all the timers bothered her. She felt like they were ticking away her life second by second while she was stuck in this class.

She began looking around at the other students; mostly girls but there were a couple of guys in the class. They got a lot of flack about that, but Cheryl didn't see anything wrong with it; her uncle was a damn fine cook. Of course he had to be since his wife preferred to hit the sauce instead of cook it. Besides the TV shows had lots of male chefs, like Emeril or that British guy Gordon what's-his-name. Her gaze lit on a backpack sitting partway in the aisle between her table and the next. Sticking halfway out of the front pocket was a big plastic pill bottle, the amber plastic coated with the dust from all the pills rattling around so that she couldn't see how many might be left.

She glanced over to see that the backpack belonged to Amy, who was studiously writing down something the teacher had said. Having just thought of her aunt's substance abuse problem Cheryl couldn't help but wonder why Amy had such a big bottle of pills. She hadn't said anything about being sick lately. Cheryl twisted in her chair and stretched her long legs out, 'accidentally' kicking the bag. The bottle obligingly popped out of the pocket and rolled along the floor in her direction, stopping with the label up.

Amy looked up from her notes as Cheryl stared down at the label. The prescription was for Anne Jones, presumably Amy's mother; the drug name of Tramadol meant nothing to Cheryl, but she could look it up on the web later. Amy leaned over and grabbed the bottle before Cheryl could offer to pick it up and hand it to her. Was Amy taking prescription drugs that weren't hers?

A sudden bee-bee-bee-beep rang out loud and clear. Cheryl looked up, startled, with the feeling she'd been caught doing something wrong. It was only one of the kitchen timers going off and another began a slightly different cadence. Cheryl put her hand to her chest in relief; she'd thought sure it was some kind of alarm, but that was just her guilty conscience nagging her about snooping. She jumped up with the rest of the class and went to rescue the lasagna.

"Just give me a little," she asked the girl serving the food. Everyone was required to at least taste what they'd made. She took her paper plate and plastic fork back to the table as other students did the same. Cautiously she held a forkful to her mouth, blowing on the lasagna to cool it before putting it in her mouth. "Hey, this is good!" she cried, carving up a second, larger, bite.

"It's terrific, isn't it!" Andrea said from the next table over. An orange smear on her plate indicated she'd already eaten half of her serving, and she had more left than Cheryl had taken. "You sound surprised, Cheryl. Haven't you ever eaten lasagna before?"

"Well, yeah, I have. I guess I just didn't expect anything I had to cook myself to be worth eating," Cheryl said, shoveling another bite into her mouth.

"I don't think it's all that great," Bonnie commented. "But then I'm not crazy about all the carbs in the pasta."

"I'm not that impressed, either," Amy said. She eyed her plate doubtfully, stirring the layers into a mess and finally taking a tiny bite.

Cheryl scooped up the last bite and said, "I'm gonna get some more. I might even learn to like cooking!"

"Me, too," Andrea said. "Anyone else want more? 'Cause if you don't, I'll take the rest."

No one at her table challenged her, so she brought the dish back to the table. "Easier this way," she commented as she dug in.

Cheryl ate her second serving a little more slowly, savoring the taste and wondering if she'd just found a new hobby. Across the aisle Amy was still picking at her food; did she just not like lasagna, or had the pills ruined her appetite?

Kelly had taken Gracie and Shawna to a drive-in for lunch; Cheryl hadn't shown up so they'd left without her. "You think that'll hold you until dinner?" he asked Gracie.

She patted her tummy and nodded her head. "In fact, I'm so full I feel like walking around a little before I go back to class; otherwise I might just fall asleep."

"We've got a little time left," Shawna said. "I'm not in any hurry to get back to school, anyway."

Kelly found a parking spot fairly easily since the lunch hour wasn't over yet. "We'll have to remember this, and head back a few minutes before everyone else. This is the closest spot I've found all week!"

"And yet we're deliberately taking the long way in," Shawna said mockingly.

"My fault," said Gracie.

They got out, locked the doors, and stood there looking at each other. "Which way?" Gracie asked.

"There's a big crowd over that way," Kelly said. "Let's go see what's going on."

They started walking at a sedate pace. Gracie might have wanted to walk off some of her lunch but the very fact that she was full kept her from moving too fast. It had rained earlier in the day but though there were still ugly gray clouds in the sky the cool air felt nicely brisk. "I hope it doesn't rain more tonight," she commented.

"It probably will," Shawna said. "There's a game tonight. Maybe it'll wait 'til the game's over, but since it's an away-game I doubt it. It'll probably pour as we're driving to it."

"I can see somebody's hood up," Kelly said. "Engine trouble, I guess; trunk's open so hopefully they've got some basic tools."

"Whose car is it, do you know?" Shawna asked.

"It's little and blue, does that help?" he asked wryly. "Is that Jake under the hood?"

"I think so," Gracie agreed. "I didn't know he knew anything about cars. There's sure a lot of people standing around. Looks like Shaun and Tyler and you can't miss Allison's red hair!"

"I can't tell who else is there," Shawna said. "Bobby Summers would be in his element here. I'm with you, I wouldn't think Jake would know which end of a car is which."

Suddenly they heard the sound of an engine starting and the crowd cheered loudly. Meaghan got out of the driver's side and threw her arms around Jake.

"What was wrong?" Kelly asked as they walked up.

"It wouldn't start," Meaghan said. Her eyes were red like she'd been crying, but with Jake's arm around her waist she seemed happy and relieved now. The car was purring beside her and everything seemed right in her world.

Jake pointed to the trunk. "The battery cable was loose; I just tightened it up a little," he said proudly.

"I told you he didn't know which end of the car to fix – that's the trunk!" Shawna exclaimed.

Jake turned his devastating grin on her. "Yes it is; and it just happens that the battery is in the trunk in a Miata."

Tyler put a hand perpendicular to his face with its back facing Shawna as if it would shield his words from everyone else. "I had to tell him where it was," he said in a stage whisper.

"Better go wash your hands," Kelly advised. "You might've gotten acid on them."

Meaghan squeaked and pulled away from Jake, brushing at her jacket where his hand had been resting. "I'll shut it off and we can go on in."

Someone handed Jake a paper napkin and he began wiping his hands. "No, let it run a few more minutes," he told her. "The battery needs to charge some." He shut the trunk and swiped at it with the napkin.

Kelly stepped closer to lift the hood enough to remove the prop-rod and put it back in the clips that held it in place. He let the hood drop with a clang, then tested it to make sure it had latched firmly. "Miata, huh?" he said. "It must be a lot of fun to drive."

Meaghan tilted her head in a so-so gesture. "It's cool in warm weather, when I can leave the top down."

"That sounds like a lot of fun," Gracie said. "The sun shining down, the wind in your hair…"

"Screaming around curves like a race-car driver," Kelly finished the verbal picture.

Meaghan shuddered. "I don't like to drive fast, or take chances. In fact, I'm thinking of selling it and getting something else."

"Why?" Shawna asked incredulously. "It's such a pretty color, and I bet it gets good mileage."

"My uncle sold it to us," Meaghan said. "He says it's 'French Blue'; it is a pretty color but it scares me a little, I always feel like I'm wasting its potential. And I'd like to have a car with a little more room."

"Sell it to me!" Tyler said, only half joking. "I'd use its potential."

"You'd look good driving around in that convertible," Allison told him. "But I'm not riding with you, your driving scares me as it is."

"Maybe I will," Meaghan said. "If you're serious, come talk to my dad this weekend. Sunday afternoon, maybe; he shouldn't be at the office then."

"Your dad sure spends a lot of time working," Allison remarked. "You'd think he was a doctor or something."

"He's a lawyer," Meaghan told her. "That's almost as bad, I think. He's always got some important case to work on, or has to meet people who can't get there during normal hours, and you ought to see the piles of papers he brings home."

"Reminds me of my dad," Gracie said a bit wistfully. "He liked his job and really liked that he made a lot of money at it. Of course, that doesn't always leave a lot of time to spend with his family."

"Aww, Gracie, I'm sorry I reminded you," Meaghan said sincerely. She heaved a sigh and said, "You do know what it's like, though. I'll tell Dad you're interested, Tyler."

"Get the battery cable fixed first!" Tyler said.

"You going to the game?" Brittney called out as she walked past.

"You bet!" Gracie replied. "I'll look for you there."

"It's a big stadium," Kelly said. "We may not be able to find everyone." They'd just reached his locker and he was trying to figure out which books he'd need for the weekend, moving them from backpack to locker or vice versa.

"C'mon, hurry up, Kelly," she said. "I wanna get my homework done this afternoon so I can have the weekend free. And don't forget, Mom's gonna make dinner for us before we have to leave for the game."

Kelly stood there holding his math book, looking at it with indecision. "I could whip this out at lunch on Monday, then I wouldn't have to carry it home and back."

From down the row of lockers someone yelled "Owww!"

They turned to see Shaun standing in front of an open locker; the door he was holding was still vibrating.

"You okay?" Gracie asked as she ran to him.

Shaun let go of the door to rub his forehead. "Uh, yeah, I think so," he said. "The damn thing came loose all of a sudden, whacked me in the head. Am I bleeding?"

Gracie peered at his head. "Not a drop," she said. "I don't even see a red spot; you can't get out of playing football that easy!"

Shaun shut the locker door and then cautiously pulled it open again. It opened without trouble. He tried it again just to be sure. "Got stuck on something, I guess. It'd take more than this to bench me – but did you hear about Andrea?"

"No, what happened?" she asked.

"They hauled her away to the hospital last hour," he told her. "She was acting all confused, said she was dizzy and threw up in class."

"Was that the siren we heard?" Kelly asked.

"Sure was," Shaun said. "Hope she's all right; she had us all pretty worried."

"Me too; that sounds pretty serious," Gracie said. "I'll call her tomorrow to see how she is."

"Give us a good game!" Kelly said, offering a raised fist which Shaun duly bumped.

It sprinkled on Gracie and Kelly during the drive out of town, but stopped just before they arrived at the 'enemy' stadium. They paid their way in and followed the signs to the visitors' section. Kelly carried a blanket and Gracie had a big umbrella so they felt they'd be comfortable enough even if it did start raining again. They found a group of their friends and settled down – as much as teenagers settle at a football game. There was a constant dance of kids getting up, going to get food or just moving to sit with someone else; and of course everyone seemed to think they had to stand to cheer their team on when the situation was tense.

The whole gang was there, with the exception of Serene and Tanya who were on the field with the cheer team. They – and everyone on their side of the stands – had a lot to cheer about too, as the football team played a great game against their long-standing rival. Every time Jake took off running all of his girlfriends were on their feet screaming his name and exhorting him to "Go!" Gracie noticed that many of the girls seemed to be there together and reflected that it must be difficult vying for the attention of the same guy. The girls were friends, but it must hurt when Jake took one of them out and the rest were left home alone.

Gracie cheered right along with them although she was only interested in the collective efforts of the team. Amy seemed particularly full of school pride, jumping up ready to cheer before a play even started and doing a little victory dance when the team did well. At times she'd run down the steps to stand at the rail so she could hopefully see a bit better. Just after half-time the clouds drizzled a little rain on the stadium; Gracie and Kelly shared the blanket and umbrella with those next to them and for awhile everyone huddled in little isolated islands while the game went on.

The rain stopped, though Kelly remarked that the clouds must still be there because he couldn't see any stars. The fourth quarter was particularly tense as the opposing team made a concerted effort and gained two touchdowns, tying the score. But their team rallied and Jake ran 70 yards for the winning TD. The spectators were ecstatic, alternating cheering with hugging anyone in sight.

Kelly leaned close to yell in Gracie's ear. "We should get outta here now, while everyone's still hanging around. It's a 30-minute drive back to our school and the wind's picking up, it might rain again before we get there."

Gracie looked at him like he was crazy, then apparently realized he was right. "Just let me ask if anyone needs a ride back."

She squeezed through the crowd of her friends, checking on their return plans and giving them all another hug for good measure. Everyone had a way home so she waved happily at them as she and Kelly headed toward the parking lot. Like coming back from lunch a few minutes early, leaving the crowded stadium while most everyone else was still celebrating (or not, as the case may be) was a great idea; there was little traffic to contend with in either the parking lot or on the road home.

Kelly was right about the rain, though. About halfway home the skies poured on them and Kelly slowed down to accommodate the conditions. "Just what we needed!" he said.

"I hope no one has any trouble," Gracie said. "At least this highway's pretty straight. I'd hate to be riding with Madison tonight though, her driving scares me."

Kelly stretched his right hand out to take her left and squeeze it. "I'll be careful. I wouldn't want to hurt you."

She squeezed back, brought his hand to her mouth and gave it a quick kiss. "I don't want you to get hurt, either."

He returned the hand to the steering wheel for safety's sake. "Just think – we'll get back to school ahead of everyone else, so you can have first dibs on the food."

Gracie's face turned serious. "Seems funny that just a week ago everyone wanted to skip the school-sponsored party and go to Mrs. Lane's house."

"Yeah, I know," he replied. "And now she's dead and I bet there won't be any more private parties the rest of the year. And we still don't know how it happened!"

"I think someone had to be there when it happened," she mused. "But I don't know if we'll ever know for sure."

They drove out from under the rain a block from their high school, parked, and slogged through the puddles into the building. They were indeed the first people to arrive, although of course the staff had already heard they'd won the game. Other students began arriving and the party got noisy quickly. They had a lot of celebrating to do and everyone was impatiently awaiting the arrival of the football team so they could tell them just how proud of them they all were.

Gracie had almost gotten to the bottom of her second piled-high plate when she noticed a commotion nearby. Jennifer had her cell phone pressed to her ear, a look of intense concentration on her face, and she was frantically signaling those near her to be quiet so she could hear. Everyone in the gym seemed to realize at once that there was a problem and a hush fell over the room; even the canned music seemed to get quieter.

Jennifer nodded and told the phone, "I'll let everyone know." She pulled it away from her face and flipped it closed from force of habit. Only then did she look around to see all eyes on her. "That was Amy," she said in a weak voice, a look of horror stealing over her face. "Meaghan's had a wreck. The ambulance is taking her to the hospital."

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 38




 

"Did she say anything else?" Gracie asked.

Jennifer wrung her hands and looked up with tears in her big blue eyes. "I think she said Meaghan was unconscious, but I'm not sure. Can't you drive any faster, Kelly?"

Kelly glanced over his shoulder at his passenger and said, "I don't want to have a wreck too, Jennifer." He realized immediately that his words were a mistake. "I'm sorry, I didn't really mean it like that."

Gracie turned around in the front seat as best she could with her seatbelt on and took one of Jennifer's hands in hers. "It'll be okay. The EMTs are taking care of her and they'll take her straight to the Emergency Room; we probably won't even be able to see her tonight."

Jennifer snuffled and wiped at her tears with the back of her free hand. "I'm just so worried about her."

"I know; I am too," Gracie tried to soothe her. "But we don't know how bad she's hurt; maybe she just got knocked out. We just have to wait 'til we get to the hospital."

Jennifer examined her face in the rear-view mirror as they drove under a streetlamp. "I look like crap," she stated. She paused a moment and said, "What kind of friend am I? Worried about how I look when Meaghan might be dying."

Gracie wanted to reassure Jennifer – and herself – that Meaghan wasn't dying, but the fact was that none of them knew that. "We're all upset. You won't be the only one crying, so don't worry about that. Unfortunately I'm sure you'll have plenty of time to fix your makeup while we're waiting to hear something."

Jennifer gave her an angry look. "I can't worry about makeup at a time like this!"

Gracie sighed inwardly and let her face relax into a calm smile; it reminded her of her mother, who often did that very thing. "You'll feel better if you look better," she said.

"Maybe," Jennifer allowed. "But I want to know how Meaghan is first."

"We're here," Kelly announced as he turned into the hospital parking lot. "I'll drop you two off at the ER and go park farther out. The spaces close to the door are for people who really need them."

As Gracie and Jennifer got out they saw a steady line of cars behind them. It looked like half the high school was gonna be there. Shawna pulled up to let Cheryl out as Kelly drove off.

"Looks like we'll have a big crowd," Cheryl said. "Why don't you go in and see what you can find out, and ask the nurse if there's a big waiting room. We don't all need to hang out in ER."

"That's a great idea," Jennifer said.

"You gonna wait here and handle crowd control?" Gracie asked, trying to make it sound a little funny to lighten the mood.

"Yeah, I figure we can help Meaghan best by staying out of the way and letting the doctors take care of her."

Gracie nodded and started after Jennifer through the over-sized revolving door, silently cursing its slow movement. Behind her she heard Cheryl's voice saying "Hi Elyzabeth. We're all gonna wait out here for a few minutes. Josh! Don't go in yet."

Gracie and Jennifer walked up to the desk and waited for the nurse there to hang up the phone. "Has Meaghan Pruitt been brought in yet? She'd be in an ambulance."

The nurse looked suspiciously at the two young women standing there; they looked nothing alike. "Are you relatives?" she asked crisply.

"Yes, she's our sister," Jennifer said decisively. She intended to let a tear trickle down her cheek for effect, but her emotions got the better of her and she began sobbing.

"No!" Gracie said. She gave the nurse her most honest smile. "She's our friend. She's been in a car wreck and they're supposed to be bringing her here." She reached out to pat Jennifer on the back.

The nurse raised one eyebrow at the two opposite stories. "I'm sorry, girls. I can't tell you anything; it's those privacy laws you know. You'll have to wait until her parents get here."

Jennifer nodded and started to turn away but Gracie took her arm to stop her. "I understand the rules," Gracie told the nurse. "But there's a bunch of her friends on the way here and it's gonna get real crowded and noisy real quick. We don't want to get in your way, but we're all worried about our friend. Can you at least point us to somewhere we can all wait?"

The nurse looked beyond the girls to see the growing crowd outside the ER doors. She was tempted to alert Security, but the darker-headed girl's request was reasonable and she could see their concern. It wouldn't be good PR for the hospital to turn these young people away, and she could tell someone to keep an eye on them to make sure they didn't get too loud and rambunctious. "There's a room on the 2nd floor you can use, it's the one with the tables and vending machines. You'll have to keep the noise level down, but I'll let everyone know as they come in and I'll tell her folks you're there when they arrive."

"Oh, my God! Has anyone called her parents?" Jennifer wailed.

"Thank you very much," Gracie said. "If you'll give me directions there's a girl outside who can direct everyone. Jennifer, why don't you go on up and we'll be there in a minute."

Jennifer headed for the elevators and Gracie went back outside. There were a lot of kids out there now, huddled under sheltering overhang of the building, but not saying a lot. She heard more than a few sniffles and sobs. They all looked at her as she walked out. At that moment they heard a siren in the distance and as one turned to watch its approach. Kelly took her hand in his.

The ambulance screamed into the parking lot with its lights strobing, stopping at the Emergency Room door; the ambulance door was flung open from the inside and medical personnel ran out of the hospital to take charge. Meaghan's friends were too far away to see anything but the rounded shape of a body on the gurney as it was pushed inside. No one said a word.

A car pulled up and Amy jumped out of it, leaving it running with the door open. "I followed the ambulance in; I don't know if she's still alive." She looked shaken to the core.

Brittney stepped out of the throng and threw her arms around Amy. "It's all right," she said, though tears were running down her own face.

"Take her inside, Brittney," Kelly directed. "I'll take care of her car and be right back." He got in the car and drove slowly away while Brittney and Gracie gently urged Amy inside the building.

"Listen up!" Cheryl yelled. "We're going to the 2nd floor. Remember this is a hospital! We need to be on our best behavior; no running, pushing, shoving, or yelling. I'll stay here to let anyone else know where we are." In a quieter voice she remarked, "Jeez, I feel like a kindergarten teacher or something."

Students started going through the revolving door two or three at a time. It was a mark of their shock that Cheryl's admonitions hadn't been necessary; no one felt like running or yelling.

"It's chilly out here, Cheryl," Josh told her. "I've got a heavier coat, I'll stay and give directions if you want."

"Thanks, Josh." Cheryl patted his arm and took her place in line, thinking it would be easier for him out here than dealing with the emotions upstairs.

Gracie and Brittney walked Amy through the ER waiting room to the elevator and up to the 2nd floor; Jennifer had propped the door open with a chair in anticipation of the large number of friends who'd be coming in. They sat Amy down at the first table they came to then sat down themselves on either side of her. Jennifer was moving around the room picking up trash and straightening chairs.

"Jennifer, get some water for Amy, please," Gracie said. "I think she's in shock. Maybe something with a little sugar would help; are there any cookies or candy bars?"

Amy just sat where they'd put her, staring straight ahead. Gracie noted that she wasn't crying, but then she herself hadn't felt like she'd had time for this tragedy to soak in and move her to tears. Brittney was holding Amy's hand and saying things like "It'll be okay" and "Just relax", talking to her almost as if Amy were a child. Gracie tried to help take Amy's coat off, but Amy made no move to help and Gracie had to do all the work. She vaguely registered the sounds of a vending machine spitting out a selection and a minute later Jennifer walked up with a bottle of water and a package of Oreo's. Amy looked at them like she didn't know what they were.

While Brittney continued to say meaningless soothing things Gracie opened the bottle and put Amy's hand around it. "Take a drink, Amy. It's just water, it'll make you feel better."

Amy obeyed like a robot and seemed to come to her senses a little with the first drink. She took several more while Gracie opened the package of cookies and pushed them across to Brittney who let go of Amy's hand and put a cookie into it. Amy ate the cookie and took another drink to wash it down.

"Thanks," Amy said, and picked up another cookie.

Their friends had been coming in, quietly staking out tables and buying drinks and snacks. It gave them something to do with their hands. They talked softly amongst themselves, impressed with the need not to disrupt hospital patients or staff and frightened at even being there. Most of them had dealt with the death of someone they knew but it had been a grandparent or auntie, not someone their own age. Though they had no idea how badly Meaghan was injured, they all feared the worst. And none of them knew how to handle their fear.

Kelly came in last and closed the door behind him. He walked up to the table where Amy was sitting and dropped two purses in the middle of the table; his attitude said he was glad to be rid of them. "I found both of these in your car, Amy. I guess one is Meaghan's?"

Amy seemed to have recovered somewhat; she reached out to take her purse and drop it on the floor beside her chair. "Uh, yeah. The paramedics were gonna leave it in her car so I took it with me. Thanks for bringing them in."

"Amy," Jennifer began hesitantly. "Did, uh, did the paramedics call Meaghan's parents?"

Amy looked confused for a second, then grabbed at the other purse and began digging through it. "I didn't even think about that!" she said, agitated now. "They just asked me what her first name was, so they could talk to her. But she was unconscious….I think. Anyway, she didn't say anything. I called you while they were getting her into the ambulance, but it never occurred to me that I should call her folks." She'd found Meaghan's cell phone and was poking at its unfamiliar buttons.

Brittney tried to take the phone from Amy saying, "Here, let me do that."

Amy pulled the phone away from Brittney. "I'll do it! It's all my fault, I should be the one to tell them what I did." She pushed another button, frowned and muttered, "Damn it, that's not the right one."

Kelly, standing behind her, reached over her shoulder and took the phone before she realized what happened. As she turned around in the chair to see what had happened he made a big show of pushing the phone into his jeans pocket. "I don't know about the rest of you, but that is one phone call I don't want to make. Brittney, why don't you take Meaghan's wallet down to the nurse in the Emergency Room. She can call Meaghan's parents, she's probably had to do that before and she'll know better what to say."

Brittney nodded and began looking through Meaghan's purse. "They'll need her drivers' license for identification, and she might have an insurance card in there too." She found the wallet and stood up. She hesitated a moment and then said, "This is so scary." Then she straightened her shoulders and walked out.

Kelly sat down in the chair Brittney had vacated and everyone stared at each other for a minute, no on knowing quite what to say. Finally Gracie spoke quietly. "What did you mean, Amy? When you said it was all your fault."

Amy broke down in tears, sobbing loudly. "It is my fault," she said, sniffling. "I hit her car and pushed her off the road!"

"Amy, you didn't do it on purpose," Jennifer said.

"But I did it, all the same!" Amy insisted.

Gracie handed her a tissue from the box thoughtfully provided on the table and Amy blew her nose. Then she dropped her head into her hands and began crying again. "I wish I'd never tried to take that shortcut."

"What shortcut?" Kelly asked. "Didn't you take the Interstate?"

Amy shook her head, smearing tears over her palms. She raised her head and took another tissue, wiping her face. "I thought there'd be less traffic if I took the state highway," she said as if trying to convince herself of the truth of the statement. I told her we'd get to the school before everyone else. Oh, if I hadn't done that this wouldn't have happened!"

"You don't know that," Gracie said, patting Amy's arm. "If Meaghan was following you then you couldn't have hit her car."

"It was dark, there weren't any lights out there. And it was raining," Amy insisted.

"Amy, I know you're upset," Gracie said. "But you're not making any sense! Start from the beginning and tell us exactly what happened."

Amy took a deep, shuddering breath and sat up a little straighter. "I saw the signs for the state road on the way there and like I said, I thought there'd be less traffic and I'd get home quicker. You know how it is trying to get out of a stadium with about a zillion other people all wanting out at the same time."

"That's why we left as soon as the game was over," Kelly said. "But I can see how you'd think the less-traveled road might be faster," he hastened to add.

"So I told Meaghan about my idea and she liked that, she said she'd follow me. But it was dark and raining and the road had lots of curves; it was kinda scary driving."

Amy paused to sniffle as more tears threatened. Gracie just nodded for her to continue.

"My phone rang so I pulled over to the side to answer it," Amy said. "You know how they're always going on about how talking on the phone while you're driving isn't safe."

Everyone at the table nodded solemnly.

"So Meaghan passed me and I said I couldn't talk right then and then I had to hurry to catch up to her." A look of horror stole over Amy's face. "But when I did I was going too fast and I couldn't see very well and I guess I misjudged the distance. I ran into her car."

"It was an accident," Kelly told her. "It could've happened to anyone under those conditions."

Amy was staring straight ahead, seeing not her friends but what had happened an hour ago. She spoke mechanically, saying "There was a curve to the right just ahead. I saw her brake lights go on, but the car just kept sliding. The road was wet, her car just kept going straight ahead. It flew off the road, I watched it like it was in slow motion. It hit a tree. I don't know how I got my car stopped."

"Amy, it wasn't your fault," Gracie said. "You don't need to say anymore."

"I ran down the bank and tried to help her. But her door was locked and I couldn't get in and she wasn't moving," Amy couldn't seem to stop talking. "I didn't know what to do, I beat on the window but she wouldn't wake up. I yelled and screamed for her to open the door."

"And then you did the only thing you could do," Gracie said in a soothing voice. "You went back to your car and called 911. You did exactly the right thing."

Amy nodded. "Yes, I did the only thing I could. It took them forever to get there; I didn't really know where we were so they had to look for my headlights. I called Jennifer while they were putting Meaghan in the ambulance. I didn't know what else to do."

Jennifer stood up and threw her arms around Amy's shoulders. "It's okay, it's not your fault. Stop saying it is!"

Shawna had been sitting at the next table and apparently overheard most of the story and she came over to add her reassurances to Amy. The rest of the kids realized that something was going on and as the account spread everyone came over to add their assurance that it was just an accident and they didn't think it was her fault.

"Maybe it was just an accident," Amy finally agreed. "But we sure have had an awful lot of accidents, lately."

"This will be the last of them," Gracie said with assurance. "It's time our luck changed."

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 39




 

When the football team and cheerleaders arrived in the 2nd floor waiting room they were hoping to hear something more about Meaghan's status, but there was nothing to report. Brittney had gone down to ask the ER nurse if she could tell them anything, but the woman again cited the privacy laws and refused to say anything else. They'd all seen a face peer in the tiny window at them from time to time, staff checking up on the large group. But even with the addition of more people the room was surprisingly quiet.

Jake spent some time talking privately with Amy, making her re-live the accident again Gracie thought. But he too apparently absolved her of guilt, ending the chat by patting her on the arm before he rejoined his teammates. She noticed that although Jake seemed concerned he hadn't apparently shed any tears; but then he was a guy.

Time dragged on. They took up a collection and Shaun left to get pizzas. Some of the kids decided to leave after making sure someone would call them when there was news. Gracie thought about it herself, but was afraid she wouldn't be able to sleep if she did go home. She wasn't that close to Meaghan, but she was her friend and she wanted to know what had happened to her.

People came and went occasionally but when a middle-aged couple walked in the room grew silent and all eyes stared at them. They had to be Meaghan's parents. The woman had short mousy-brown hair, but even at this hour she wore an expensive tailored pantsuit with a large gold cross pendant. The man wore slacks and a pin-striped shirt open at the neck; with a touch of gray at his temples and stylish glasses he looked every inch the distinguished attorney. Gracie remembered that Meaghan had said he worked at lot at home and she could picture him closing up file folders and rushing here when the call had come.

"Mr. and Mrs. Pruitt, I'm Amy." She came forward and offered her hand. Mr. Pruitt shook hands with her, but Mrs. Pruitt pulled her into a hug.

"Yes, dear; I remember you. Call me Cynthia please," she said. Her manner was warm and friendly. "And this is my husband, Steve. Oh my goodness, I'm so comforted to see so many of Meaghan's friends here. It means so very much to us to see how many young people care for her."

Amy looked a little nervous. "Uh, please sit wherever you'd like, and I'd be happy to get you some coffee or something to eat. We'll all do anything we can to make this a little easier for you."

"A cup of coffee would be nice," Steve said as he led his wife to a table in one corner. "But I don't feel like eating just now."

Cynthia sat down next to her husband and Amy joined them, while Jennifer brought two cups of coffee from the large pot on the counter; Brittney trailed her with a handful of creamer and sweetener packets, stir-sticks and napkins. "We're all so very sorry," Brittney said.

Cynthia patted her hand and told her, "You're sweet to take care of us like this. The Lord has blessed Meaghan with good-hearted friends. Is there any of that pizza left?"

Cody flipped open the boxes and called out, "There's three slices of Pepperoni left, and one Supreme."

Steve shuddered slightly at the thought of eating cold pizza at this late hour but Cynthia requested the remaining piece of Supreme. "If nobody minds," she said. "I must keep up my strength."

Cody brought the pizza to her using a paper towel for a plate.

"Thank you, young man," Cynthia said kindly. She closed her eyes and bowed her head. "Thank you Lord for this good food and for these wonderful young people. I ask you, Lord, to watch over my daughter Meaghan, and the doctors and nurses who are taking care of her. I would humbly ask that you allow her to live, but if not I am comforted to know she will be in your loving presence for all eternity. Thy will be done. In Jesus' name, Amen."

"Amen," murmured most of the students. Many were quite sincere, though some looked distinctly uncomfortable and seemed to reply out of courtesy alone.

"Mrs…uh, Cynthia," Amy began as the woman took a big bite of pizza. "I know this must be really hard for you, but please, could you tell us how Meaghan is?"

Steve spoke up. "She is alive, thank God. She has some internal damage and they've taken her to surgery. The doctor believes she has a good chance of full recovery, but there are no guarantees of course."

A loud sigh of relief echoed across the room. The girls hugged each other while the guys exchanged high-fives. Phrases such as "Oh thank goodness", "I'm so glad she's okay", and "I so wanted to hear that" could be heard among the general babble of relief.

"Were you able to see her?" Gracie asked.

"They allowed us to sit with her for a little while," Cynthia said. "We held her hand and talked to her."

"You mean she was conscious?" Amy asked in surprise.

Cynthia turned her head to give Amy an odd look. "No, dear. But I know she heard us nonetheless."

Amy colored a bit, ducking her head in embarrassment. "I just meant that she must've been in pain, and it would, um, be a kindness if she wasn't awake through that."

Cynthia patted Amy's arm, apparently her favorite gesture. "I agree, Amy. I would've loved to be able to hear her voice, but I wouldn't want her to suffer." She took another bite of pizza.

Some of the students decided to leave on that note of good news, creating a background noise of coats being pulled on, backpacks and/or purses being closed, and quiet requests to be updated as well as goodbyes. Several of them paused to speak briefly with Meaghan's parents before they left.

Cynthia had finished her pizza by the time the room settled down again. Brittney served them both more coffee. Steve had been mostly silent, drinking his coffee as if on remote control.

"I believe I'd like to go see the babies in the nursery," Cynthia remarked.

"We should stay here, so the doctor will know where to find us when Meaghan comes out of surgery," Steve said, trying to be reasonable.

"Nonsense!" Cynthia replied. "They said it would take hours, and we'll be right here in the hospital." She turned to Amy. "I'll give you my phone number and you can call me if they come looking for us." She turned back to her husband, a pleading look in her eyes. "That will work, won't it? I would so like to see the babies right now, God's little miracles and an affirmation of life."

Steve's face relaxed into a wan smile. "When you put it like that, how can I say 'no'?"

Amy dug a pen out of her purse and pulled a napkin closer. "I'll be happy to call you, what's your number?"

Cynthia recited the number and watched as Amy wrote it down. "What is that on your hand, Amy? That's not a tattoo, is it?" Her voice contained more than a hint of scorn.

Amy glanced at the offending hand and laughed. "No, it's just where they stamped my hand when I left the game. I'd left my umbrella in the car and had to go get it when it started sprinkling. I'll watch your purse for you if you like; that way you don't have to bother with it."

Cynthia smiled at the simple explanation. "Well then, that's all right, isn't it? It will wash off. Thank you Dear, it would be nice not to have to tote that heavy purse with me, and I know you'll take good care of it."

Steve and Cynthia left the waiting room and immediately everyone began discussing what 'internal injuries' might mean and just how serious they might be. Jennifer began cleaning up, throwing pizza boxes and soda cans in the trash. Gracie reminded her to use the recycle bins where possible. Brittney wanted to make another pot of coffee but couldn't figure out how so Cheryl showed her. Many of them pulled out phone or laptops and posted the news on FaceBook. Meaghan wasn't out of the woods yet and they were worried about her.

Amy stood up and walked away from the table carrying three purses.

"Amy, what in the world are you doing?" asked Gracie.

"Gotta go potty," Amy replied. "And I promised Mrs. Pruitt I'd watch her purse. I forgot all about having Meaghan's too, guess I'd better give it to her when she gets back."

"Why don't you just leave them here?" Gracie wanted to know. "Nobody will bother them."

Amy shook her head, a stubborn look on her face. "I promised, and that makes me responsible," she insisted.

No sooner had she left than a police officer entered the room. "I'm Officer Simon," he announced. "I'm looking for Amy Jones, the nurse downstairs said she might be here."

"She just left for the ladies' room," Gracie said. "Why don't you sit down and wait, I'm sure she'll be back in a couple minutes."

The policeman looked around and spied the coffeepot, went over and helped himself to a cup. He sat at the table nearest the door and sipped at his coffee. Amy came in a few minutes later and stopped cold when she saw the cop. Then she laughed at herself and handed the three bags to Gracie and sat down with the officer.

"I knew someone would want to talk to me," she said.

He appraised her critically, trying to get a good measure of her attitude. "You're Amy Jones?" he asked.

She nodded. "I told the officer at the scene that it was all my fault. I guess I'm in big trouble, huh?"

He asked her to go through the events leading up to the crash and she did so far more lucidly and accurately this time, though she was clearly nervous and expected the worst. She still seemed to take sole responsibility for what had happened.

The cop made notes, then spent a minute going over them. "The EMTs said the airbag didn't deploy, is that correct?"

Amy frowned in thought for a moment and said, "You know, now that you mention it I didn't see the airbag. It was really dark, but I'd left my car pointed at hers so I could use the headlights to help see. I tried to open the door, but it was locked. I banged on the window and yelled at her to wake up, but she didn't. And I remember wondering if she'd hit her head on the steering wheel or something, and I wouldn't have thought that if the airbag had been there."

Officer Simon shrugged and put his notebook back in his pocket, took another sip of coffee. "They're not perfect," he said. "Sometimes they don't go off like they're supposed to."

Tyler approached the table. "Officer, I think I should tell you that Meaghan had car trouble today at lunch."

The policeman gestured to Tyler to sit down. "What kind of car trouble?"

"It wouldn't start," Tyler told him. He gestured over his shoulder and added, "Jake fixed it for her. But I thought maybe it could have caused more trouble and might've, uh, what's the word, contributed to the accident."

Officer Simon looked in the direction of Tyler's gesture. "Which one of you is Jake?"

Jake stood and walked over to join them, but remained standing. "I am, sir. Jake Salazar. It was just a loose battery cable, and I tightened the bolts, that's all."

"Nuts," the officer automatically corrected. Someone in the back of the room snickered.

"I saw him do it," Allison called from where she sat. "The battery's in the trunk of that car, he couldn't have done anything else."

"Me, too," Shaun put in.

"I was there too," Kelly said. "He's telling the truth."

"Okay, got it." The cop pulled his notebook back out to add this information. "I'll check into it. I've got your phone number if I have any more questions. Thank you, Miss Jones."

Amy looked surprised. "You're not going to arrest me?"

He smiled and said, "Not unless I find out it wasn't just an unfortunate accident."

He looked at the room full of students. "I hope your friend is okay," he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 40




 

After lunch Saturday Shawna picked up Gracie and Cheryl so they could visit Meaghan in the hospital. The rain was gone and the sun was not only shining brightly, but had warmed the air a little. They took it as an omen that Meaghan would recover from her injuries and have brighter days ahead.

"We can't stay long," Cheryl said.

"I'm surprised they'll let us see her at all," Shawna said.

"We'll just stay a couple of minutes," Gracie assured them. "Say 'hello' and tell her we miss her and hope she's home soon."

"The doctor told us last night that she's all banged up and bruised, so we should be prepared so we don't say something like, 'Oh my God you look awful!'," Cheryl cautioned.

"She probably feels awful," Shawna said.

"They've probably got her so doped up she doesn't feel much of anything," Gracie said with hope in her voice.

"They might not have told her how badly she's hurt," Shawna suggested. "You know, so she won't worry."

"We can't tell her either because we don't know exactly what's wrong," Gracie reminded them. "The doctor clearly didn't want to say too much in front of us last night. He probably didn't want to worry us."

"It was nice of her parents to insist that he tell us, though," Cheryl said.

"That saved them from having to repeat it to us when they really needed to go see their daughter," Gracie said. "Though I think maybe the doc kept something back from us. I happened to glance out the window and saw the three of them standing there in the hall, talking."

"Maybe he was just cautioning them that she wouldn't look very good," Shawna suggested.

"Or maybe there was something he just didn't think her friends really needed to know," Cheryl said.

"Well, hopefully it wasn't anything serious," Gracie said, trying to be the optimist.

A few minutes later they cautiously walked into Meaghan's hospital room. Meaghan was asleep and her mother was sitting in a recliner, nodding off over her open Bible.

Gracie stepped over to the bed and wrapped her hands around Meaghan's hand, the one without the IV. "Meaghan, this is Gracie," she said softly. "Shawna and Cheryl are here too. We just wanted you to know we care about you, and we hope you feel better soon."

Cynthia looked up at the words. "Why, hello there, young lady," she said.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Mrs. Pruitt," Gracie said. "I didn't mean to disturb you." She noticed the woman was still wearing the same pantsuit; she'd probably been there all night.

Cynthia stretched and stood up. "Nonsense! I'm always glad to see Meaghan's friends. I was just reading my scriptures and must've nodded off." She walked to the bed and peered down at her daughter, brushing a strand of hair from the girl's face.

"How is she doing?" Shawna asked.

"Better than we'd hoped, thank the good Lord," Cynthia replied. "She wakes up every now and then, but she doesn't always make a lot of sense. The pain medication, you know."

The three girls nodded. "I hope she doesn't remember what happened," Cheryl said.

"She knows she had an accident, but I don't talk about it," Cynthia said. "I just tell her she's in the hospital and everything will be all right. I read the Bible to her." She paused to squeeze her eyes shut as if trying to block out her pain. "There really isn't anything else I can do for her right now."

"You're here for her, and she appreciates that," Shawna said.

"Have you had anything to eat?" Gracie asked. "We could stay with her for awhile if you'd like to go get something."

Cynthia ran a hand through her hair, a rueful smile on her face. "I washed my face this morning but I must look a mess. One of the ladies from the church is coming up this afternoon so I can go home to shower and change. But I'll come right back, I can always sleep in the chair. My husband is trying to get his business affairs cleaned up so he can be here this evening. I'm sorry, I'm rambling! Thank you, yes, it's nice of you to offer and I would like a bite to eat. Maybe walk around a few minutes and stretch my legs. That's very kind of you."

Cynthia gathered up her purse, leaned over to kiss her daughter gently on the cheek, and left the room. Shawna laid the woman's Bible aside and perched on the edge of the recliner while Gracie and Cheryl took up stations leaning against the wall. They stared at Meaghan and each other for a few minutes, not knowing what to say.

Finally Shawna asked, "Why'd you ask if she remembered the wreck?"

"Because I wouldn't want to wake up and remember something that horrible," Cheryl replied. "And besides, I couldn't really think of anything else to say."

"I don't think it was a dumb question," Gracie said. "I wouldn't want to remember it, either." She shuddered at the thought of how terrifying it must've been.

Meaghan stirred in the bed and opened her eyes. "Where's Mom?" Her voice was weak, and a little slurred.

Gracie ran to the bed and sat on the edge, careful not to jostle the patient. "It's Gracie, Meaghan. Your mother needed to eat something, so we're staying with you for a little bit. How do you feel?"

Meaghan's eyes moved left and right to take in the presence of Shawna and Cheryl. "I remember," she said.

Gracie smiled and squeezed Meaghan's hand. "That's right, we said 'hi' when we came in. I wasn't sure if you were asleep or not."

Meaghan shut her eyes and her face contorted as if in pain. "No, remember the car," she insisted.

Gracie darted a helpless look at Shawna, since Cheryl was behind her. "You had an accident, but you're in the hospital now and you're going to be fine."

"Remember flying," Meaghan said. The combination of pain and pain-killers kept her mind from forming full sentences. "Car flying through the air."

Cheryl had moved to the bed and now patted Meaghan's shoulder. "Don't think about it; you're safe."

"Smashed," Meaghan murmured.

"Hey, don't worry about the car – you were going to sell it, anyway!" Gracie said with a quiet laugh.

"Into tree," Meaghan added. "Hood flew up. Door open, but couldn't get out."

Shawna joined them on the other side of the bed, stroking Meaghan's hair in an attempt to comfort her. "It's just a bad dream," she said. "Forget all about it, and it'll go away."

Gracie was decidedly uncomfortable with this conversation. "How do you feel, Meaghan?"

Meaghan looked vague as she thought about that. "Stomach hurts," she answered.

"Just lie still, and it'll be okay," Gracie said. Even to herself she thought that sounded lame.

"Do you want me to call the nurse?" Shawna asked.

Meaghan moved her head in a vague negative response. "Always takes temperature. Tired."

"I don't blame you!" Cheryl said. "I hate having my temp taken, too."

"Do you want us to let you rest?" Gracie asked.

"Tired of nurse," Meaghan explained.

The three friends laughed at that. Meaghan probably woke up every time the nurse came in, and they could see how she'd be tired of what seemed like constant interruption.

"Hey, we won the game," Shawna said, changing the subject to something happier.

"Jake did good," Meaghan said.

"He sure did," Cheryl said. "He was here last night, but they wouldn't let us see you."

Meaghan smiled and seemed to relax a little. "Wanna see Jake."

"I'm sure he wants to see you, too," Gracie told her. "I'll text him to let him know you're awake and receiving visitors, how about that?"

"Uh-huh," Meaghan muttered. Her eyes drifted closed and her breathing evened out as the drugs pulled her back into sleep.

"You rest, and get well," Gracie said softly, releasing her hand. "We'll all miss you at school."

They returned to their previous places and stared uncomfortably around the room for a few minutes. None of them seemed to know what to say, especially as they weren't sure whether Meaghan was truly asleep or not. The nurse bustled in, all cold efficiency to check on the patient, and instructed them to step into the hallway. Even there they felt constrained to be quiet and not discuss the situation. Cynthia came back just as the nurse left the room. She looked perkier for having eaten and gotten a little exercise; she thanked them for watching over Meaghan, hugged them all, and entered the room.

The girls decided to get some lunch themselves, so Shawna drove to their favorite place. Once they sat down with their order and got the sandwiches sorted out they began to talk.

"I didn't think Meaghan really looked too bad," Shawna said.

"No, but she didn't sound too good, either," Cheryl said.

"Well, what do you expect?" Gracie asked. "They've got her doped up on pain meds, how's she supposed to sound?"

"But she said she still hurt," Shawna reminded them.

"Even in a hospital there's such a thing as too much pain medication," Gracie explained. "And with whatever they've giving her she might not know whether she really hurts or not. Her mother said she didn't always make sense, I'm not sure she knows much of what's happening to her."

"Speaking of pills," Cheryl began. "Does anyone know what Tramadol is?"

Shawna and Gracie shook their heads in response so they wouldn't talk with their mouths full.

Cheryl crunched a potato chip and then said, "I meant to tell you guys last night, but between the game and Meaghan's accident I forgot."

"Is that some kind of medicine?" Shawna asked.

"Yeah, pills," Cheryl said. "I saw a bottle of them in Amy's backpack yesterday during Home Ec. I thought it was weird, she hasn't said anything about being sick."

Gracie picked up her phone and began searching the internet.

"Maybe they weren't hers," Shawna said. "Someone could've put the bottle in the wrong backpack by mistake."

Cheryl and Gracie just stared at Shawna in disbelief. Shawna shrugged as if to say it was possible.

"Tramadol is for pain," Gracie summarized what she'd found. "Particularly people with chronic pain, like arthritis. This says it can be addictive."

"As it so happens, they weren't hers," Cheryl told them, using an overly-dramatic tone of voice.

The other two girls gave her a look indicating they were waiting for the answer.

"Okay, spoil my surprise, don't ask," Cheryl said, miffed. "The label said 'Anne Jones', I suppose that's her mother."

Shawna gave them a defiant look. "It's possible her mother put the bottle somewhere and it fell into Amy's backpack. But somehow I doubt it. Maybe Amy had a headache or something, and since the pills were so handy she decided to try them. I know what you guys are gonna say, but Amy is the last person I would suspect of taking pills to get high."

"I wouldn't have thought so, either," Gracie admitted.

"Nor me," Cheryl said. "But if her mom's got the stuff sitting around – and she's taking them all the time – it would be easy for Amy to try one and decide she wanted more. It was a big bottle, all dusty inside so I couldn't see how many were left. But she sure grabbed it up quick before I had a chance to hand it to her."

"Okay, I admit that sounds suspicious," Shawna said. "And I hate to say it, but what if she'd taken one of those pills before she started home from the game last night?"

They stared at each other as they considered the possibility and the consequences.

"That could explain why she misjudged the distance and ran into Meaghan's car," Cheryl said.

"The rain and the dark wouldn't have helped," Gracie allowed.

"Should we tell the police?" Shawna asked. "You could call your buddy Ken."

"Ken's a homicide detective," Gracie replied. "And I really, really hope he doesn't need to get involved with this accident. But I don't think it matters."

"Why not?" Cheryl asked.

"Because we can't prove anything," Gracie pointed out.

"But I could tell them I saw her with the pills," Cheryl insisted.

"You didn't pick up the bottle, or open it; you don't really know what was in that bottle," Gracie spelled it out. "You didn't actually see her take one of them. And the police didn't ask for a blood test so there is no way to prove her driving was chemically impaired at the time of the accident."

"Okay, okay, points taken," Cheryl said with a laugh.

"We really have had a lot of accidents around the school lately," Shawna mused. "Well, not in the building, but to people connected to it."

"Maggie's death," Cheryl stated. "Have you heard anything about that lately, Gracie?"

"I've told you everything I know," Gracie said. "Last thing I heard Ken doesn't have any evidence of foul play."

"But he can't say it was a pure accident, either," Cheryl said. "Think about it. Everyone's fingerprints and DNA were all over that house; if someone did come back after the party he couldn't prove it."

"And just because the neighbor lady thought she saw a car there early in the morning doesn't mean much either," Shawna said.

"Falls seem to be the operative word," Gracie said. "Travis slipped and fell, and Madison took that tumble in the parking lot."

"That was because of that whole weird thing with her taillight being broken and it looking like Emily did it," Shawna said.

"And Emily with her odd case of poison ivy in the wintertime," Gracie added.

"Talk about odd, remember Serene's desk falling apart?" Cheryl asked.

"Oh, I forgot!" Gracie said. "Shaun told me that Andrea got sick Friday afternoon and they called an ambulance to take her to the hospital." She chuckled ironically. "That was right after Shaun's locker door whacked him in the head."

"He didn't fall down from the blow?" Cheryl asked with a grin.

"No, and neither did Meaghan," Gracie said seriously.

"So someone isn't running around tripping everybody," Shawna said.

"It's just weird stuff happening, but a lot of it," Cheryl said.

"I think we're reaching," Gracie told them. "Someone we know has died, and Meaghan's had a bad wreck. That doesn't mean any of them were anything more than accidents."

"Gracie?" Clarissa yelled in the direction of her daughter's room. "Jennifer's on the phone for you."

Gracie poked her head out of the door and asked, "Jennifer?"

Clarissa grinned, eyes twinkling with merriment. "You know, your dear step-mother."

"Not any more," Gracie muttered as she came down the hall to take the phone from her mother. "Hi, Jennifer. What's up?"

"Hi Gracie! How are you doing?" Jennifer said.

Although Clarissa got along reasonably well with her ex-husband's widow she was curious as to why Jennifer had wanted to speak to Gracie. She began straightening pillows and re-arranging knick-knacks as an excuse to hear her daughter's side of the conversation.

"I'm okay," Gracie said. "How about you?"

"Oh, I'm just fine!" Jennifer said cheerfully. "School is going well and I really love working in the boutique. I'm learning a lot there, especially about the business side of running the store."

"Great," Gracie replied in a rather wooden voice. "You'll be opening your own store soon."

"Oh, not at all!" Jennifer said. "I've still got a lot to learn, and I'm slowly building up a customer base. It's so exciting when a woman comes in and asks for me, and wants my advice on what to buy."

"And of course you sell her the most expensive thing in the store," Gracie responded.

"No, I do not," Jennifer said. "Not unless that's what she really needs! But seriously, Gracie, I'm building a reputation and if all an ensemble needs is the right pin to set it off then it's to my advantage to say so."

"I'm sorry, Jennifer," Gracie said contritely. "That was mean of me. It's just that that boutique is such an expensive place…"

Gracie could hear Jennifer's smile in her voice. "That's what makes it such a great place to work. If I can learn to satisfy the wealthy ladies then I'll do well when I do open my own business."

"Jennifer," Gracie said a bit hesitantly. "I really mean this as a compliment, so don't take it wrong. You haven't said 'you know' or 'like' one time in this whole conversation!"

Jennifer laughed gaily. "One of my teachers pointed that out and told me that I mustn't act like a dumb blonde if I expected to impress people. So, you know, I, like, made an effort to, you know, talk different, like." She giggled at her self-impression.

Gracie laughed too. "I'm proud of you, Jennifer. That can't be easy to change. But, uh, you didn't call to tell me about the store."

"Thank you," said Jennifer sincerely. "Actually it's been kinda fun figuring out what kind of person I want to be instead of playing the role some man expects from me. No, I called to tell you how sorry I am to hear about the death of your teacher and your friend's accident last night."

"Thanks," Gracie replied. "It has been kind of a traumatic week. Though I wasn't really all that upset about Mrs. Lane, but how'd you hear about Meaghan?"

"Susan Winslow came in this afternoon and asked if I'd heard about Cynthia Pruitt's daughter," Jennifer explained. "She told me about the wreck and that the poor girl is in the hospital. It was such a shock, especially since she was just in here the other day. I do hope she's all right."

"Meaghan was in your store?" Gracie asked in surprise. "I went to see her this morning, she had surgery last night, and she seems to be doing okay. As okay as possible, I guess. She wasn't making much sense."

"That's good to hear," Jennifer said. "I'll pass that along to Cynthia's friends. Yes, she came in with a friend to, um, oh I remember! She wanted to buy a gift for her mother's birthday. Darn, I've got to watch those 'ums'. That was the day Tamara Fletcher's little boy fell down and skinned his knees. Although I'm really not surprised, that kid is a holy terror and personally I think she should control him a little better."

"Fletcher?" Gracie asked. "Does she have a daughter named Tanya?"

"Yes, Tanya was with her. She and Meaghan and her friend seemed to know each other. But the other two girls left and Tanya was supposed to be watching her little brother Tony except that she wasn't. The boy was running all over the store, hiding in the clothing racks; he knocked one over and ran out. It was the oddest thing, he tripped over a rock in front of the door."

"A rock?" Gracie asked.

"Yes. There's a bench just down from the store, with a potted plant and a rock that has 'Peace' and some flowers painted on it. All designed to set the shopper at ease so they'll feel like spending more money. I learned about that in class! Anyway, somehow that rock had gotten in front of our door. Kids being mischievous I suppose; though I'd rather they'd stolen it instead of putting it there for someone to trip over."

Another fall, Gracie thought. "Are you sure Tony didn't put it there himself?"

"If he did then he deserved to trip over it," Jennifer replied with just a bit of acid in her voice. "I did want to give you my sympathy, and I really hope Meaghan will be all right and will get to go home soon. If you don't mind, will you let me know her progress?"

"Sure, and thanks, Jennifer. Take care – and keep up the good work! Bye." Gracie hung up the phone thinking that though Jennifer had seemed to care about Meaghan she'd really wanted a source of information she could use to make brownie points with the rich women at the boutique.






  








Chapter 41




 

"Amy, I do feel sorry for you," Cody said. "But you've got to accept it was an accident; it could've happened to anyone."

Amy was busy pulling books out of her backpack to get ready for second hour. "I just feel so awful about it all."

"Have you talked to Meaghan about it?" he wanted to know. "If she's not mad at you then you have nothing to worry about."

"I went up to see her Saturday and Sunday, but she wasn't awake either time," Amy said.

"I was up there Saturday morning and she was awake for a few minutes," Gracie said as she took her seat.

Amy glared at her but said nothing.

"Hey, I believe you, Amy!" Gracie said. "Her mother said she's been in and out all weekend and the doctor says that's normal. So it wouldn't be at all odd that she'd be asleep both times you went to visit."

"She's probably getting some seriously good drugs," Cody speculated.

"I'm sure," Gracie agreed. "They want her to rest and heal, and she did say her stomach hurt." She suddenly remembered Cheryl's tale of the pill bottle in Amy's backpack and leaned over to rummage in her own as an excuse to take a closer look at Amy's. Either Amy didn't have the pills today or she'd learned her lesson and put them somewhere they wouldn't be easily seen.

"How was she when you talked to her?" Cody asked. "Everyone's really worried."

"She wasn't making much sense; she said, uh…" Gracie paused, realizing it would upset Amy to learn that Meaghan had seemed to remember being in the wreck. "She said she wanted to see Jake."

"Has Jake been to see her?" Amy asked.

Gracie shrugged. "I sent him a text, but he didn't reply. I decided not to go back up there yesterday, I figure she's getting a lot of visitors and didn't want to tire her out. So I don't know."

"There's a group planning to go to the hospital after school," Cody said. "You're welcome to come with us, Amy."

"Thanks, but I'll go by myself later," Amy told him. "I'd rather talk to her alone, if you don't mind."

"Suit yourself," Cody shrugged. "I'll tell her you're thinking about her."

Gracie's route to her next class took her by the principal's office and she was mildly surprised to see Ken standing in the doorway watching the students go past.

"Hi, Ken! You up here to ask more questions about Mrs. Lane?" she asked.

"Yeah, I am," he said. "Hey, would you come in here for a minute and talk to me?"

"I gotta get to class, Ken," she said. "How about at lunchtime? Will you still be here then?"

"Lookit that!" Bobby Summers called out loudly as he walked by. "Gracie's been a bad girl; she's talking to a cop in the principal's office!"

Amy, walking with him, dug her elbow into his ribs and hissed, "Shut up, Bobby!"

Bobby stopped and looked back and forth at each girl in turn. "But it's such a great scene," he protested. "Wait'll I spread the word; nobody will believe it."

"Bobby, leave her alone," Amy begged.

"Okay, I get it," Bobby said, nodding in sudden understanding. "She's your friend, and you don't want me gossiping about her."

"It won't take long, I just have a couple of questions," Ken said, ignoring the byplay. "I'll clear it with your teacher."

Gracie nodded and they walked into the office.

Amy watched thoughtfully as the door shut behind Gracie and the cop. Then she looked at Bobby and said, "Hey, would you put some antifreeze in my car today? I meant to ask you earlier; it'll be cold before long and I'd like to be prepared."

Bobby looked surprised at the sudden shift in topic. "Yeah, sure!" he said, beaming. "That's easy, and I'd be happy to help. How about this evening after dinner?"

"No, I was thinking about doing it right after school," Amy said.

"Oh, okay, that'll be great. It won't take long, then maybe we could hang out for awhile." Bobby's smile was enormous.

"Sounds good," Amy said. "I'll stop and get some and then scoot on over to your place."

They started walking again, heading to their next class. Bobby was thinking over the exchange; something hadn't felt right. "Amy," he began hesitantly. "You're not worried that Gracie will tell the cop you were at that party are you?"

Amy just laughed. "Why would I worry about that? If she didn't tell him, then someone else did. Big deal; there were lots of us at that party."

Gracie followed Ken into one of the small offices. "Have you learned anything new?" she asked.

"No, I haven't," he said with a sigh. "When you've done this job as long as I have you get a kind of sixth sense; and mine is saying there's something I'm overlooking."

Gracie grinned at him. "And is your sixth sense always right?"

Ken smiled ruefully. "No, it isn't. Not always. Maybe it's that I have been doing this so long; I expect to find murder in every case. I like your football hero for this, but what little evidence I have is entirely circumstantial and I can't even prove it's murder. I thought I'd talk to some of the teachers here to see if she might've mentioned a boyfriend or anything else that might give me a lead. And the coach, too; see if he remembers young Jake acting strange."

"So what did you want to ask me about?" Gracie inquired.

"Another matter entirely," Ken said. "One of the students here was apparently poisoned on Friday. Andrea Little. She ingested cyanide."

"Cyanide!" Gracie exclaimed. "I knew she got sick Friday and went to the hospital, but I thought cyanide was always fatal – and quick."

"Depends entirely on how much you take," he said. "And what form. She's okay, they released her Friday evening. There's no indication she did it intentionally. I just wondered if you knew her and had any ideas."

Gracie mulled the news over for a minute. "Yes, I know Andrea. She always seems upbeat, I can't imagine her doing that deliberately."

"Does she make good grades? Seem to have a happy family life? How about boyfriend troubles," he suggested possibilities.

"Yes, yes, and maybe," Gracie answered in order. "She's one of the girls who dates Jake, but I think she – and all the rest of 'em – are well aware he's not ready to commit to any one girl."

"Jeez, I hate to have to ask this about a high school student, but does she drink? Or do any kind of drugs?" Ken laughed self-deprecatingly. "I'm showing my age. I know some kids are into that kind thing these days, I just don't like the thought."

"I've never heard about it if she does," Gracie said. "She's the artistic type, always excited about some new technique she's discovered. She seems perfectly happy with that kind of excitement."

"Tell me some more about her," he requested.

"Well, she's African-American, and really into her heritage and roots," Gracie said, a little unsure what kind of information Ken wanted. "She's always wearing something tribal, though I'm not at all sure she has a clue which tribe it comes from. But she carries it off well, which is kind of surprising since she's a bit heavy."

Ken looked alert at that. "Would she maybe take diet pills?"

"Not that I know of," Gracie said. "Why? Do you think maybe someone gave her something more than a diet pill?"

"It's always a possibility," he replied. "She swears she has no idea where the cyanide came from. But of course she might not be telling us everything. It could even be a mistake; it was intended for someone else but she got it instead. Until we know where it came from we can't guess."

"Do you mean you think it's possible someone tried to kill someone and Andrea got in the way? Is that why you're investigating this?" Gracie was shocked at the idea.

"Or maybe it was meant as a prank," he said. "Some people have a sick sense of humor. I could even be an accident; someone wasn't aware the stuff was dangerous. Possibly it came from the chem. lab and got transferred onto something else."

Gracie shook her head sadly. "We've certainly had more than our share of accidents around here lately."

"You're referring to Mrs. Lane. Yes, it could turn out to be a deadly accident."

"That, and some falls, a case of poison ivy, a desk malfunction, a stuck locker door, and now Andrea somehow getting ahold of poison. And of course Meaghan's wreck Friday night."

"Another friend of yours?" Ken inquired. "What happened?"

"She was driving home from the game and another girl was following her. It was dark and raining and Amy bumped into her car, knocked it off the road."

"Is she all right?"

"She's in the hospital, the doctors think she'll be okay," Gracie said. She thought of her conversation with Shawna and Cheryl, and wondered if she should mention the pills Cheryl had seen in Amy's backpack. But somehow she couldn't bring herself to say anything. She had no proof and she didn't want to get Amy into trouble without being sure.

"Glad to hear it," Ken said. "But I think you're over-reacting to Mrs. Lane's death, blowing little things out of proportion."

"Probably so," Gracie admitted. "I'm sure you'll let me know if you discover any prurient details in Mrs. Lane's life! If that's all, I really ought to get to class now."

"Thanks, Gracie. See you later."

Kelly pulled into the parking lot and found a good space close to one of the doors. "I like this getting back from lunch a little early," he remarked.

"Yeah, but I wasn't finished," Cheryl griped. "Anyone want a French fry?"

"Sure," Gracie said as she took several.

"Glad you came with us today," Shawna said. "But I thought you were all enthused about eating the stuff you made in Home Ec."

"Class was kind of a bummer today," Cheryl said. "Andrea's still at home and everyone's worried about Meaghan."

"Meaghan isn't in that class, is she?" Gracie asked around a second mouthful of fries.

"No," Cheryl agreed. "But Bonnie and Calleigh hadn't heard about the wreck. Neither of them felt very good Friday evening so they didn't go to the game."

Gracie swallowed her fries and thought about what Ken had told her. Should she tell her friends? It was one thing to speculate about the death of the teacher with them, but it seemed too close to home to think someone they cared about had had a brush with death. She decided she didn't like keeping secrets from them.

"Talked to Ken today," she said.

"Any news about Maggie?" Kelly asked.

"Nothing new," she said. "But he claims his sixth sense tells him he's missing something. He's talking to the other teachers to see if they know anything interesting about her life."

"What, like a boyfriend her own age?" Cheryl asked facetiously.

Gracie shrugged. "Anything. But he did tell me something else – Andrea was sick from taking cyanide!"

"I thought that killed you!" Shawna protested.

"And that you could smell it a mile away; 'bitter almonds' is how it's always described," Cheryl added.

"Me, too," Gracie said. "But Ken says it depends on how much you take and what form it was in. Obviously she didn't take a lethal dose."

"Does Andrea know where she got it?" Kelly asked.

"No, she doesn't have any idea," Gracie told him. "Ken is full of conspiracy theories; it was meant for someone else, it was a nasty prank, somehow it got out of the chem. lab and into Andrea."

"But if she doesn't know where she got it, that means it could've happened anywhere," Shawna said. "Not necessarily at school."

"Ladies, we need to be getting into that school if we don't all want to be late for class," Kelly said.

They all got out of the car and began walking slowly toward the building, enjoying the fine Autumn day.

"I can see why he'd want to look into that," Cheryl said.

"Hi guys!" Amy called as she locked her car and joined them. "Nice day, huh?"

"Hi, Amy," they chorused.

"Too nice to be stuck inside the school, but I guess we don't have a choice," Gracie said.

"Who were you talking about looking into something?" Amy asked.

"Oh, just something Lieutenant Freeman said," Gracie told her. "He's not sure whether Mrs. Lane's death was really an accident."

"The woman was drunk as a skunk," Amy declared. "Of course it was an accident."

It had turned out to be a lovely day, and Gracie enjoyed it as she rode her bicycle home from school. All too soon it would be too cold for the bike and she'd be forced to drive her car. At least with the Prius she didn't have to feel too bad about what was coming out the tailpipe, and she had to admit that it really was nice to have a car and not be dependent on someone else.

She took the turn into the park, her regular route home on the bike. People thought it took too long to ride home; but with the park as a shortcut it was faster than driving, especially when you had to deal with the traffic and lights. She let the bike coast down a long gentle hill and allowed her eyes to rove over the pretty Fall foliage. She knew this path by heart and let her internal auto-pilot tell her when to turn the handlebars slightly to the left to negotiate a curve.

The next thing she knew she was sliding along the ground, the bike partially atop her. That's what happens when you don't pay attention, she thought as she lay there for a minute. Then she extricated her legs from the bike, stood up and dusted herself off and checked for injuries. Her left knee was scraped a bit and a clump of dried grass was stuck in the pedal, but otherwise she and the bike were fine. She got back on the bike and took off again.

As she neared the paved path she noticed a dark spot on the concrete, like something had been spilled there. She stopped and got off, knelt down to touch it. "It's not wet so that's not why the bike slipped," she said aloud. She wiped her fingertips across the surface, then rubbed her thumb against two fingers. "It's dry, but it does feel funny somehow, kind of slick. Maybe it's just my imagination." With a shrug she re-mounted the bike and continued home.

"I'm home, Gracie," Clarissa called as she entered the house. "Have you had dinner yet?"

Gracie opened the door to her room and poked her head out to answer. "No, I haven't. How'd you know I was here? I wasn't listening to music."

Clarissa grinned smugly. "Part of a parent's job is to be a detective and know what your kids are up to. Both your car and bicycle were in the garage."

Gracie smiled in return. "And neither Shawna's nor Kelly's cars are in the drive. But I could've gone somewhere with one of them." The look on her face said explain that.

"Your door was shut. You always leave it open when you go out," her mother said.

Gracie conceded with a laugh and walked down the hallway to give her mother a hug. "So that's where I get it."

Clarissa stepped back and looked at Gracie. "Are you limping?" she asked.

Gracie shrugged. "Took a spill on the bike, no big deal. Scraped my knee a little and my jeans irritate it when I walk."

"Put a bandage on it to protect it. I'd offer to do it for you but I'm sure you think you're too big for that kind of treatment," Clarissa offered.

Gracie's face took on an impish look. "You gonna kiss the boo-boo and make it all better?"

Her mother smiled with fond memories. "I will if you want me to. Come on, let's get it taken care of; you wouldn't want it to get infected."

Gracie rolled her eyes, but conceded that she would feel better if her jeans didn't rub the raw scrape. They headed to the bathroom to take care of it. Gracie hopped up to sit on the counter and rolled up the leg of her jeans to show the injury. "I didn't tear my pants so I guess it was the fabric that scraped my leg," she said. She scooted around to reach the sink and began washing it, wincing slightly at the sting of the soap.

"You've been riding a bike for awhile now," Clarissa said as she gathered the necessary items from the medicine cabinet. "How come you fell down?"

Yet another fall, thought Gracie. "Looked like someone had spilled something on the path, just at the curve," she explained. "It wasn't wet but the bike just slid right off as I went around it."

Clarissa squeezed a little ointment onto the bandage and gently placed it on her daughter's knee. "This will help keep it from drying out and kill any germs. Hold that there while I get the tape."

Gracie dutifully put the fingers of both hands on the edges of the bandage. "Mom? Do you believe in bad luck?"

Clarissa, holding a length of tape by its ends so it wouldn't stick to itself, gave the idea her consideration. "What kind of bad luck?" she asked. "As in, do I think you deserved to take a spill on the bike because you'd done something bad?" Carefully she put the tape across one side of the bandage.

"Oh, no! Nothing like that," Gracie said. "It's just that there've been a lot of accidents happening to people at school. It seems like we're having a big streak of bad luck, but that sounds so superstitious. Ken says I'm blowing little things out of proportion. Because of Mrs. Lane's death; I'm looking for something sinister in everything."

Clarissa finished taping down the bandage and indicated that Gracie could pull her pants leg down. "The last time you mentioned it Lt. Freeman hadn't decided what caused your teacher to fall. Has he learned something new?"

"No, he hasn't," Gracie said. "And it's bugging him, I can tell. He's not comfortable with its being an accident, but he can't prove someone killed her."

"So you've got accidents on the brain," Clarissa said, laughing.

"Maybe that's it," Gracie allowed. "Most of 'em are little things, unimportant; but a couple have been more serious."

"How is Meaghan?" Clarissa asked, knowing what one of those things was.

"Still in the hospital, I thought about going to see her this afternoon but didn't feel like it after I fell. And that's another thing, there seem to have been a lot of falls."

"What else happened that's serious?"

"Andrea somehow took some cyanide on Friday. They took her to the hospital, she's fine, but neither she nor Ken knows where she got it, or why."

"The girl that always wears all that primitive jewelry?" Clarissa asked. At Gracie's nod she continued. "Do you think one of those strange beads could have cyanide in it? Maybe used in processing it. Is she in the habit of chewing on them when she's thinking or something?"

Gracie considered the possibility. "I wouldn't have a clue, but that's a great idea, Mom. I'll pass it on to Ken and he can check."

"You said there've been a lot of falls," her mother continued thoughtfully. "Obviously you're considering your accident a fall. Who else has fallen?

"Mrs. Lane, of course. And someone broke Madison's taillight the other day and she Heelied over the pieces and fell." Gracie furrowed her brow in thought. "Travis fell down the stairs at school and, um, oh what was it! I know, Jennifer said Tanya's little brother tripped over a rock outside the boutique and skinned his knees." She chuckled at the memory of Jennifer's irritation. "She said the kid was a brat and deserved it."

"I'll bet she didn't say it in front of her customers!" Clarissa said. "Okay, I counted five falls or one sort or another, though the circumstances all seem quite different. Have there been other kinds of accidents? Besides Meaghan's wreck and Andrea's poison."

"Yes. Emily showed up with a case of poison ivy, which is weird considering it's not summertime. Serene's desk fell apart when she put her books down, and whacked her ankles. And…oh yeah, Shaun's locker door smacked him in the head."

"Well, except that these accidents all happened to people you know, or know of in the case of the little brother, they don't have a thing in common. I suspect they're all perfectly explainable, except possibly the teacher's death." Clarissa put her arm around Gracie's shoulders. "Since you're injured let's go get a sandwich instead of cooking tonight. And you can forget about all these unrelated accidents."

"But that's just it," Gracie insisted quietly. "Somehow they seem to be connected, if I could just figure out how." She heaved a sigh as she mentally put the conundrum aside. "Can we stop for ice cream for dessert?" she asked hopefully.

 

 

 






  








Chapter 42




 

Tuesday's third hour class was nearly over, and Gracie was antsy waiting for it to end. She was hungry and ready to meet Kelly and Shawna, and maybe Cheryl, depending on the menu in Home Ec., for lunch. She heard the crackle of static from the P.A. system that presaged the usual mid-morning announcements. She mentally prepared herself for the usual fare; the cafeteria's specialty of the day, tonight's meeting of some boring club, reminders of upcoming or ongoing charity events. If we cared about those things we'd already know, she thought grumpily.

"Good morning, students," it was Mrs. Baker's voice rather than one of the assistants or aides.

Gracie sat up straighter, reflexively looking at the speaker mounted in the front corner of the room as if a face might appear there. A rustle of movement around the room told her most of the others were doing the same. This was not going to be the usual announcements, not if the principal was speaking.

"It is with great sadness that I must tell you that Meaghan Pruitt passed away this morning."

She paused for a moment, knowing that the students would need time to react before she continued. Indeed, there was a communal rush of air as everyone sucked in their breath, then let it out again. Various comments could be heard, such as "Oh no!" and "I thought she was okay" and just the simple "Meaghan!" Gracie knew she'd said something, but in her shock she had no idea which of these words had come from her mouth. It didn't matter.

"Mrs. Pruitt asked me to tell you that Meaghan succumbed to internal injuries and died peacefully in her sleep. She asks that you pray for Meaghan's soul, and for her family and many friends. She will let me know when the funeral will be held." Mrs. Baker's voice cracked with emotion at the end such that everyone assumed she was crying. "I know we'll all miss Meaghan greatly." She sniffled. "Under the circumstances, third hour is dismissed immediately. Thank you."

Everyone sat rooted in place, looking at one another helplessly. Some of the girls were crying, most people were still muttering inane things. The teacher closed her book and erased the blackboard without any mention of the day's homework. After a couple of minutes those students who weren't particularly good friends with Meaghan packed up their backpacks and left, albeit quietly. Those left stood up uncertainly; one sobbing girl threw her arms around Gracie who found herself returning the hug just as fiercely.

Gradually the kids left the room, meeting up with friends in the hallways or heading for pre-arranged meeting spots though lunch wasn't uppermost on their minds. Even the people who hadn't known Meaghan well were stunned by her death. Gracie grabbed her backpack and began walking slowly down the hall. She'd dealt with the death of her father last Spring, but found that the experience didn't help, didn't make it any easier a second time. Her father had been murdered – deliberately shot; Meaghan had had a car wreck. It should make a difference, she thought. Except that it didn't. Meaghan was still dead even if it had just been an accident.

Gracie made her way toward her locker, suddenly wanting to meet her best friends and make sure they were still alive and all right. She wanted to see Shawna and Cheryl and Kelly; especially Kelly. She watched other friends meet and recognized the look that said "I'm so very glad to see you." She walked faster.

Bobby ran up beside her and asked breathlessly, "Have you seen Amy? She's not in class, I checked."

Gracie shook her head dumbly, managed to mutter, "Sorry, no."

Bobby ran on and a minute later she saw him standing with Amy. He reached out as if to put his hand on her arm in sympathy but she twisted away. He must've asked her something because Gracie saw her shake her head 'no'. She turned the corner and forgot all about them as reached her locker and shoved her books inside.

She took off down the hall heading for the exit but she got caught up in a knot of people all trying to get through the door at the same time. With effort she made herself relax; Kelly wouldn't leave without her and the line was moving at a reasonable pace. She saw Allison and Jennifer standing by the wall talking. She thought about saying something to them, but she wasn't sure what it might be.

"I think so," Jennifer was saying as Gracie neared them. "She hadn't been feeling well and she'd been puking."

"Don't be silly!" Allison responded. "You don't die from being pregnant, even if you lose the baby in a crash. Besides, she'd have told us."

The line moved ahead taking Gracie with it. Oh my God, Gracie thought. What an awful rumor to be spreading now. Why can't they just let Meaghan rest in peace?

She made it out the door and ran to the parking lot to find Kelly standing beside his car waiting for her. She fell into his arms and allowed her tears to flow.

The rest of the day passed in a fog. Gracie decided it was probably for the best that they'd had to stay in school; it forced her to think about something else. She remembered she'd insisted on going to class in the days immediately after her father's death for the very same reason. It was something normal to hang on to, something that hadn't changed.

She was looking forward to spending the afternoon with her friends; they were coming to her house. From there they'd all go to the pizza parlor where everyone was gathering in sort of a wake for Meaghan. On her way out she saw Brittney limping along ahead of her. She caught up to her and asked, "What happened? Did you hurt your foot?"

Brittney turned and gave her a wan smile. "Oh, hi, Gracie. Yeah, fell off my bike yesterday, hurt my ankle."

"Really? So did I!" Gracie said. "I was riding through the park, didn't make a turn and went sliding through the grass. Well, I skinned my knee a little, instead of hurting my ankle."

"The park?" Brittney asked. "That's where I was, too! The turn at the bottom of that long hill?"

"That's the place," Gracie agreed with a nod.

"Guess it was a sharper turn than I thought," Brittney said. "I don't usually go that way, but yesterday I was going to visit my grandma. She hasn't been feeling well and I wanted to do a few things for her. Vacuum the floor, run a couple loads of laundry; things she doesn't need to be worrying about right now."

"That's sweet of you, Brittney," Gracie told her.

"Yeah, well, she thought so too." Brittney seemed a bit uncomfortable with the praise. "You coming tonight?" she asked, changing the subject.

"Sure. See you there," Gracie replied. She noticed that many people avoided mentioning the reason for the gathering and didn't press the issue. She gave a little wave as she started walking away. "Take care of the ankle," she said over her shoulder.

As Gracie walked by the principal's office she saw a group of girls standing amidst what looked like a small pile of toys. She caught sight of Allison and went over to see what was going on.

"We're putting together a memorial to Meaghan," Allison said. "See, Andrea's working on a poster and people have been bringing stuffed toys and flowers and poems." She waved her had to indicate the items in the pile. "You want to stay and help us get it organized? I'm sure there'll be a lot more tomorrow morning."

Gracie leaned over to see what Andrea was putting on the poster. "Looks good, Andrea. Very tasteful."

Andrea looked up and Gracie could see her eyes were red from crying. "Thanks. It's just my way of remembering her," she said.

"I'm sure there'll be a ton of stuff tomorrow, Allison. But I kind of think people would like to choose where they put the things they brought. Thanks for asking, but I'd really rather go home now. I'll, uh, I'll think about what I want to contribute."

"No problem," Allison said. "We'll just stick around here for a bit and sort out what's here, then let it grow on its own. See you later, Gracie."

Gracie waved as she left, made it outside to the bike rack without being waylaid by anyone else and headed home. She took the route through the park but refused to let her mind wander today so she could concentrate on riding. From half-way down the gentle slope she could see something scattered over the curve and slowed the bike, ready to swerve into the grass if it looked dangerous. But it appeared to be just sand, as if the city maintenance crew had deliberately spread it to counter whatever had been spilled yesterday. She crunched through it slowly, then pedaled faster after she was past.

Kelly was waiting in the drive when she got to her house. "Did you have any trouble through the park today?" he asked.

She swung her leg off the bike and walked it to its place in the garage. "Nope, no trouble, didn't fall down. But someone had spread sand around the curve, so maybe I wasn't making it up when I said it looked like something had been spilled."

Kelly gallantly offered to take her backpack as she shrugged out of the straps. "Good. Probably they put the sand down to keep anyone else from getting hurt."

"Hey! I just remembered. I saw Brittney limping after school and she said she'd gone through the park yesterday and fallen at that same curve." She unlocked the back door and let them into the house.

Kelly shrugged. "Who knows what happened; the point is it's fixed now. Brittney wasn't hurt was she?"

"Nah, just banged up her ankle a little," Gracie replied. "I don't have much homework, what about you?" She busied herself with getting them both something to drink; water for her and sun-tea for Kelly. It was getting harder to brew now that the days were shorter so she'd taken to putting the jar in the window first thing in the morning. He seemed to appreciate her effort, and it was a small enough thing to do to please him.

Kelly laid both book bags on the dining room table, their usual homework spot. Gracie's mom had never said anything about him spending time in her bedroom, but he felt more comfortable out here when they were supposed to be working. Less possibility of distraction, he thought. Plus it looks better if I'm not always in there. "Don't have much, either. Guess the teachers figured we probably wouldn't get it done tonight anyway."

Gracie brought the drinks and a bag of chips and they settled down to work. Thirty minutes later she closed her math book with a sigh. "There. That wasn't so bad; I think I'm actually beginning to understand this stuff."

"You're plenty smart enough, you just had to make up your mind you could do it," he reassured her. "That all you had to do?"

"Yep. You seem to be finished too." She stuffed her books into the backpack and carried it to her room. As she left she thought she heard her phone ring, but didn't double back as she knew Kelly would answer it. When she came back she heard him saying 'goodbye' to someone. He looked concerned.

"That was Cheryl," he said. "They're all right, but Shawna's had a flat tire; the car's being towed so we need to go get them."

"What happened?" Gracie asked as they headed out the front door at a trot.

"Cheryl said there were a bunch of nails all over the road, right at that busy intersection by the school. Lots of people got nails in their tires, and there were a few fender-benders as people slid or tried to avoid the nails if they saw them in time," he said. They got in his car and took off.

"Sounds like the tow-truck people are taking advantage of it," Gracie remarked.

"Yeah, it does. But then again you've only got one spare; you could have a slow leak in a second tire and get halfway home and be stuck. They'll meet us at the Starbuck's so I don't pick up any stray nails."

"Good idea. Besides, they're probably cool if they've had to stand around waiting to figure out what to do."

They pulled into the coffee shop parking lot a few minutes later and went in to join their friends. Cheryl had lattes waiting for them. "And don't start in on the Styrofoam cups, Gracie. This has been a crappy day and we all deserve a little treat." She bent closer to Gracie and muttered, "Shawna's pretty shook up over this."

"You're right, it's been a crappy day – and a crappy week," Gracie agreed. "Seems like there's been some kind of accident almost every day since Mrs. Lane's party."

"I saw police cars among the wreckers," Kelly said. "Did you hear if they knew what happened?"

"I saw a couple of them sweeping the street, trying to get all the nails I guess," Cheryl said. "So I went over to talk to one of 'em. He showed me some pieces of glass; said he thought a Mason jar of nails must've fallen off a truck."

"What's a Mason jar?" Shawna wanted to know.

"It's a brand, used for canning veggies and jellies," Cheryl explained. "My Grandma has boxes of 'em in her basement. I could see a piece that had part of the name on it."

"Does that mean it's something real old?" Shawna asked.

Cheryl laughed. "No, they still make 'em."

"There's nothing sinister in the jar," Kelly said. "Lots of guys use them to store odd nails and screws and little stuff like that. Like the cop said, it probably fell off some guy's work truck and shattered when it hit the street. Nails went everywhere and everyone gets flats and Shawna got caught up in the mess, that's all."

"It must've been kinda scary," Gracie said. "But it certainly wasn't your fault."

"Just another accident," Cheryl agreed. "Like Gracie said, there've been a lot of accidents the past ten days."

"Mom says it just seems that way," Gracie mused. "That I'm upset over Mrs. Lane's death and now every little thing seems overly important. But I can't help feeling that there's a connection somehow."

"Well, it's all people we know from school," Shawna said. "But then we wouldn't be likely to hear about accidents to people we don't know!"

"That's a good point," Kelly put in. "And it's not like it's all girls or all boys or cheerleaders or football players. Except for Maggie the only connection is they're all students."

Gracie has a small frown of concentration on her face; she sipped at her coffee absentmindedly as she thought. Then she looked up and said, "A lot of 'em happened to girls that Jake dates. Well, and Maggie of course; and we know he was involved with her."
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"Not all of the accidents happened to Jake's girlfriends," Kelly insisted. "If you'll list out the accidents in order maybe we can see a common thread. I'll take notes." Shawna dug a notebook out of her book bag and handed it to him.

"All right. First of course is Maggie's death." Gracie held up a finger to keep count.

"Jake was boffing her," Cheryl said almost clinically despite the crude euphemism.

"Jake was at the party but claims he was home asleep at the time of her death and Lt. Freeman can't shake his alibi," Kelly added.

"And he can't even say for sure that her death wasn't just an accident. Even if it was deliberate anyone could've come back after the party," Shawna concluded the evidence.

Gracie held up a second finger. "Travis' fall was next, I think. He broke his arm. But Kelly's right, Jake certainly wasn't dating him!"

"What exactly happened?" Cheryl asked. "Maybe there's a clue in the details."

Gracie thought for a moment. "It was last Monday. Ken was interviewing everyone who'd been at the party and he wanted to talk to me first; an aide came to get me out of class. Second hour, I think it was. Anyway, Travis was sitting there holding his arm and when I asked he said he'd slipped at the bottom of the stairs."

"What was Travis doing out in the halls during class?" Shawna asked.

"He's an office aide that hour," Gracie replied. "Though I didn't think to ask exactly what errand he was running. Do you think that might be important?"

Now Kelly's face grew thoughtful. "That was the Monday after Maggie's death, right? And you'd told Ken that you'd keep your eyes and ears open for anything that might seem important."

Gracie nodded.

"I remember seeing Jake and…one of his buddies, can't remember who. Anyway, they were talking and it sounded like they were discussing what might've happened to Maggie."

"And?" all three girls urged him to finish.

He grinned. "It was some movie they were talking about, something about robots exploding I think."

"And you're telling us this exactly why?" Cheryl inquired skeptically.

"Because the other guy bumped Jake's arm and he was carrying a bottle of water and some of it sloshed out. I remember because Jake razzed him about 'making' him spill it. But it was just at the bottom of the staircase. Travis could've stepped off the last stair and slipped on the water," Kelly finished significantly.

Shawna looked confused. "But that means it really was just an accident; he couldn't possibly have known that Travis would slip, or that he'd be hurt."

"Which staircase was it?" Cheryl asked.

"Uh, the north staircase," Kelly said. "Second hour's the only class I have upstairs on that side of the building."

Cheryl turned to look a question at Gracie.

"South," Gracie said succinctly. "So we can't attribute that one to Jake."

"It's not something he could've set up first, and you know how hard it is to get out of class," Shawna pointed out. "And anyway, why would Jake want to hurt Travis?"

Gracie took another meditative sip of coffee. "Brittney's a library aide that hour, isn't she?"

"Yeah," Cheryl said. "And the library's nearby so it'd be likely she'd take those stairs if she went out to get something."

"And she's one of the girls Jake dates," Gracie concluded. "You're right, I don't see how Jake could've done it, but what if Brittney was the one who was meant to slip?"

"I think you're making mountains out of molehills," Cheryl told her.

"That sounds like something my grandmother would say," Kelly put in.

"It is something my Grandma says!" Cheryl laughed. "But it still applies."

"What about Emily's weird case of poison ivy in the wintertime?" Gracie asked. "Seems like I remember her saying just recently that she's really allergic to it. If Jake knew that could he have deliberately taken her somewhere where she might touch the stuff?"

"I think that was Saturday at the recycling thing," Kelly said.

"Someone else could have heard, too," Shawna pointed out.

"Makes more sense that she'd be in some out-of-the-way spot to make out with Jake," Cheryl said. "I can't see how someone else could get her to go somewhere like that."

"I can't see why he'd want to do it," Kelly said. "He'd be risking getting it himself, and he wouldn't have any problem cancelling a date if that was the idea."

"Points taken," Gracie agreed. "Then there was Madison's tripping over the pieces of her taillight – which appeared to have been broken by Emily's car. There's two birds with one stone."

"But you proved it couldn't have been Emily's car," Shawna protested.

"Madison's athletic, she's got good balance," Kelly said. "Travis is a known klutz, he'd almost certainly slip and fall, but Madison would be far more likely to keep her balance."

"Maybe that was a two-fer," Cheryl suggested. "The real point was to make them mad at each other. I guess we could take a look at Jake's truck tomorrow to see if there's dents on the front and back."

"Sounds like a crime of opportunity," Shawna said. "What are the chances that two of Jake's girlfriends would be parked across from each other?"

"Even so, someone seems to have taken advantage of it," Gracie said. "What about Serene's desk malfunction?"

"That was fourth hour, on Thursday," Cheryl said. "But Jake's not in that class, and I don't think he's ever in that room at all."

"After lunch, right?" Gracie asked. At Cheryl's nod she continued. "Someone could've loosened the nut during lunch – or, hey! Jake's got football practice every day, which means he'd be in the building after hours and could've done it then."

"But Gracie," Kelly said reasonably. "How could he be sure it would come loose when Serene sat down in fourth hour?"

Gracie sighed. "You're right. Anybody know who else sits there the rest of the day?"

"Like maybe another one of Jake's girlfriends?" Cheryl teased.

"Well, it's a detail that might tell us something, either way," Gracie said.

"Okay, Cheryl can tell us exactly which desk it was and we'll all try to peek in anytime we're in the neighborhood tomorrow."

"Thursday," Gracie said contemplatively. "That was the day Jennifer said Tanya's little brother tripped over a rock."

"How did Jennifer know? I can't see her putting up with a kid trailing after them," Shawna said.

Gracie laughed. "Not Jennifer Myers, Jennifer Greene. My esteemed step-mother. You know, Dad's second wife."

"Ah, yes – the bimbo with the big boobs," Cheryl remarked.

"What's the widow got to do with Tanya?" Kelly asked.

"Jennifer works part-time at La Petite Boutique," Gracie explained. "And by the way, she's matured quite a bit since Dad's death. She's going to school and working to gain experience so she can open her own shop some day. She's even learned how to talk without saying 'I mean' and 'like' every other word! But she does still have big boobs."

"Anyway, apparently after school Thursday Tanya's mother had gone in to shop with Tanya and little Tony in tow." She chuckled at the memory of Jennifer's irritation with the boy. "Jennifer called him a holy terror, said he was running around the store and went outside and tripped over a rock someone had put in front of the door."

"I've met Tony Fletcher," Cheryl said with a grimace. "He is a holy terror!"

"Little boys can find something to trip over without even trying," Kelly said authoritatively. "I know, I used to be one."

"And yet you survived," Cheryl quipped.

"How did a rock get in front of the door?" Shawna asked.

"Jennifer doesn't know. It was nearby, part of the décor by the bench I think she said. Someone could've kicked it or even moved it deliberately, as a prank," Gracie said.

"Jake has football practice after school," Kelly reminded them. "And even if he didn't, he wouldn't be caught dead anywhere near that girly place!"

"Are you trying to say you think Tanya was the real target?" Shawna asked.

"Just like the water on the floor, it would be nearly impossible to be sure who would trip over it," Kelly said. "Of if anyone would."

"Oh, you don't know women!" Cheryl chided him. "We're all giggly and excited about a new outfit and either can't wait to get home to try it on again or we've just got to find the perfect earrings to go with it. Either way, we're not watching where we're going."

"On the other hand, who would even think to look for something in front of the door to a shop?" Shawna put in.

"I just remembered. Jennifer said Meaghan was there that day, too. And some other girl that she didn't recognize," Gracie told them.

"So there was a 40% chance that if anyone tripped it would be one of Jake's girlfriends," Kelly did the math. "For all you know Tony moved the rock himself, then forgot about it and tripped over it."

"I'm just saying there's a possible connection there," Gracie insisted. Gracie held up seven fingers now. "Andrea's poisoning. That was last Friday. Ken said it was cyanide, but you wouldn't think that would be easy to get hold of."

Cheryl picked up her phone and began Googling cyanide.

"It would almost have to be in something she ate or drank," Kelly said. "Granted she's dated Jake, and I suppose he could have given it to her. She'd have trusted anything he gave her, but again, why would he do it?"

"It says here that cyanide has a distinct odor of bitter almonds," Cheryl read aloud.

"But if she didn't know that she wouldn't have been worried, even if she did smell it," Kelly said. "And maybe there was something that disguised the smell or taste. All depends on what the cyanide was in."

"Again, Gracie," Shawna said. "Anyone else might've given it to her. Though it doesn't sound likely that whatever it was had accidentally been dosed with poison."

"Number eight," Gracie enunciated. "Shaun's locker door whacked him in the head. Okay, I'll admit this one doesn't fit the pattern. He's Jake's friend, but that's as close as it gets. He's not a girlfriend and we all have our own lockers so it couldn't have been intended to hurt anyone else. And I have no idea how you could jam a locker door, anyway."

"Maybe it's a real accident," Shawna suggested.

"Hey, it says here that there's cyanide in apple seeds!" Cheryl said. "But not enough to hurt you, it'd take half a cup to be dangerous."

Gracie looked relieved at that. "I almost wish you hadn't told me that, but guess I won't have to give up apples after all. Besides, I never eat the core anyway. Next is Meaghan's wreck."

Everyone looked distressed at that. It had only been a few hours ago that they'd heard about her death from that wreck. Somehow it seemed macabre to bring it up in this context.

"But Amy admits it was her fault," Shawna protested. "She feels terrible about it. Oh geez, I hadn't thought – she must really be upset now."

"The cop at the hospital said the airbag didn't go off," Gracie reminded them. "Kelly, do you know if you could do something to disable one?"

Kelly shook his head. "Not that I know about. But I'm not a mechanic; I can change oil and spark plugs and jump a car, simple things like that. I couldn't even tell you how an airbag works."

"Jake was messing with Meaghan's car Friday at lunch, remember?" Shawna said.

"Yeah, he did have the hood up," Kelly admitted. "But apparently that was only because he didn't know the battery's in the trunk. And besides, there was a bunch of people standing around – how could he possibly have done something with them all watching?"

"Gracie, I think we all know what happened there," Cheryl said, kind but firm. "It was dark and raining and Amy misjudged the distance and bumped Meaghan's car, though she might have had some pharmaceutical help. End of story."

"Maybe," Gracie reluctantly admitted. She thought about the ugly rumor she'd heard that Meaghan was pregnant; she decided not to repeat it. That kind of thing only grew and she refused to help spread it.

"What's next?" Kelly asked. "Oh, I bet I know! Your slip-n-slide in the park yesterday." His tone was teasing.

Gracie looked him in the eyes. "Maybe. I don't fit the pattern either, but I saw Brittney limping as I left school today and she said the same thing had happened to her. Same place, too. The funny thing was, she doesn't usually go that way so someone would have to know she was going to see her grandmother yesterday. Could that someone be Jake?"

"Or any of a couple dozen of her friends," Cheryl said. "That's another case of it being hard to set up in advance with any degree of certainty about the victim. Anyway, you said it was dry, so what could still be slick after it dried?"

"Antifreeze," Kelly said. "Remember the other day when your Aunt Jeanine called, Gracie?"

Gracie rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue. "How could I forget? Two hours out of my life because she didn't pay attention. But yes, she did say she'd slipped where some antifreeze had been spilled and not cleaned up good."

"But remember, Jake said he didn't really know anything about cars," Shawna said. "When could he have done it? If he'd slipped out of class early it would've still been wet. And I'm sure he had a hot lunch date, so he didn't do it then."

"Still, it does seem odd that antifreeze would just happen to get spilled right on that curve," Cheryl mused. "If it even was antifreeze. We don't know that, and there's probably no way to find out now anyway."

"So I guess the final accident is mine," Shawna said. "I certainly never dated Jake; how does that fit your pattern?"

"A whole lot of cars got gathered up in that," Kelly said. "It was right by the school, a route that a lot of people take to get outta there every day. Did either of you see any of Jake's so-called girlfriends milling around?"

"Don't think so," Cheryl replied. "But then, there's so many."

"Allison asked me to stay and help her put together a memorial to Amy," Gracie said.

"Any you think someone ruined dozens of tires, including Shawna's, on the chance that Allison would be in that group?" Cheryl asked.

"I'm just saying it's a possibility," Gracie defended herself. "Maybe it wasn't Allison, but one of the other girls. Jake could have run out right after school and thrown that jar in the street."

"You'd think someone would've seen him do it, and will tell the police when they hear about the mess," Shawna said.

"Or it could be just what the policeman said," Cheryl insisted. "The jar fell off a truck."

"So, what's the final score, Kelly?" asked Gracie.

"Eleven accidents total, two of which were fatal," Kelly announced. "Five of them can be classified as falls or one kind or another; poison ivy and just plain poison, two pieces of school equipment malfunctioned, spilled nails, and a car wreck. If you count Maggie as one of Jake's girlfriends, six of them were directly involved. Travis, Shaun, and little Tony Fletcher are of course guys; the other two girls were Gracie and Shawna here. Six out of eleven is barely over half."

"What about locations?" Cheryl asked.

Kelly moved his index finger down the list as he mentally sorted out the information. "Only four actually happened in the school building; five if you count the intersection. Maggie's house, boutique, country road, and the park. The two poisons could've happened anywhere."

"I don't see any connection there," Shawna said.

"If Travis' fall was meant for Brittney, Tony's meant for Meaghan or Tanya, mine meant for Brittney, and the nails meant for Allison – or some other girlfriend – then that makes ten out of eleven," Gracie said.

"Those are pretty iffy," Cheryl said. "How many of them can we even semi reasonably attribute to Jake?"

"I count eight," Kelly announced. "Travis, Tony, and Gracie's accidents would be pretty hard for him to set up."

"Well, if something's going on, it does sound like Jake's involved," Shawna admitted. "But then it could just as well be someone who, for some reason, has it out for his girlfriends."

"That's if anything's really going on," Cheryl said. "Though I do think now that you should tell Lt. Freeman about the pills in Amy's backpack.

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 44




 

Ken was on the way to speak to someone that might possibly know something about a death that might or might not be murder. There'd been no suicide note but the evidence so far couldn't rule it out. The one thing he did know was that it wasn't an accident; no one accidentally puts a gun to their head and pulls the trigger. The victim wasn't into drugs, either using or selling; and, at least on the surface, he'd appeared to be an upstanding and reasonably successful citizen.

It was Ken's job to dig below the surface to determine the reality of that appearance. Had the man, for instance, been desperate for money? Desperate enough that suicide could have seemed the only way out? Or he made a plan to get the money; a plan that had somehow gone horribly wrong? He sighed and turned the car's heater up a notch. Then in an attempt to put it out of his mind for a few minutes he turned on the radio. A classical station seemed appropriately soothing and he hummed along with the music.

Naturally someone chose that moment to call him, the silly trill of the ring-tone clashing with the radio.

"Lieutenant Freeman," he answered brusquely.

"Hi, Ken! It's Gracie."

"Oh, hi, Kiddo," he said. "Before you ask, I don't have anything new on either the teacher or your friend that ate the cyanide."

"I'm sorry, did I call at a bad time?" she asked contritely.

Ken sighed again. "No, I'm sorry, Gracie. It's just that I've got a doozie of a case and I was hoping that it would stew in the back of my mind and I'd get an idea."

"Anything I can help with?" she asked.

"Thanks, but not yet. I'm still checking things out. What's on your mind?"

"Don't know if you've heard, but there was a car wreck Friday night, out on the state highway," she said.

"Oh, yeah, the girl died, didn't she? Did you know her?" he asked.

"Yes, I did. I know the girl that caused the wreck, too."

"Geez, I'm sorry, Gracie. I hate to say this, but that one's on my list, too. She – what's her name?"

"Meaghan Pruitt was the girl who died, Amy Jones was the one who hit the car," Gracie supplied.

"Yeah, Amy Jones. Anyway she admitted she bumped her friend's car from behind, and we're considering charging her with manslaughter."

"Because Meaghan died in the wreck," Gracie stated.

"'Fraid so," Ken said. "But I won't know until I look into it a little more. Do you know something about it that I should know?"

"Maybe," Gracie hedged. "Cheryl saw a big bottle of pain pills in Amy's backpack that afternoon. The prescription was for her mother."

"And you're thinking maybe she'd taken some that night and that contributed to her hitting the other girl's car," Ken spelled it out.

"Yeah, I am," Gracie said. "I guess that'll make things worse for Amy."

"It would if I could prove it," Ken told her. "But it's been too long. Even if she tested positive right this very second it doesn't mean she would have on Friday night."

"So you're not interested?"

"Sorry, but no," Ken said. "I do appreciate your telling me, I know it's not easy to rat out a friend. I'll let you know what I decide about the charges. Oh, and there's one more thing you should know. But if my Captain finds out I told you I'll be in deep doo-doo."

"Ken, you know I won't tell. Well, maybe Kelly, but he can keep his mouth shut," Gracie promised.

"Gracie, I'm not kidding. You'll tell your two girlfriends, I know you. I mean it, this isn't the kind of thing that needs to get out." Ken's voice was unaccustomedly gruff.

"Okay, I understand."

"The young girl who died was pregnant," he said.

"Meaghan? Pregnant?" Gracie could hardly believe her ears. "I'd heard a rumor, but I thought it was just someone saying nasty things after she'd died." Even as she spoke her mind began recalling little hints that told her it was indeed true. Meaghan hadn't been feeling well and had thrown up, apparently several times. She had a sudden mental picture of Meaghan standing by the bathroom sink, turning that little silver purity ring around and around on her finger. Gracie just hadn't wanted to believe it of Meaghan.

"It's true," Ken assured her. "Her parents didn't want to believe it, either. In fact they didn't even want to bother with a paternity test. They convinced themselves that she must've been raped and was afraid to tell them."

"If that was the case then wouldn't they want to know who'd done it?" Gracie asked. "So he could be punished," she added.

"I think they just don't want their daughter's reputation sullied, especially since she's gone now," Ken said.

"I'm pretty sure I know who the father is," Gracie said. "Jake Salazar."

"Salazar?" Ken asked in surprise. "The jock who'd been sleeping with the teacher the day she died?"

"One and the same," Gracie said. "And that brings up another thing I wanted to tell you about."

"I already know he'd been fiddling with her car that day," he said. "It's one of the things I was going to look into, but now I'll bump it up to the top of my list."

"It's not just that," Gracie began. "Jake dates a lot of girls, and several of them have been having accidents lately."

"Like what kind of accidents?" Ken asked.

"Andrea and the cyanide," she replied. "And Mrs. Lane, of course. The others haven't been serious: a lot of falls, a school desk that magically fell apart, and a lot of flat tires from some nails on the road by the school."

"In other words, normal things," Ken said. "Even if they all happened to the girls this guy dates, it doesn't necessarily mean anything. Though I will say he seems to get around."

Gracie gave a short laugh. "That's what my Mom says, too. About the accidents, not Jake. It just seems weird to me that so many of his girlfriends have been having accidents."

"And you think he's doing it to them on purpose," Ken said, teasing. "Listen to your mother, Kiddo. You're making mountains out of mole hills."

It was Gracie's turn to sigh loudly. "All right, maybe I am. Well, good luck with your doozie, talk to you later. Bye."

When Kelly, Shawna, and Cheryl made it back to Gracie's room after their various bathroom breaks and trips to the kitchen for snacks and drinks they found her flopped disconsolately on one of the bean bags.

"I was right before; Ken's not the least bit interested in Amy's pills." Gracie said.

"Well, it was worth a try," Cheryl insisted. "I guess I understand. It's like the drunk who takes a nip in front of the cop; there's no way to prove he hadn't been stone cold sober before he was stopped."

Gracie nodded. "Ken did say he's considering charging Amy with manslaughter. Even she admits it was her fault."

"Wow, that's serious," Shawna said. "You said 'considering', what does that mean?"

"It means he thinks it's an accident and he'll look at the two cars and the police and weather reports, and probably check out the scene before he decides if there's enough evidence to show she was negligent," Kelly told them. "I'd bet he'll ask her about the pills, even though he told you he didn't care."

Gracie nodded her head, but kept her gaze glued to the purple carpet in front of her.

Shawna patted Gracie's shoulder and said, "Don't worry about it. You tried, that's all that counts."

Gracie looked up at her, meeting her eyes. "There's something else – and this time I gotta swear you guys to secrecy or Ken will kill me."

"You know we won't tell a soul," Cheryl said in a serious voice.

"I swear," Kelly said simply.

"Me, too," Shawna said. "Uh, I swear. There, is that official enough?"

"This isn't like hearing that Jake was sleeping with Maggie. This is really serious. I'd hate for this to get out and ruin someone's reputation," Gracie told them.

The three of them just looked at her; waiting for her to speak, though Cheryl did make beckoning motions with her hands as if to hurry her.

"Meaghan was pregnant," she said.

"Meaghan?" Shawna squeaked in astonishment.

"She was always the 'good girl', with that purity ring and all," Cheryl said, just as shocked.

"Wow!" was all Kelly had to say.

"So you see, even though it's true, we wouldn't want it to get around," Gracie was practically begging. "I'd heard rumors, I overheard Jennifer and Allison talking about it on my way out of the building this afternoon. But come to think of it, Allison didn't seem to believe it."

"Gracie, it's one thing not to blab it around; but I don't want to have to lie," Shawna said.

"So if anyone says anything to you just tell 'em it's a crappy thing to be saying about someone who's dead," Cheryl advised. "That way you don't have to admit to knowing anything."

Shawna considered the idea. "Right. It is true as far as it goes but why would anyone think I might know anything about it?"

"Are you kidding?" Kelly asked. "Everyone knows we're Gracie's best friends and that Gracie's pals with the lieutenant. They'd naturally assume that he's told her everything, and she's told us."

"Oh, yeah," Shawna said.

"I don't suppose your good pal told you who the father was?" Cheryl asked.

"I don't think he cares and her parents didn't even want to know," Gracie said. She made a wry face. "He says they think she must've been raped but they're so emotional over her death that they don't want to deal with that."

"That's because they can't admit to themselves that their darling little girl would actually go out and have sex," Cheryl commented.

Shawna looked thoughtful. "I can see that, in a weird kind of way. They can pretend she was blameless and refuse to deal with the whole thing on the grounds that it doesn't matter anymore. Still, you'd think the lieutenant would want to know as part of his investigation."

"I doubt he thinks it has any bearing on the wreck. But I told him that Jake was probably the father, and it would certainly give him motive to get rid of Meaghan."

"He might start caring if he finds anything wrong with Meaghan's car," Kelly said.

"In the meantime we're the only ones who seem to think there's anything the least bit suspicious about it," Gracie said rather glumly.

"Did you tell him about all the accidents?" Cheryl asked.

Gracie offered a sheepish grin. "Yes, but other than the two deaths and Andrea's cyanide he blew those right off." She sighed, and shrugged. "Guess I can't really blame him. On the surface it sounds silly to say Jake's going around trying to get rid of girlfriends."

"On that note, is everyone ready to go to Meaghan's wake?" Kelly asked.

"She's not Catholic," Cheryl sniped.

Kelly grinned at her. "Same thing, whatever you want to call it. We're there to remember her life."

"I've never seen so many people crying in my life!" Shawna remarked after the four of them were safely seated in Kelly's car and driving away from the pizza parlor.

"Didn't stop 'em from eating," Cheryl commented.

"They acted like it was some kind of sin to be laughing," Shawna said.

"That's really kinda normal," Gracie said. "I felt that way after my father died. You feel so sad and also you think everyone expects you to be sad. But part of remembering someone is thinking about the good times; it helps you accept the loss, knowing you'll always have the happy memories. But you do feel guilty about it at first."

"Most of those kids didn't even know Meaghan all that well," Shawna continued as if Gracie hadn't spoken. "Why would they cry over her now?"

"Maybe because they were scared and didn't know what else to do," Kelly suggested.

"Scared?" Shawna asked.

"My dad calls it feeling bullet-proof," Kelly explained. "He accuses me of that all the time. He says we're young and haven't seen all the really bad things that can happen so we're not scared of anything. But now we've all seen someone we know die, and it's scary thinking it could happen to us."

"That, and they're all thinking of all the mean things they ever said to her, or about her," Cheryl said. "They're telling themselves they wouldn't have done that if they'd only known she was going to die."

"You think they're afraid of Divine retribution?" Kelly asked, jokingly.

"I think Amy is," Cheryl said seriously. "I think she must've told everyone there just how terribly sorry she is."

"She probably really is sorry," Shawna said. "Did you see how white she turned when she was asked to take the card to the Pruitts? She was bawling about how she couldn't possibly face them, positively freaked-out about it."

"I wouldn't want to have to face them either, if I were in her shoes," Gracie said.

"So naturally you jump up and volunteer to deliver the card yourself," Cheryl accused.

"I'm not in Amy's shoes!" Gracie retorted. "Besides, it was a lovely gesture; everyone signed the card and I'm sure her parents will be touched to have it."

Cheryl rolled her eyes. "All of Meaghan's dear friends," she quoted in parody of Mrs. Pruitt.

"Okay, maybe she goes a little overboard," Gracie said. "But she means well. We don't have to stay long."

 

 

 






  








Chapter 45




 

When the group arrived at the Pruitt's house they found it overflowing with mourners. They were mostly women, and they all looked alike, dressed in their Sunday best as if it were important that they get all dolled up for the occasion. Cynthia Pruitt was hunched into a large armchair, sobbing hopelessly. A coffee table had been pulled up to the chair, its surface covered with pictures of Meaghan from birth to present. Steve Pruitt was nowhere to be seen.

The other women wouldn't let Gracie and her friends close to Mrs. Pruitt, as if they feared the young people would upset her. Which is probably true, Gracie thought. The women led them to the dining room where the table was laid out with all kinds of casseroles, sandwich-makings, and desserts. An industrial-sized coffee urn bubbled softly at one end. When they protested that they'd already eaten, the guardian-women insisted they have a slice of pie. Gracie, who could usually eat at any time of day, found she had no appetite under the circumstances. She could hear muted bass laughter from a room at the back of the house; the menfolk must have congregated in a den, or someplace away from all the hovering too-helpful women.

Gracie picked at her pie and wondered what to do. No one said anything as they ate. Shawna looked properly respectful, but Cheryl was starting to fidget and Kelly looked downright bored. Having noticed that her friends' plates were empty she suddenly stood up and dumped her half-eaten pie into the trashcan.

"Thank you so much for the pie," she told one of the women. "It's so very kind of you to help like this." Privately she felt her smile was obviously saccharine, but the woman didn't seem to notice.

"The good Lord put us on this Earth to help each other in time of need," the woman twittered. "And He surely knows this family needs help right now. Thank you all so much for coming."

Gracie recognized a dismissal when she heard one, but didn't let it faze her. "Of course. Now, I'll just pop in to say a few words to Mrs. Pruitt, and then we'll leave."

She turned on her heel and began striding purposefully toward the living room with the church-lady following in her wake, protesting that Cynthia mustn't be disturbed. Gracie ignored her and so did Shawna, Cheryl, and Kelly. Gently she pushed her way between two women so she could get close to Cynthia's chair. The other three hung back.

"Mrs. Pruitt, I'm Gracie Greene. We met…the other night." Inwardly she winced at the hesitation and what it implied, but Cynthia didn't seem to notice.

"Yes, Dear, I do seem to remember you." She closed her eyes briefly and fresh tears ran down her face.

Impulsively Gracie reached out and took Cynthia's hand, squeezing it with the strength of emotion and compassion. "I'm so very sorry about Meaghan," she said, and felt tears of her own forming.

"Thank you," Cynthia said in a hoarse voice as she extricated her hand to reach for a fresh tissue.

Gracie sniffled, and pulled the card from her purse, handed it to Cynthia. "All of her friends at school will miss her greatly, and we wanted you to know how much she meant to us."

Cynthia opened the card and looked at all the scrawled signatures and sentiments. A hush settled over the room as if everyone were afraid of the woman's possible reaction. Though she dabbed at another tear trickling down her cheek, Cynthia smiled. "It warms my heart to know so many young people cared about Meaghan." She slipped the card into her Bible. "I'm going to keep this right here, so I can look at it anytime and know how blessed she was to have such good friends. She never did like that car, you know; she was talking about selling it."

"Yes, I know," Gracie muttered, unsure quite how to respond.

"It's so easy to think that if she had sold it none of this would've happened," Cynthia went on. "But of course that's silly. It wasn't the car's fault."

"No, Ma'am," Gracie said.

"You know, it was the funniest thing," Cynthia said. Her voice quavered a bit and her eyes had a faraway look; in her grief she'd come to the stage of rambling about whatever stray thought relating to her daughter came to mind. "That morning I thought I'd lost her extra key. To the car; I kept it on one of those valet things, you know, that you can detach easily. That way if she lost hers, or locked herself out, then she could come get the duplicate."

Gracie nodded, though she had no idea why Cynthia was saying this. She did, however, understand what 'that' day meant; Friday morning. She glanced behind her to appeal to her friends for help but they just shrugged, as puzzled as Gracie was.

Cynthia shrugged her shoulders and smiled wanly at her own failing. "But I must've just overlooked it somehow, because the next day when Barbara took me home there it was on my key ring when I unlocked the front door."

"That's good," Gracie said, unable to think of any other comment.

One of the women bustled up with a fresh cup of coffee for Cynthia. "So nice of you to come, and please tell Meaghan's friends that the card was much appreciated." The look in her eyes said she meant business, and that business was to get rid of Gracie and company.

"Yes, please thank them for Steve and myself. Tell them I'll keep them all in my prayers," Cynthia said.

"I'll do that, Mrs. Pruitt," Gracie said, patting Cynthia's hand. "I'll keep you and your husband in my prayers, too."

Gracie walked away, her friends following silently. At the front door she addressed one of the women. "It looks like the people from the church are doing everything possible to help the Pruitts but if you should need anything, please don't hesitate to call the school and I know Meaghan's friends will be glad to help."

"Thank you, I'll do that," the woman replied, though it was clear to Gracie that she didn't really mean it. "I guess someone should call and let the principal know when the funeral will be, too."

"Please," Gracie said. "A lot of us will be there. I'm sure Mrs. Baker won't say anything if it's during school hours, so just let us know. Thank you for the pie, and good night."

As they walked out they all felt as if they'd escaped from something; they heaved a collective sigh of relief as the door shut behind them. Kelly put his arm around Gracie's waist and pulled her closer as they walked to the car, though he said nothing.

"I feel smothered," Cheryl said once they got in the car. "Roll the windows down a little, Kelly; I can still smell all the cologne those women drenched themselves in!"

"I can't really blame the men for being off by themselves, but you'd think Steve would want to be with his wife," Kelly said.

Gracie reached over to lay her hand on his arm. "That's because you're a good guy; you'd want to be with your wife at a time like that."

He patted her hand briefly before returning his attention to driving. "And I'd want her to be there with me."

"Enough of this mushy stuff!" Cheryl quipped. "I felt a lot of obligation in that house, but not a lot of love."

"Those ladies wouldn't have been there if they didn't care for the Pruitts," Shawna said. "Besides, I don't think there's really anything they could do to take away their pain right now."

"I wasn't talking about the Sunday School class," Cheryl retorted. "Hey, did you notice that Cynthia was wearing Meaghan's purity ring on a chain around her neck?"

"Yeah, I did," Shawna said. "You'd think she'd throw it away or something."

"I think that's why they made up the idea that she'd been raped," Gracie said. "That way the purity ring – and its underlying promise – still counted because rape implies it was against her will."

"I think you're right. She's the kind who'd deny the truth of something just because it didn't fit in with her beliefs," Cheryl said.

"I can sort of see why Meaghan did it, though," Shawna reflected.

"Sure," Kelly agreed. "Her dad's a work-a-holic who buys her things instead of spending time with her, and her mother's too busy with bake sales, fellowship dinners, and committee meetings to pay much attention to her."

"Kelly! You're certainly showing your sensitive side tonight," Cheryl teased.

"He's right, though," Gracie said. "She wanted attention so badly she'd do anything to get it. It looks like she picked the wrong guy, always assuming we're right that it's Jake. But I just can't believe he'd kill her because she was pregnant."

Wednesday morning Gracie and Shawna stood on the steps waiting for Cheryl and Kelly. The plan was to take a long stroll through the parking lot and hope that Jake had gone to lunch with someone and left his truck there; they wanted to see if it could possibly have been the vehicle that hit both Madison's and Emily's cars.

"What's taking them so long?" Shawna wanted to know.

"Cheryl probably had to clean up after Home Ec., but I don't know where Kelly is. Maybe he had to make a pit stop," Gracie said.

Shawna stuck her arm up to be seen better above the crowd and waved. "There she is, walking with Andrea. Cheryl! Over here!"

Cheryl and Andrea joined them. "We made tuna casserole today, it was gross," Andrea said.

"Yeah," Cheryl agreed. "I don't think anyone ate more than a couple of bites. I'm sure glad we're going out to lunch today."

Shawna flicked her eyes toward Andrea, obviously thinking that the polite thing to do would be to invite her to go with them. Any other day they might have. If they hadn't intended to do a little snooping they might have used the opportunity to talk to her about the cyanide, hoping she might give them some clue that fit in with their theory.

"You're waiting for Kelly, aren't you?" Andrea asked. At their nod she continued. "That's okay, I'm going to lunch with Jennifer. She doesn't want to eat in the cafeteria."

"Who does?" Shawna asked facetiously.

"I know, right? But you know how prissy she is, she doesn't want anyone to see the band-aid on her hand. It's the wrong color to go with her outfit," Andrea said.

"Band-aid?" Gracie asked. "What happened?"

"She wasn't paying attention in the chem. lab this morning," Andrea replied. "Apparently she'd spilled some acid on the counter and then stuck her hand in it and got burned. It's just a little spot, but she said it stung like crazy. Hey! There's Kelly over there, talking to Bobby." She pointed off to her right.

Gracie looked that direction and gave a little wave; Kelly began inching her direction while Bobby continued to talk to him.

"What period does she have chemistry?" Cheryl asked.

"1st hour," Andrea said. "She swears she didn't spill the stuff, but then she would say that." Andrea chuckled. "I think she's worried it'll leave a scar."

Kelly walked up and said, "Who's hungry?"

"I am!" Gracie and Cheryl replied in unison.

"You guys enjoy," Andrea said.

"You too," Cheryl said as they headed to the parking lot.

"Sorry I'm late, Bobby was bending my ear," Kelly said as they walked.

"Going on about that stupid Mustang I bet," Cheryl said.

"No, he's worried about Amy."

"I imagine so. She must feel really guilty about the wreck," Gracie said. She pointedly looked around at all their fellow students heading out to lunch. "There could be severe consequences."

"Yeah. But Bobby didn't say anything about that. He said he found her sitting on the steps when he got to school this morning. Apparently she'd had some kind of fight with her parents and didn't know where else to go."

"Maybe her mom found out she'd taken the pills," Cheryl said.

"Hmmm, could be," Gracie agreed. "That'd certainly be enough to set off the fireworks."

"On top of everything else I could see why she'd want to escape somewhere," Shawna said.

"Hey, isn't that Jake's truck over there?" Kelly asked. "Bright red, dual-cab, V-8 engine."

They glanced around to make sure no one else was close enough to overhear.

"And a heavy-duty front bumper," Kelly continued his description as they reached the truck. He ran his fingers lightly over the front edge. "No obvious damage to this hunk of iron, but it sure could bash a taillight and not leave any traces. And look! There's a dent on the right front fender above the bumper."

Cheryl took her phone out of her pocket and snapped a couple of pictures while Gracie dug for her measuring tape.

"The dent's too high, it would've been above the place where Madison's car was hit. But the bumper's the right height."

"So let's go see what we can see on the back end," Kelly suggested.

They strolled around the truck as casually as possible, though they all felt their attention must be obvious. Shawna hung back a little acting as look-out and watching for Jake.

"No damage at all back here," Kelly announced. "Boy, does he keep a lot of junk in the bed of this truck: tool box, rope, bungee cords, a bottle of oil, empty antifreeze bottle, and all sorts of sports equipment."

"And an assortment of squashed beer cans," Cheryl added.

"Guess he's into all sports from the look of it," Gracie said. "I thought he was just a football jock."

"Psst! I just saw Jake walk out the door!" Shawna issued her warning.

"Twenty-three skidoo!" Kelly said as they all instinctively turned their backs to the building and tried to move away nonchalantly.

"Twenty-three skidoo?" Gracie asked. "Isn't that what they say in those old gangster movies?"

"Seemed appropriate, somehow," Kelly said with a shrug. "I feel like I'm doing something illegal."

Gracie and Cheryl laughed a bit nervously, but Shawna said she agreed with him.

"Come on gang," Gracie said. "Let's go get some lunch."

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 46




 

"Okay, the gang's all here," Kelly quipped. "Let's see if we've come up with anything new."

The girls groaned at his intended pun, but they were beginning to think of themselves as rather underhanded in their quest for the source of all the accidents.

"The meeting of Gracie's Gang will now come to order!" Gracie continued the joke. "Secretary Kelly will read the minutes of the previous meeting and we'll discuss each point in turn."

Kelly favored her with a small frown. "How'd I get elected secretary?"

"Because you took the minutes yesterday," Cheryl told him. "Thus, you're elected."

"Ha, ha," Kelly replied drily. "Okay, let's see what we've got. First item is Maggie's fall resulting in her death."

"Ken said the neighbor lady saw a light-colored car in front of Maggie's house early in the morning," Gracie said. "That's too vague to be of any use, except that it couldn't possibly describe Jake's red pick-up."

"I'm going to start a new list," Kelly mumbled. "I'll list two accidents on a page, that way I'll have room to add anything new we come up with. Light car, not Jake's. Anything else?"

"Well, Ken found one of Amy's earrings in the back yard," Gracie said. "But we know she was at the party. It's not likely she was there to make out with someone, but she could've just gone out for some fresh air and quiet."

"The rest of the points are the same, then," Kelly summarized. "Travis' fall; no change. Emily's poison ivy; no change."

"Wait a minute," Shawna said. "If we're trying to pin these on Jake we should ask Emily when was the last time she went out with him."

"That's a great idea, except how do you do that without making it sound weird?" Cheryl asked.

Shawna got a wicked grin on her face. "Listen and learn," she said as she flipped open her phone.

"Hi, Emily, Shawna here. I'm trying to win a bet; ice cream to the winner. I think there's a pattern to the girls that Jake dates, and if I'm right you're going out with him tonight."

The other three looked surprised at Shawna's unaccustomed duplicity. Cheryl gave her a thumb's up.

"Really. Well, darn, no ice cream for me! Thanks, Emily. Take care." Shawna hung up and turned to look at her friends.

"She says she's been so busy rehearsing for the upcoming play that she hasn't been out with Jake for a couple of weeks now," she told them.

"Now that's dedication," Cheryl remarked.

"So unless Jake somehow smeared her with the leaves during school hours he couldn't very well be responsible," Kelly said.

Gracie got the slightly furrowed brow that indicated she was thinking. "But anyone who knew Emily would know she's been around the stage a lot lately…"

"So maybe they planted it somewhere she'd touch it," Shawna finished.

"Ooh, planted the plant," Cheryl groaned.

"Which would mean it was done deliberately," Gracie pointed out.

"But if she knows she's allergic to poison ivy, she'd probably know what it looked like," Kelly said. "The shape's distinctive. 'Leaves of three, let it be.'"

"This is Emily we're talking about," Cheryl reminded them. "Just think of the dramatic scene she could create after she'd touched the stuff."

"She could just as easily make a scene at just seeing the leaves, and not risk touching them," Gracie said.

"Okay, Emily didn't get poison ivy from smooching Jake out in the boonies," Kelly said, making the appropriate entry on his notes. "The two-fer of damage to Madison and Emily's cars, and Madison's subsequent tumble."

"My, don't you sound pretentious in your role as secretary," Cheryl said with a grin.

"We're trying to do this logically, so I just want to be precise," he defended himself.

"Jake's bumper is the right height," Gracie re-capped their lunchtime fact-finding excursion.

"But there's no corresponding damage to it, at least that we can see," Kelly said.

"I've got pix of both dents, um, in Emily's car and Jake's truck," Cheryl said. "Let's download them and compare them side-by-side."

"What can you tell by doing that?" Shawna asked as Cheryl began working at Gracie's computer.

"Don't know," Cheryl said. "But it's easy enough to do. Okay, I've got 'em both up on the screen."

Everyone stood up to look.

"They're just dents, I don't see anything odd," Shawna said.

"The dent on Jake's fender is sort of sideways, and Emily's is horizontal," Gracie muttered.

Kelly leaned in for a closer look. "See how round the impression is on Emily's car – it almost looks like it was hit with a baseball bat."

Cheryl enlarged the photo. "Looks like it tapers just a little too, like someone hit it with the middle of the bat instead of the end."

"She could've run into a post of some kind, like in a gate," Gracie said.

"Then the diameter would be the same," Kelly said.

"Wasn't there a bat in the bed of Jake's truck this afternoon?" Cheryl asked.

They all looked at each other for a moment, wondering if this was the piece of information they were looking for.

"I think so," Kelly said. "But if we could walk by and see it in there so could anyone else. Anyone could've 'borrowed' it to bash the two cars. But then a bat's not exactly a restricted item, lots and lots of people probably have one."

"That would make it easy to point the finger of suspicion at Jake, too," Gracie said. "But it's hardly enough to prove he did it. On to the next item, Kelly."

"Serene's desk failure, 4th hour, after lunch," Kelly read. "How'd us amateur sleuths do at finding out who all sits at that particular desk during the day? I saw Richelle there 2nd hour."

"Amy sits there 3rd hour, and Bobby's there 6th," Shawna said.

"It's empty during 1st hour," Gracie said. "Or maybe whoever sits there wasn't here today."

"5th hour it's Carter," Cheryl supplied. "Amy doesn't date anybody and I don't think Richelle's ever been out with Jake."

"Jake wouldn't have anything to do with Bobby, and as far as I know he's not friendly with Carter, either," Kelly said.

"Which means that Serene is the only person who sits at that desk that's even remotely connected to Jake," Gracie said.

"Yeah, but it still seems like a long shot that it could've been meant for Serene," Kelly insisted. "If it'd been 1st hour I might believe it. Next up is Tony Fletcher's trip over the rock. Gracie thinks it was meant for either Tanya or Meaghan."

"Or the third girl that was there," Shawna said. "The one Jenifer didn't recognize. Tell us again how she described her?"

"The only thing she said was the girl was quiet and had long brown hair. Oh, and she came in with Meaghan," Gracie said.

"Who could that be? Do any of Jake's girlfriends match that description?" Kelly asked.

"Madison's hair is a light brown, but she wears it short," Gracie said.

"Serene has long brown hair, but you could hardly call her quiet," Cheryl said.

"Same thing for Emily," Shawna said. "Okay, her hair is auburn, but it's long and it could be mistaken for brown if you weren't paying attention."

"Brittney's the quiet type and her hair is long," Gracie said. "But it's black, and even ditzy Jennifer should be able to see the difference."

"I can't think of anyone else that qualifies," Shawna said.

"I still think Tony put that rock there himself," Cheryl said firmly. "It's the kind of thing a little snot like him would do."

"So nothing conclusive there," Kelly confirmed. "What about Andrea and the cyanide? I saw you guys talking to her today, did you ask about it?"

"No, we were hoping she'd go away so we could snoop around Jake's truck," Gracie said.

It was Cheryl's turn to look pensive. "Didn't Ken say she 'ingested' the poison?" At Gracie's nod she continued. "That means 'eat' or 'drink', right?"

"I don't think it gets absorbed through the skin," Kelly said.

"What about Home Ec.?" Cheryl exclaimed. That was the day we made the lasagna, and we all ate some of it. Maybe it was in the lasagna."

"Well, it certainly wasn't Jake, then!" Kelly said.

"Seems to me that Bonnie said she didn't feel good that afternoon, too," Cheryl said. "She's in Andrea's cooking group."

"Who else is in it?" Gracie asked.

"Amy and Elyzabeth," Cheryl replied.

"In other words, none of Jake's dates."

"So it was meant for Andrea?" Shawna asked.

"Probably," Gracie said. "But I was just wondering if one of his girlfriends might want to scare off the competition, so to speak."

"By poisoning them? That would be pretty obvious." Kelly commented.

"I don't want to sound rude," Cheryl began. "But Andrea has a bit of a weight problem. She was really chowing down on that stuff, and I think anyone could figure out that she'd be likely to do just that."

"Makes sense; she ate more so she got more cyanide," Shawna agreed. "The other girls didn't eat enough to be affected."

"But that doesn't get us any closer to who might've put it in the food," Cheryl said. "Remember, I was there and I didn't see anything odd happen. And none of Jake's other girlfriends are in that class."

"You were busy with your own group," Shawna pointed out.

"You wouldn't think it was possible for anyone to slip into the classroom between hours and doctor the stuff," Cheryl said. "And like Serene's desk, if it was done after school or before 1st hour there'd be no way to be sure who would get the poison."

"So, a possibility only," Kelly said. "Number eight is Shaun's locker door."

His statement was met by blank stares and heads shaking 'no.'

"Okay, on to number nine. Meaghan's wreck."

"Well, you can add that we now know she was pregnant," Cheryl said.

"And if it was Jake's, that could give him reason to want her out of the way," Kelly said.

"Like we said, he was seen tinkering with her car that afternoon. Maybe he only hoped the wreck would make her lose the baby," Cheryl suggested.

"Seems pretty drastic to me," Shawna said. "Too hard to control, he couldn't know how badly she might be hurt. And besides, too many people saw him messing with her car. Even the cop asked him about it."

"Maybe he did that on purpose so he'd have plenty of witnesses that he didn't really do anything to it," Cheryl said. "Then he did whatever to it later."

"Or maybe he'd done something to it earlier and knocked the battery cable loose in the process," Shawna suggested.

"Except that the battery's in the trunk so anything he might've done to the engine wouldn't have affected the cable," Kelly shot that idea down.

"I just had a thought," Gracie said. "Remember that Kelly and I saw Jake and Meaghan talking outside on the patio at Maggie's house? It looked real serious, they weren't laughing or smiling or anything like that."

Cheryl picked up on Gracie's idea. "Do you think that was when she told him she was pregnant?"

"It could be," Shawna said. "How'd she act after that? Happy or sad?"

"Hmmm," Gracie said as she thought back.

"She seemed pretty happy to me when she left," Kelly said.

"She did act a lot more relaxed," Gracie agreed. "So you'd think that means she was good with whatever Jake said."

"Do you suppose he agreed to marry her?" Shawna asked, clearly not quite believing it even as she spoke.

"Could be," Cheryl said. "Or take care of her in some way at least."

"Then surely he wouldn't turn around and tinker with her car so she'd have a wreck!" Shawna exclaimed.

"Not necessarily," Cheryl said archly. "He could've told her one thing and then decided he didn't want to live up to whatever he promised."

"Okay, Jake's still the prime suspect in the wreck," Kelly said. "What about Gracie and Brittney's bike slides? I remember seeing an empty antifreeze bottle in his truck, but anyone could buy antifreeze."

"It would've had to be a spur-of-the-moment thing if he'd learned about Brittney going to her Grandma's, but the timing's all wrong," Gracie said.

"Next accident is the nails on the street."

Kelly's statement was met with more shrugs and shaken heads. "And that's it. We haven't really gotten much of anywhere."

"No, there's one more!" Cheryl said. "Jennifer put her hand in some acid in chemistry class this morning."

"That's right!" Gracie said. "I hadn't even connected that until you said it. She's one of Jake's girlfriends."

"But the lab's locked up after school," Kelly said. "How could anybody get in there during the evening?"

"Jake could've broken in after practice…" Gracie said, though even to her ears it sounded weak.

"Wouldn't you think it would've eaten through the counter if it'd been there all night?" Shawna asked.

"Maybe they brought their own?" Gracie asked.

"Not too many people have bottles of acid sitting around their house," Kelly said. "I'll admit it fits the pattern, but I think we're missing whatever it is that ties these accidents together.
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"Gracie's Gang," Clay repeated with a grin. "Somehow that sounds appropriate."

"Thanks a lot," Shawna said, giving Gracie's step-dad a dirty look.

"Hey, I meant that in a good way," Clay said, laughing. "You guys are always hanging out together and it's got a nice alliterative ring to it."

"We're a crime-fighting gang," Cheryl said lightly.

"Oh, ho! And what dastardly crimes are you fighting today?" Clay asked.

"Well, you see, there's been a whole bunch of accidents to people we know," Gracie began. "Two people are dead and one girl was given cyanide, but she's okay. Shawna and I got sucked in but that was a mistake because whoever it is seems to be after the girls that Jake Salazar dates."

Clay tilted his head to one side and raised an eyebrow. "Well, you both appear to be alive to me, but please don't tell me either of you came in contact with cyanide." He tried to keep his tone light, but the idea scared him.

"Not even close," Gracie assured him.

"If memory serves, Mr. Salazar is the star running back on your high school football team," Clay said. "A handsome and talented young man, and I wouldn't doubt for a minute that he has his pick of any girl in school."

"That's the one," Kelly said.

"I presume the deaths you referred to are that teacher and your friend, um, Meaghan," Clay continued. "I could buy that this jock dated Meaghan, but what's he got to do with a teacher?"

Gracie looked a little uncomfortable. She wouldn't have had any trouble telling her mother about Jake and Maggie, but suddenly she wasn't sure just how Clay might react. "Well…"

"Okay, I get it," Clay said. "This teacher offered him something he couldn't get from the girls."

"Not exactly," Cheryl said. "Gracie's buddy Ken the cop told her that Meaghan was pregnant when she died." At Gracie's dagger-laden look she protested, "If we want Clay's help we have to tell him everything."

"Not to worry, I won't repeat it," Clay assured them. "So I guess you're thinking that Jake had something to do with the deaths?"

"And with all the other accidents," Gracie said. "But we don't have any proof, and right now we can't even figure out how he could've done some of them."

"Back up just a minute," Clay requested. "What kind of accident were you involved in, Gracie?"

"Someone poured something, antifreeze I think, on a curve on the bike-path through the park; my bike slid off and I skinned my knee. The same thing happened to Brittney," Gracie explained.

"And Brittney goes out with Jake? What makes you think it was antifreeze?" Clay asked.

"You remember me telling you about Aunt Jeanine's fall last week; she said the store just sprayed a little water on some antifreeze that'd been spilled and didn't wash it away very well and she slipped on it."

"It's not that it wasn't washed away," Clay said. "Water doesn't clean up antifreeze at all; in fact it gets slicker, even after it dries. It'll leave a dark stain on concrete because the water removes the color, but that's all. You see, antifreeze is a base and water won't break it up. Soap is also a base, so you have to use a really heavy-duty detergent to get rid of the antifreeze. It's nasty stuff; it's poisonous and drinking it can cause blindness. Animals will lick it up because it tastes sweet to them and it'll kill them."

"Ewww," Cheryl said.

"Sure hope no doggies or little squirrels got into it at the park," Shawna said.

"Are you sure it wasn't antifreeze instead of cyanide that the one girl got?" Clay asked.

"I'm sure," Gracie told him. "Ken said the hospital ran a test, but they don't know where she got it."

"And you're thinking that a guy would be more likely to know how slick antifreeze was," Clay inferred. At their nods he continued, "But anyone might know that if they happened to be around when antifreeze was spilled. Although I'd agree that your Aunt Jeanine won't remember and will probably slip on the next spilled antifreeze she finds."

"And of course anyone could buy antifreeze," Gracie admitted somewhat dejectedly. "How hard would it be to take the top off a school desk?"

"Describe it to me," Clay requested.

"There's a metal arm attached to the chair part that goes up so a piece of wood can be bolted to it," Gracie said. "The wood fell off, but the arm was still in place."

"The writing surface is bolted to the bracket on the underside; probably only four bolts to save money," Clay reasoned. "That's simple enough. Any kind of wrench would do the trick; if it's tough you could use a little oil, WD-40 or 3-in-1 would do. But the leverage of the wrench would help. A boy, especially an athlete, would likely be stronger and able to do it more quickly but anyone could work the bolts loose over time."

"So again, anyone could've done it," Gracie said.

"I agree that it isn't likely to be due to poor maintenance," Clay said. "Surely someone would've complained that the desk was loose long before it fell off. What else can I help you with?"

"Is there any way to make a locker door stick so that it comes open suddenly?" Kelly asked.

"Hmmm, well, you could always jam the locking mechanism with something; a wad of chewing gum or a folded up piece of paper could work. But in order to do so the door would have to be open first so you could get to the latch," Clay explained. "Locker doors are made of pretty flimsy metal and they tend to take a lot of abuse so it's no surprise if they stick sometimes," he added with a chuckle.

"You're saying it probably was just an accident after all," Cheryl said.

"Especially since this one doesn't fit the pattern," Shawna added. "Shaun is on the team too, but obviously he's not a girl."

"So is that all?" Clay asked.

"Well, there's Meaghan's car wreck," Gracie said.

"You told me it was raining and another girl following her misjudged the distance and bumped her car," Clay said. "I remember you telling me the other girl was really upset about it."

"But just that afternoon we all saw Jake doing something to her car in the parking lot," Gracie insisted. "He said he just tightened the battery cable but who knows what he really did."

"Clay, the battery is in the trunk in a Miata," Kelly put in. "He did have the hood up but there was a crowd of people watching him and you'd think someone would've remembered if he'd tinkered with anything else."

"I told you!" Gracie said. "That could've been for show and he did the real damage later. The policeman who talked to Amy at the hospital said that the airbag hadn't gone off. Is there any way to make that happen?"

"Not that I know of," Clay replied. "There's a sensor that measures force and that sets off a charge that inflates the airbag. Depending on the way the sensor was set the bump from behind might or might not be enough to set it off. But didn't you tell me that the car hit a tree or something when it ran off the road?"

"Yeah, it slid in the dirt and the back end hit a tree," Gracie said.

"That certainly should've been enough to deploy any airbag on the market," Clay said. "I suppose that someone who knew a lot about cars could do something to disable one, but I'd think it would take a lot of time and effort."

"What about the brakes? Could someone tamper with them?" Kelly asked. "It was raining that night, the road was wet."

"Most cars have ABS brakes these days," Clay replied.

"Which means what?" Shawna asked.

"A wheel that locks up under brake pressure will stop spinning very quickly, and then the tire wouldn't get any traction and the car would slide. ABS brakes have a monitor that constantly checks wheel speed and reduces brake pressure to a wheel in danger of locking up. Then it increases pressure again so the tire can grab. It goes through a series of decreases and increases to keep the wheel at the point just before locking up. All that happens really fast and you can feel a pulsation in the brake pedal. Did Meaghan say anything about that?"

"She said she remembered the hood flying up, but nothing about the brakes. But that was at the hospital the next day; they were giving her drugs, probably some heavy-duty ones, and she wasn't making much sense," Gracie said.

"It's always possible that the system wasn't working properly, but again I'd think it would take someone with specific knowledge and the time and privacy to disable it, if that's what you're thinking," Clay said.

"Uh, actually, I was just wondering about cutting the brake lines, or something simple like that," Kelly said gently, not meaning any disrespect.

Clay looked abashed, even blushing a tiny bit. "Oh, sorry. I do tend to lecture when I know even a little about a topic. Yes, of course the brake lines could've been cut, but surely the police will check that out. But that's simple to do, a hacksaw will work, and anyone who knows what a brake line looks like could do it."

"I'd guess it'd be hard to find a fingerprint on a brake line," Cheryl said.

"Sure would," Kelly replied. "But it would certainly prove that it wasn't an accident."

"And not Amy's fault, not really," Shawna said.

It rained Thursday morning, a cold drizzle falling from a gloomy gray sky that made everyone feel like they'd rather brave cafeteria food than go out in that weather. Gracie and her friends, the 'gang' as they'd begun thinking of themselves, were picking at the remains of their lunches. They were bored and had nothing to do. Clay's comments yesterday evening had made them reconsider Jake as a suspect, yet they had no suitable replacement. They were, however, even more convinced that any girl that had dated Jake was in danger of some kind.

"Let's go shopping after school," Cheryl said.

"You always want to go shopping," Kelly commented.

"It's a girl-thing, even I shop now and then," Shawna told him.

"Well, you can count me out," Kelly insisted. "In fact, if you ladies will excuse me, I'm gonna take a quick break." He got up and headed out of the cafeteria.

"What is it you can't live without this time?" Gracie asked.

"Oh, it's so cute!" Cheryl said. "It's got this fluffy skirt, and a really tight old-fashioned top, and it's got pink and black plaid trim."

"Is the skirt long or short?" Shawna asked.

"It's, oh I don't remember. But I'll know it when I see it," Cheryl insisted.

Gracie pulled out her phone and opened it, only to see a black screen. "Darn! My phone's dead. And I don't have the cable here so I can't recharge it until I get home." She turned to Amy who was sitting just down the table to Gracie's right. "Hey, Amy! Can I borrow your phone a minute? I want to look on Hot Topic to see this dress that Cheryl wants, and my phone's dead."

Amy turned from her conversation with Bobby and nodded at Gracie's request. Without comment she pushed her phone down the length of the table and returned her attention to her conversation.

Gracie began her web search, but before she'd even gotten the first word typed in Cheryl triumphantly turned her phone around so Gracie could see the dress in question.

"Isn't it gorgeous?" Cheryl asked.

"Where would you wear it?" Shawna made it more of a statement than a question.

"On a date, silly!"

"Not a date with Jake!" Shawna teased.

"I wouldn't go out with Jake if he were the last guy on Earth," Cheryl said, a look of repugnance on her face. She winked at her friends, unable to say more in the crowded room.

"You got a hot date coming up?" Shawna asked facetiously.

"Mayyyybe," Cheryl drawled. She realized that Gracie hadn't been participating and glanced across the table at her to see her looking intently at Amy's phone and jotting down notes. Gracie felt the eyes on her, looked up and gave a quick shake of her head, a warning look on her face.

Shawna hadn't seen this exchange. "Well, I guess you could always wear it to a Christmas party, but then there's no hurry to run out and get it today."

"Sure there is!" Cheryl said. "I want to make sure I get one before they're sold out."

"Somehow I doubt that'll happen. Cheryl, it's too fancy for anything we'd need. It's probably really expensive, too."

"We might as well go with her to get it," Gracie spoke up. "Otherwise we'll never hear the end of it. Amy! Thanks for the phone."

She gave the phone a shove to send it back towards its owner. Amy didn't look around until the phone bumped her arm. Even then she just glanced at it and nodded acceptance at Gracie, still deep in conversation with Bobby.

Cheryl looked a question at Gracie, who only smiled back. "Uh, thanks, I think," Cheryl said. "I really would like to go get it, even if I'm not sure why I want it. So how about Shawna and I make a run to the mall as soon as school gets out and then we'll meet you and Kelly at your house. Then we can talk."

"Cheryl, I still say you're nuts to go to the mall today," Shawna complained. They were waiting impatiently in line to get out of the school parking lot.

"I know, right?" Cheryl said. "There's just something about it, I really want it. It just came out and if I wait until the weekend they might not have any left in my size."

Shawna took her foot off the brake and let the car inch ahead. "I don't know why people try to left turn out of here, it makes the rest of us wait forever."

"Gracie found something in Amy's phone," Cheryl said, changing the subject.

"She did? What?" Shawna pulled up another car-length.

"I don't know, but I saw her writing it down. Obviously she couldn't say anything because Amy was sitting right there, thank goodness she wasn't paying attention to us. I'm dying of curiosity…"

"Look out!" Shawna yelled suddenly, staring at the cars in the street as if the force of her will could prevent the inevitable.

Cheryl looked up in time to see one car plow into the back of another one with a terrific screech of brakes and clang of metal. Both girls screamed. Locked together by the force of the crash both cars rolled several yards along the street before coming to a stop. Neither driver got out.

Cheryl whipped out her phone and called 911 to report the wreck, stressing that the drivers appeared to be injured. She expected to stay on the line to give updates, but the operator assured her that help was on the way and hung up. She looked anxiously at each car in turn, watching as people who'd been closer checked on the occupants. "I feel so helpless."

"We should stay in the car; they don't need a zillion people getting in the way," Shawna said. "I think I hear a siren, that should be the ambulance."

"Oh, look! The other driver's getting out of the car," Cheryl reported. "What happened, anyway? I wasn't looking."

"Yeah, but the driver in front's still in the car even though they opened the door to talk to them," Shawna said. "The front car turned right out of the parking lot and started down the street, but it started acting funny and then I think it just stopped."

"What do you mean,'funny'?" Cheryl asked.

"It was sort of bouncing, it would move forward and then kind of hesitate," Shawna explained, using her hand to give a visual picture.

Two police cars pulled up and one officer began directing traffic while the other checked on the drivers. The man who'd been driving the second car was walking around apparently not injured, but the driver of the front car had yet to make an appearance.

"I just realized," Cheryl began. "Both those airbags went off in that wreck. See, you can still see one hanging around the steering wheel."

"Unlike Meaghan's wreck," Shawna added the obvious conclusion. "Oh, good! The line's moving again."

"Just in time for the ambulance to show up," Cheryl grumbled.

"Relax, Cheryl. The cop's got it under control. See? He's letting a few cars go from the east, then a few of us from the west. We'll be out of here in a few minutes."

The acting traffic cop was careful to let the cars lined up in the parking lot out in between those waiting on the street, though Shawna was pleased to see him angrily shake his head at someone ahead with their left blinker on. They inched forward and tried to see what the paramedics might be doing with the injured driver, but the smashed car was between them so they couldn't see much.

At last it was their turn to go and Shawna stepped on the gas carefully as she went around the blocked lane. Just as she went by the knot of cars and emergency workers they saw the first driver emerge.

"It's Tanya!" Cheryl cried. "Oh, and she doesn't look too good." She twisted around in her seat to watch as Shawna pulled back into the proper lane. "They're putting her in the ambulance."

"Can you tell how bad she's hurt?" Shawna asked worriedly.

Cheryl turned back to the front. "No, didn't see any blood and she's walking, but the EMT had his arm around her."

"I'd be too shaky to walk after that, myself," Shawna remarked.

"Shawna, do you realize what this means?" Cheryl asked. "Tanya's another one of Jake's girlfriends!"
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"Not only does it fit the pattern precisely, it's the 13th accident," Kelly reported to the girls.

"And another one that involves cars," Gracie pointed out. "Does anyone know how Tanya is?"

Cheryl sat down at Gracie's computer to pull up FaceBook. "Here's a post from Madison: 'The airbag threw Tanya's arm up into the rearview mirror and it broke her wrist. She says it hurts, but she'll be at school tomorrow and we can all sign her cast.'".

"I'll just bet it hurts," Cheryl said.

"At least she wasn't seriously hurt," Shawna said.

"So what would make her car act like that?" Gracie asked.

"Sounds like one of the stories my grandfather used to tell," Kelly replied. "Sugar in the gas tank."

"Huh?" Cheryl said.

"Granddad used to do that to the guys he didn't like," Kelly said. "When you start the car and the gas starts flowing the sugar blocks up the hoses so the gas can't get through. I remember him saying that it took effect pretty fast, the car started hopping around as it got a little gas at a time, but then it'd stop dead."

"Sounds like a mean thing to do to anyone," Shawna declared.

"As I recall, it got him into more than one fist-fight," Kelly said drily. "But it's easy enough to do if you know about it. Doesn't take any special tools and it's quick."

"It reminds me of those car-guys back in the 50's," Cheryl said.

"Hot-rodders, you mean," Kelly said.

"Bobby Summers," Shawna suggested. "He always reminds me of that kind of kid. Can't talk about anything but cars."

"Yeah, Bobby does qualify as a motor-head," Kelly agreed.

"I bet you could look that up on the web," Cheryl said. "Which means anyone could've done it, especially if it's as easy as you said."

"Anyone could've walked through the parking lot and poured the sugar in Tanya's tank anytime during the day. Most everybody stayed in at lunch, it'd have been the perfect time," Shawna said.

"Would it have to have been during the day?" Gracie asked. "Could it have been done last night?"

"Today for sure, or she wouldn't have gotten to school," Kelly confirmed.

"I'm guessing the wreck was an added bonus," Cheryl said. The other three gave her shocked looks. "I mean to the perp, of course. He or she couldn't possibly have known it would cause a wreck."

"True, but it's a very likely possibility," Kelly said. "She's out on a main street and hitting the gas to get outta there; she wouldn't know what was happening and probably wouldn't think to pull off the road."

"Okay, Gracie. The gang's alone now, you can tell us what you were doing with Amy's phone at lunch today," Cheryl said.

"I was going to look up 'Hot Topic' to see what that dress looked like," Gracie said, pointing to Cheryl's purchase which was lying across the bed.

"But I beat you to it," Cheryl said.

"I'd already typed in 'Ho' when you showed me the picture," Gracie continued. She consulted her notes. "When I looked back at the screen the history showed '.'. Does that suggest anything to you?"

"Brakes?" Shawna ventured an answer, knowing she'd missed some important part.

"Anti-lock brakes," Kelly said. "ABS brakes. You know, like Clay was talking about yesterday."

"Give me the URL again slowly, and I'll pull it up," Cheryl demanded.

They all crowded around the computer to read the screen, but while it confirmed Clay's description they didn't find anything on how to disable the system.

"That doesn't prove a thing!" Shawna said. "She could've looked that up any time, there's no date in the history files."

"Anytime in the last 30 days," Cheryl corrected. "That's the default and nobody bothers to change it."

"It proves that at some point in time she knew that a car without ABS brakes was more likely to slide," Kelly pointed out. "And remember, it was raining that night, the road was wet."

"There were also some phone numbers that weren't in her address-book," Gracie said. "I thought it was odd because most of the calls in the outgoing log were made to her friends."

"Everyone makes calls to people we don't have address-booked," Cheryl protested.

"So I'll call them and see who they belong to," Gracie said as she took out her phone and began the process. It was simple enough for her to wait for the greeting and then claim she had a wrong number.

"Well?" Shawna asked when she flipped her phone closed.

"A local radio station, the school secretary, a doctor's office, a couple of locksmiths and the parts department of the local Mazda dealership," Gracie reported.

"Mazda?" Kelly inquired meaningfully. "They make Miatas, like what Meaghan drives. Drove."

"Exactly," Gracie said. "And Amy drives an old Chevy."

"Maybe Meaghan borrowed Amy's phone to make the call," Cheryl suggested.

"But how do the locksmiths fit in?" Gracie asked.

"Locksmiths make car keys, too," Kelly said. "Maybe Meaghan locked herself out and needed a key."

"But her mother told us that she had an extra key, remember?" Gracie said.

"Do you think the school or radio station or doctor are significant?" Shawna asked.

"Maybe Amy called herself in sick one day," Cheryl said in a snide tone.

"Or called the doctor trying to get a new prescription for those pain pills; pretending to be her mother, that is," Gracie suggested.

"If Amy dated anyone I'd say she called the radio station to dedicate a song to him," Kelly said, clearly unsure why girls seemed to think guys cared about that sort of thing.

"But why would Amy want to hurt the girls that go out with Jake?" Cheryl asked. "She doesn't date him – she doesn't date anybody."

"She's friends with all those girls," Kelly said.

Shawna got a funny look on her face. "She acts like she's friends, but it almost seems like she pushes herself into the group. It's weird; one day she hangs with Bobby and the next she's all buddy-buddy with the girls."

Gracie shook her head as if trying to clear confusion. "I don't know! None of it makes any sense. How about we go through the list again and see if we can find any obvious connections to Amy. Then maybe something will come to mind."

"Okay, Kelly. Time to do your secretary thing again," Cheryl told him.

Kelly dug the list out of his backpack and assumed a pretentious air. "The first item is Maggie Lane's death, caused by a fall down some stairs."

"We know Amy was at the party," Shawna said.

"And the police found her earring outside on the patio, but Maggie died inside the house," Cheryl added.

"She witnessed that little scene between Jake and Maggie," Kelly said. "That made it pretty clear that something was going on between them."

"Didn't she say she'd come to the party with one of the girls?" Gracie asked.

"I think so," Kelly said.

"What difference does that make?" Cheryl asked.

"It means she went home with someone too, and they could swear to the time," Gracie explained.

"Give her an alibi," Shawna said.

"That old Chevy of Amy's is white, right?" Kelly asked.

"A 'light-colored car'," Cheryl said, getting the drift of Kelly's statement.

"So Amy could have come back and killed Maggie," Gracie summed it up. "Except why would she have done it? I don't see a motive here."

The others shrugged their shoulders and no one ventured a possible reason for Amy to have killed the teacher.

Kelly added these ideas to his notes. "Remember, Ken said there were no signs of a fight on Maggie's body, so unless Amy tripped her or something that wouldn't leave a mark how did she cause the fall? Also, the fact that Amy drives a white car is really circumstantial; there must be a million 'light' cars in this town. I see opportunity and possibly means, but that's all. So, what about Travis' broken arm?"

Gracie grew thoughtful for a minute. "That happened on the Monday before last, during 2nd hour, right?"

Kelly nodded agreement.

"I remember because it was during that class that Ken called me out to talk to me about Maggie's death and that's when I saw Travis waiting for his mother to take him to the doctor. I also remember talking about the death with, oh, Cody I think." Gracie gave a little laugh. "He was hot on the idea that it was a burglar surprised in the act; he pushed Maggie down and then ran away without realizing he'd killed her. But we almost got in trouble for talking because Amy had scooted in just after the bell rang and Cody and I were both trying to explain the discussion to her. She didn't believe that theory, either."

"You through now?" Cheryl asked in a bored voice.

"I get it!" Shawna said. "If Amy was late to class she would've had time to spill something by the stairs after the halls were mostly empty."

"Did she say why she was late?" Cheryl asked, now that she realized Gracie hadn't just been rambling.

"Uh, ladies' room, I think."

"She still couldn't be sure it would be Brittney that would slip," Kelly said.

"If she'd done something to cause Maggie's fall then maybe she was feeling lucky, thinking this would work too," Shawna said.

"We're still assuming that Brittney was the real target," Cheryl pointed out. "She does fit the pattern where Travis doesn't fit in anyone's pattern, but it's a stretch."

"So, means – but anyone could spill water, even accidentally – and opportunity here too," Kelly said. "Next is Emily's case of winter poison ivy."

"Tuesday," Cheryl said. "Monday a bunch of people stayed after school to decorate for the game. That means there were a lot of people running around the building after hours."

"Where are you going with this?" Kelly asked.

"Yesterday we talked about the fact that Emily's been spending a lot of time around the stage, rehearsing for the play. Somebody could've put the poison ivy backstage Monday evening," Cheryl said.

"But I thought we agreed that since Emily knows she's allergic she wouldn't touch the plant or its leaves with a ten-foot pole," Kelly said with some exasperation.

"What if they smeared the leaves on something they knew Emily would touch?" asked Cheryl.

"Yeah! Some prop maybe," Gracie said.

"Looks like I'm playing Devil's Advocate here, as well as secretary," Kelly said.

His statement was met with blank looks all around.

With a sigh he explained. "Once again, anyone who helped with the decorating would've had the chance to slip away and do something backstage. And yes, Amy was there so she could've done it. So could I." He paused for a minute. "Hey, wait a sec. Remember when we ran out of poster board? Wasn't it Amy who said she'd get more, and that it would be quicker to go backstage instead of to the office?"

Gracie pointed a finger at Kelly with a look of glee. "You're right! And then it seemed like it took her a long time to get back and…there's something I can't quite remember, something that seemed out of place at the time."

"Maybe she took a side trip to the ladies' again," Shawna suggested.

"What, does she have a bladder infection?" Cheryl asked dismissively.

"No, but Brittney had…" Gracie flicked her eyes in Kelly's direction and stopped.

"A female infection," Cheryl put it a bit more delicately.

"Yeah, she was complaining about the effects of the antibiotic and of course Allison had to jump in with her medical advice but then it turns out that Allison's allergic to the antibiotic," Gracie said.

"Was there a point in there somewhere, Gracie?" Cheryl asked.

Gracie frowned. "No, I don't think so! It feels like I'm close, I thought maybe if I just kept talking an idea would come." She offered a quick self-deprecating grin.

"Keep going, Gracie," Kelly urged her on. "Just tell us everything that happened and maybe something will jog your memory."

"Well, Amy was standing off to the side, talking on her phone. It pissed Serene off that she wasn't helping. And, um…"

"Maybe she was making some of those calls then," Shawna said.

"It did seem kind of strange, her standing where no one could hear what she was saying," Gracie said, nodding. "I think it was after that that she went to get the poster board, like she was trying to make up for it. But I think the, um, medical discussion was before she left. And, I know!" Gracie grew excited. "She came back with only a few pieces of poster board and dropped them on the gym floor and went to go put hand lotion on."

Kelly looked confused. "So?"

"It's a girl-thing," Cheryl explained. "She washed her hands after she went to the loo and then put on hand lotion when she got back."

"Which could easily explain why it took her longer than you expected," Shawna said.

Gracie was frowning again, and shaking her finger back and forth as if that idea wasn't quite right. Then she smiled and her friends could almost see the metaphoric light bulb glowing above her head. "Latex gloves!"

"Huh?" they all said nearly in unison.

"I dropped by the bathroom on my way out that evening, and I noticed a pair of latex gloves in the trashcan," Gracie said.

"I get it," Kelly said. "Amy – or whoever – rubbed poison ivy on something backstage, but they wore latex gloves and washed their hands afterward to make sure they didn't get any of it on their own hands."

"Right," Gracie said. "But you're right too; that doesn't mean it had to be Amy. She certainly had the opportunity, but so did a lot of other people. And a lot of the girls there go out with Jake."

"So far we've got three out of three where Amy definitely had opportunity," Kelly counted. "But nothing more definite than that."
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"Okay, on to the parking lot damage to Madison and Emily's cars," Kelly stated.

"Which could've been done with a baseball bat, and there was a bat in Jake's truck bed," Shawna said.

"Anyone, including Amy, could've picked it up and bashed the two cars and put it back; or they could've brought their own bat," Cheryl added.

"Do you think they meant for Madison to fall on the broken pieces, or just hoped they'd get into a catfight over the damage?" Gracie wondered.

"Everyone knows what a tomboy Madison is," Shawna said. "And she wears those Heelies all the time, even though she can't put the wheels down in the school building."

"There'd be a good chance that she would roll over those pieces of taillight, but she might well keep her balance and not fall," Kelly said. "I think this one was a spur-of-the-moment thing, whoever's doing this is probably keeping tabs on all the girls Jake goes out with and noticed the two cars parked across the row from each other. They couldn't resist the chance to create a scene and if Madison happened to trip so much the better."

"Okay, what's next?" Gracie asked.

"Serene's desk failure," Kelly read off. "Hey! Guess who sits at that very same desk the period before? Amy!"

"Well now, isn't that interesting," Cheryl remarked.

"She'd have plenty of time to work at the bolts, oiling them if necessary, until they were loose. Then just before she left she could take them off and be pret-ty darn sure the top would come off when Serene was there," Kelly said.

"She couldn't have known Serene would get hurt," Shawna objected.

"No, but it would still be scary," Gracie said. "And it's unlikely that anyone else might get caught in this particular trap."

"Next up is Tony Fletcher's trip over a rock at your step-mother's boutique," Kelly said.

"Amy has long brown hair, and she's pretty quiet," Shawna said.

"Anybody got a picture of Amy?" Gracie asked.

"I think I've got a group pic that she's in, why?" Cheryl asked.

"'Cause I want to e-mail it to Jennifer to see if she was in the boutique that day with Tanya and Meaghan."

"Doesn't mean it was her," Cheryl said. "I know I've said it before, but I still think that brat moved that rock himself.

"O-kay, on to Andrea's brush with cyanide," Kelly said before the girls got into an argument.

"Amy is in Andrea's cooking group!" Cheryl crowed.

"That would give her the perfect opportunity to put the poison in the food, but surely she wouldn't eat it herself," Shawna said.

"Ken said it would depend on how much they got, and maybe what form it was in," Gracie put in.

"I remember thinking Amy must not have liked the lasagna, she didn't eat much of it," Cheryl said.

"Which she wouldn't do if she knew it was poisoned!" Shawna said.

"Or maybe somehow she just put the stuff on Andrea's plate," Kelly suggested.

"How would you carry cyanide around without risking contaminating anything else, like yourself?" Gracie asked.

"A small container of some kind, with a tight lid," Kelly ventured.

"Like maybe a pill bottle?" Shawna asked.

"Cheryl, think back carefully," Gracie said. "What do you remember about that pill bottle you saw in Amy's backpack. That was the same day, wasn't it?"

"Um, yeah, I think. Last Friday, before Meaghan's wreck," Cheryl said. "Let's see. It was big, I remember that. But it was light, like there weren't many pills left."

"Did it rattle?" Kelly asked.

"I don't remember; I didn't actually pick it up, just saw it roll across the floor," Cheryl said. "And I couldn't see inside it, it was all dusty."

"Like it was coated with cyanide powder," Shawna insinuated.

"But that stuff's dangerous," Cheryl protested. "I bet you wouldn't need very much, especially if you weren't really trying to kill someone. Certainly not as much as that bottle would've held."

"Form," Gracie stated. "What form of cyanide would take up a lot of space?"

"Here, let me look it up again," Cheryl said, getting up and going to the computer.

"Wait a minute," Kelly said. "We did that before, and now I'm trying to remember something about that. Something that Gracie didn't like." He put his chin in his hand to think. "I know! Didn't the site say there was cyanide in apple seeds? Because Gracie said she wished she hadn't known that; she likes apples."

Cheryl had found the website again and was scrolling through the text, muttering as she read. "Yes," she said simply.

"Now that I think about it, I do remember my dad telling me that years ago," Kelly said. "We were camping and I'd found a wild apple tree and he told me not to eat the seeds."

"It says here that just eating a few seeds won't hurt you," Cheryl reported. "Though chewing them up makes them more hazardous. Um, oh here it is! It says it would take half a cup to be lethal."

"Would that pill bottle hold half a cup of apple seeds, do you think?" Gracie asked.

"Maybe," Cheryl allowed.

"You said chewing makes 'em more hazardous," Shawna began. "What about chopping them up? Wouldn't that do the same thing?"

"I'd think so," Kelly said. "But wouldn't you notice even chopped up seeds in your food?"

"It was lasagna," Cheryl reminded him. "The meat sauce is between layers of noodles, and it's chock full of onions and garlic so you probably wouldn't notice."

"And I bet all that stuff would hide any odd taste, too," Shawna speculated.

"If she only meant to make Andrea sick she wouldn't have had to use a whole half-cup," Gracie pointed out.

"If she'd chopped the seeds up the juice would get all over the inside of the bottle, maybe that's what made you think it was dusty-looking," Kelly said.

"Well, what are we going to do, dig through Amy's trashcan looking for apple cores? Call her mom and ask if Amy's been baking pies?" Cheryl wanted to know.

"That was nearly a week ago," Kelly said. "The trash would be gone by now. I wonder if the hospital still has that sample and can test it?"

"I'll ask Ken about it," Gracie said. "Next?"

"Shaun's locker door," he replied.

"After what Clay told us last night it sounds like it was just a real accident," Shawna stated her opinion.

"Agreed," the other three said. Kelly crossed it off his list.

"All right then, next is Meaghan's wreck," Kelly said.

"If we go with the apple-seed theory then that knocks out the possibility that Amy was high when she ran into Meaghan," Cheryl pointed out.

"There's the call-log on Amy's phone, to a Mazda dealer – and the website about ABS brakes," Gracie said.

"Either of which could've been made after the wreck," Kelly said with conviction.

"It seems odd, though," Shawna insisted.

"And Amy was really upset when she got to the hospital," Gracie reminded them. "Though I suppose she might be if she hadn't really meant to hurt Meaghan."

"Maybe she's a good actress and it was all part of her plan," Shawna said.

"She could've thought that if she admitted that she caused the wreck then nobody would think she might've tampered with the brakes," Cheryl said.

"Or the airbag," Kelly put in. "But we don't even know if it could be done, much less how."

"I definitely need to call Ken," Gracie said. "The police mechanics would know more about that than we do, know what kinds of things to look for."

"Good idea," Kelly said. "All right, how about the antifreeze in the park?"

"We don't know for sure that's what it was," Cheryl reminded them. "Could the cops test that, too?"

"How would Amy know about antifreeze being slick?" Kelly asked. "She doesn't strike me as the type to do more than put gas in her car!"

"Well, how would Gracie's aunt know?" Shawna asked. "Because she fell on her keister in some, that's how! Amy could have too, if her dad had spilled some on their driveway."

"Or Bobby mentioned it to her," Kelly said.

"Or I told her the story about Aunt Jeanine," Gracie said in a flat voice. "I remember telling Amy all about it in school the next day." She sighed loudly.

"Don't beat yourself up, Gracie," Kelly pleaded. "You couldn't have known she'd use it against you."

"Against Brittney," Gracie insisted. "I just happened to get in the way, but I gave her the idea."

"It's still just circumstantial," Kelly reminded them. "We don't have a dripping bottle of antifreeze covered with Amy's fingerprints."

"Dripping bottle?" Cheryl inquired. "Is that supposed to be like a smoking gun?"

"There aren't any guns in this case!" Shawna said.

"Okay, okay, it was a bad pun," Kelly admitted. "Nails on the road that caused Shawna's flat and Allison just happened to stay late at school that afternoon."

"Did you see Amy's car anywhere around?" Gracie asked.

"Huh-uh, but she'd be long gone if she deliberately spilled the nails," Shawna said. Then she hung her head in embarrassment. "Okay, yeah, I get it. Duh. If she'd gotten a flat too she'd look innocent."

"But she didn't and we don't know where she was," Cheryl said. "Next!"

"Jennifer's acid-burn," Kelly read off. "Yesterday morning, 1st hour chemistry lab. I know this one, too! Bobby said he'd found Amy sitting on the steps at school yesterday morning. No telling how long she'd been there, it could've given her time to get to the lab and spill the acid."

"Then her prints would be on the bottle," Shawna said.

"Maybe," Gracie said. "Depends on how often they use that kind of acid and how many people might have handled the bottle. If she wasn't smart enough to wipe them off."

"If she's watching Jake's girlfriends she'd know their schedules, but we don't know who else might have had access to the lab," Cheryl said.

"And then there's Tanya's wreck this afternoon," Kelly said. "Last one. It sounds like her car was tampered with, but we don't know how or by whom. You know, a lot of these 'accidents' involve cars and mechanical things – could Bobby Summers be involved?"

"I can't imagine Bobby as a killer!" Shawna said. "He's not the type. Besides, why would he do it?"

"Amy hangs out with him a lot, she could be getting ideas and info from him," Cheryl said.

"Bobby talks about Amy a lot," Kelly mused. "I think he likes her. He'd probably answer any questions she had because he wanted to impress her, but I can't see him doing something he knew would hurt anyone."

"Should we talk to Bobby?" Cheryl asked.

"We'd have to be careful what we said. If he's got a crush on her he'd clam up if he thought it might get her in trouble," Gracie counseled.

 

 

 






  








Chapter 50




 

"Hi, Ken. Hope you're having a better day today," Gracie said when he answered the phone.

"Hey, Gracie. Yeah, a little better anyway. Finally got a good lead in the case I told you about yesterday."

"That's great!" she replied. "Um, Ken…have you had a chance to check out Meaghan's car yet?"

"I thought that might be why you called," he said with a chuckle. "Yes, the boys at the police garage went over it thoroughly and didn't find a thing wrong."

"Oh," Gracie said, clearly unhappy to hear that result. "Are you sure they looked at the brakes?"

"Yes, Gracie, they looked at the brakes. The lines weren't cut and the reservoir had plenty of fluid in it; there was nothing wrong with the brakes on that car."

"Did they figure out why the airbag didn't go off?" she asked.

"They didn't find anything wrong with that, either. Although just between you and me I think it's got 'em a little puzzled; they gave me a lot of double-talk about its maybe being a faulty sensor. When I tried to pin 'em down they told me it'd take more time to find than it was worth. The airbag might have saved that girl's life, but it darn sure didn't cause the wreck so it didn't matter why it didn't deploy."

"Well, I guess that's that," Gracie said unhappily.

"I do have some good news about your friend Amy," Ken told her.

"You're not going to charge her with manslaughter after all?" Gracie guessed.

"There is a case to be made for that," he said. "Inattention to driving, driving too fast for road conditions, following too close, that sort of thing. The bottom line is she did cause Meaghan's death, even if it was an unfortunate accident."

"Then why aren't you charging her?" she asked.

"Because Meaghan's parents asked me not to. It's as simple as that."

"I'll bet they told you that putting Amy in jail wouldn't bring Meaghan back," Gracie predicted.

"You got it, Kiddo," Ken said. "Like they pointed out, Ms. Jones will have to live with that knowledge for the rest of her life and that ought to be punishment enough. Oh, and I asked the girl if she'd been taking any medications and she swore she hadn't. She showed me a bottle she carried in her backpack. It was a prescription bottle for sure, but all it had in it were over-the-counter pills; Tylenol, Ibuprofen, Midol, that sort of thing. She said it was easier to use one of her mother's empty bottles than to carry a bunch of smaller pill bottles."

Gracie frowned at the phone. She knew she didn't have any real proof of Amy's complicity in any of these accidents so she didn't want to make any accusations. She'd really been hoping Ken would've found something wrong with Meaghan's car, and then she could feel justified in telling him what she knew. I'm sure Amy would've thrown that bottle away, probably off-campus somewhere during lunch on Friday, she thought. After Cheryl saw it I bet Amy ran home and fixed up another empty bottle that would look quite innocent, just in case. To Ken she said, "Could I ask you something else?"

"Shoot," he said.

"There was a wreck by the school today, could you find out if someone put sugar in the gas tank?"

"Are you still going on about those mysterious accidents to your friends?" Ken asked with some exasperation. "Gracie, I'm a homicide cop, not a traffic cop. As ugly as it sounds, if someone wasn't killed then I can't investigate."

"Then you don't want me to ask you to check for fingerprints on an acid bottle in the chem. lab, or if antifreeze was spilled on the path in the park, or if the cyanide came from apples," she said petulantly.

"No, I…whoa! What'd you say about the cyanide?" Ken asked.

"Well, it's just a theory, but we read that apple seeds have cyanide in them and we thought maybe someone slipped some into her lasagna in Home Ec." There was a hint of vindication in her voice.

"Who?"

"I'd rather not say right now," Gracie hedged. "This person had the opportunity to cause all of these 'accidents', including Mrs. Lane's fall and Meaghan's wreck. But I don't know why they would've done any of them. And, uh, I don't have any proof," she finished rather lamely.

"I'm inclined to put Mrs. Lane's fall down to drunkenness; I just can't find any evidence that it happened any other way," he told her. "And Amy made a mistake and hit Meaghan's car. All the rest are just dumb shit – ah, pardon me, stuff – that happens to kids. But I will ask the hospital if they can determine whether the cyanide came from apple seeds. If, and I repeat if, that's true then I'll listen to your theory."

Gracie perked up a bit at that. "Okay, thanks. Call me as soon as you know!"

"I promise," Ken said. "In the meantime you be careful while you're looking for your proof. Bye."

Gracie tossed the phone on her desk and began pacing around her room, talking to herself out loud. Somehow it made it easier to think as she listened to her own ramblings.

"Ken told me to be careful. I bet he was thinking about how I confronted Bill about my Dad's death and that was Ken's idea. But it was the only way to prove what he'd done, I had to get him to admit it so Ken could get it on tape. I had all the pieces and they fit together perfectly; I even had a darn good motive."

She thought about how that confrontation could have ended and shivered. "But for a minute there I really thought Bill would throw that bottle of acid on me and Ken couldn't have stopped him. No wonder Ken wants me to be careful! And there's acid involved in this case, too."

She continued her pacing, walking randomly around her room without seeing anything there, letting her imagination call up the images that went with her words.

"There are some more similarities. Amy could well have thrown that pill bottle in the drive-in trash at lunch like Bill did with the gun; but this time the cops aren't going to dig through nasty trash to find it. Like Bill she's been pretty clever, hiding her tracks so that there's no proof she did all these things. It's all circumstantial; she could have done them all, but so could someone else we haven't thought of yet."

She paused in the middle of the room to heave a great sigh. "And there's big differences in the two cases, too. Dad was the only victim, though at first it sure looked like someone had tried to kill him three times but it turned out the first two shots weren't even aimed at him. This time we've got a bunch of victims; does that mean it's the opposite and there's only one killer? Or is it really multiple killers this time? Or are Ken and Mom right and every last one of 'em are really just accidents?"

"We've got 13 accidents. No, wait! We're all agreed that Shaun's locker was a real accident so it's only 12. Twelve! And two people dead. We think Amy could have set them all up, but the only two that we have even a shred of proof for are Serene's desk and Andrea's cyanide. And that proof is pretty slim, really just that it would've been very easy for her to do them."

"Three of them depend on what we've been calling the 'pattern', that someone's after Jake's girlfriends so the accidents should have happened to one of them: Brittney should've slipped and fallen instead of Travis, Tanya or Meaghan should've tripped over that rock instead of little Tony, and Allison should've run over the nails instead of Shawna and half the rest of the school."

"But three of them did have an accident later! Brittney fell when her bike slid off the path, and it was just dumb luck that mine did too. Amy caused Meaghan's wreck, but I can't believe Amy would try to kill her; that one must've just gotten out of control. And Tanya broke her wrist when someone did something to her car. Which leaves Allison still unscathed."

She shook her head back and forth rapidly, as if that might settle her thoughts into some order. She sat down at her desk and pulled her backpack onto her lap to begin digging for homework assignments. "Maybe if I concentrate on something else for awhile the answer will come to me. And considering I have a math test tomorrow I'd better make sure I know how to solve those problems!"

Friday dawned bright and sunny, one of those gorgeous autumn days that promise winter will be held off for awhile yet. Gracie's Gang all found they had trouble concentrating on schoolwork and even the mystery of the 'accidents' of the past two weeks seemed like it must've been only their feverish imaginations due to the previous dark and gloomy weather. This day seemed to hold so much promise of a wonderful weekend that they could think of nothing else.

Gracie hurried into her last class, feeling ready to get the math test over with so she could enjoy the weekend. She even felt confident that she would do well on the test. She watched eagerly as Mr. Morrison handed stacks of test papers to the students on the front row and they in turn began passing them back.

As she waited to get her test she noticed Allison a couple of seats ahead on the row to her left. Allison had nervously unscrewed the cap from her water bottle and took a drink. I don't know how she expects to get through the pharmaceutical part of Med. school if she's worried about this math test! Gracie thought. She had a vague feeling of unease, but put it down to the thought of Dr. Allison making a mistake in the dosage of some drug and accidentally killing a patient.

Gracie took the stack from Amy, laid one on her desk and passed the rest on back. A quick glance over the paper and she knew she could answer all the questions. Kelly's tutelage had helped; she'd learned how to solve these problems. She turned her attention to the first question and began working, slowly and carefully, double-checking each answer before going on to the next.

Half an hour later she was almost through when Amy slid out of her seat in front of Gracie and began walking to the front, apparently checking over her answers as she went. Amy was concentrating on her test paper to the point that she wasn't paying attention to where she walked. She bumped into Allison's desk and nearly dropped her bottle of water in surprise. Amy set her bottle on Allison's desk so she'd have a free hand to put to her chest with a dramatic sigh of having just escaped danger. Gracie noticed she was very careful not to be caught looking at Allison's test.

Mr. Morrison looked up at the disturbance and Amy waved her free hand in a way that indicated everything was okay. Several students were watching, glad to have any reason not to think about the test. The teacher used the interruption as an excuse to look over the rest of the class; the man was convinced that everyone cheated and he was constantly on the alert for any sign of such.

Gracie started to return to her own nearly-finished exam when she saw Amy pick up her water-bottle. But wait! She was sure that Amy had taken Allison's bottle instead. The two had sat side-by-side on Allison's desk, but hadn't Amy put hers closer to the right edge? Well, a few germs wouldn't kill either of them, despite what Allison might say about that. Gracie looked down at her test and went over the calculation that had been interrupted.

Amy turned in her test and strolled back to her chair. She took out her phone and began checking for messages, or maybe texting or posting on FaceBook. Even though she was finished she couldn't leave until the bell rang and Mr. Morrison didn't care what students did as long as they did it quietly. She picked up her bottle and took a large drink, as if needing it to wash away the anxiety of the test.

All of a sudden Amy began gasping and choking, making inarticulate noises and shaking her head. A quiet wave of whispers spread around the classroom. Gracie heard several snickers and one clear word from a boy at the back of the room. "Vodka."

She realized that not only had she been right about the switcheroo, but that several others had seen it too. Puzzle pieces began swirling around in Gracie's head, coalescing into a clear and dangerous picture. Before she knew what she was doing she'd jumped up and grabbed the water bottle out of Allison's hand. Allison, her hand still halfway to her mouth, looked at Gracie as if she thought Gracie might possibly be crazy.

"Don't drink it, it's poison," Gracie cried.

"Here, now! What's going on? Gracie, please take your seat, I'll have no cheating in my class," Mr. Morrison said in an irritable voice.

Everyone was looking at her now, and Gracie felt faintly foolish. She glanced at Amy to see the girl's face was flushed from swallowing the alcohol, though Amy had capped the bottle and was trying to slip it into her backpack. She heard more laughter and the hissed comment, "No, stupid; it's Amy that's got the poison fire-water."

She stood her ground. "Mr. Morrison, I can explain. I saw Amy pick up the wrong bottle; she got Allison's instead of her own."

"That's right, I saw it too!" someone called out.

"Everyone knows that Allison carries Vodka around in those bottles," someone else said.

Allison's head swiveled back and forth between the speakers and Gracie, not sure what was going on and worried that her dirty little secret had been divulged.

"Amy, please bring that bottle to me," Mr. Morrison commanded.

"But, sir!" Gracie interrupted. "Look at the bottle Allison has, too. There's an antibiotic in it, eree..uh,"

"Erythromycin," one of the other girls supplied the name.

"Yeah, erythromycin, that's it," Gracie said. "Allison's allergic to it, it could kill her."

Allison turned her attention to the bottle in Gracie's hand. "I am allergic to erythromycin," she said. "And Mr. Morrison, it does kinda look like there's something in that water." She had a decidedly nervous look on her face.

"Bring it here, Gracie," he said. He beckoned to Amy. "You, too, Amy."

Amy pulled the bottle from her backpack and walked boldly to the teacher's desk. "I sure didn't bring this with me," she said. "I don't drink. But it was an accident; when I ran into Allison's desk a minute ago I must've accidentally grabbed the wrong bottle."

Mr. Morrison took the proffered bottle, unscrewed the cap and took a cautious sniff. His eyes widened in surprise, and he waved his hand in front of his face to remove any trace of the fumes. "This certainly smells like alcohol," he said.

Gracie held the other bottle up to the light from the windows. "But look at this, there's something in here that hasn't quite dissolved. If this were really filtered water it'd be clear as glass."

The teacher peered at the bottle for a moment. He took it from Gracie, opened it and smelled its contents. "No smell at all," he pronounced. "She could have refilled it from the water fountain, no telling what's in our city water. I think both of you girls had better go to the principal's office with me after class. I'd take you right now, but not everyone's finished with their exam. Can't leave the class alone in the middle of a test!"

"But it's Allison's Vodka, not mine!" Amy cried. "I just made a mistake, that's all." She glared at Gracie. "Gracie's just making it up about the eree, whatever. Just because she figured out who killed her dad she thinks she's some kind of super-sleuth."

"It's not mine, I swear," Allison protested. She failed miserably at looking innocent.

Mr. Morrison looked at each of the three in turn. "Several of your classmates seem to think otherwise," he told Allison. "It's an old trick, Vodka is clear and so easily mistaken for water. And I seriously doubt Amy would've choked if she'd known what was in that bottle; she'd had taken small sips instead. All right, you may return to your seat, Amy. Allison, you will finish your exam and then we'll go talk to Mrs. Baker."

"But, Mr. Morrison, what about Amy's bottle? Aren't you going to call the police?" Gracie pleaded.

He turned to look at her quizzically. "I think that Amy has a valid point. All of the students are upset over the recent deaths of Mrs. Lane and Meaghan Pruitt, but I think maybe you're seeing murderers where there aren't any. Why would Amy want to hurt Allison?"

Why, indeed? she thought. But Allison had been the only one of Jake's girlfriends not hurt in some way. It fit the pattern too well and I need to have that water tested. I know! "Mr. Morrison, what if someone were trying to hurt Amy?"

He picked up a pen from his desk and wrote the girls' names on the appropriate bottles. "There. I'll take them both to Mrs. Baker and she can decide if this preposterous story is true."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 51




 

"You told us the other day that Allison is allergic to the antibiotic," Shawna said as they walked through the park after school. They'd all wanted to enjoy the lovely weather while it lasted, yet after Gracie had told them about this latest development they'd also wanted someplace private to discuss its implications.

"That was in the gym when we were decorating, and Amy was there so she certainly could've heard that story," Kelly added.

"Erythromycin is prescription, but it's still pretty common stuff," Cheryl put in. "Not everyone takes all the pills like they're supposed to so it'd probably be pretty easy for her to find some. Maybe her mom had some left over."

"Are they capsules or tablets?" Kelly asked.

"What difference does it make?" Cheryl asked. "It'd be just as easy to crush a tablet as to dump the little balls out of a capsule."

"She probably mixed it up right before 6th hour," Gracie said. "It's simple. She goes to the ladies' room where it's nice and private and either pulls apart the capsules or dumps the already-crushed tablets into a bottle of water. She then flushes the gel-caps or baggie and shakes up the bottle and voila!"

"She sure must've been surprised to find out that Allison had Vodka in that bottle instead of water!" Kelly said, laughing.

"Well, I didn't know she drank at school until that party," Gracie told them. "Amy was there too, but I guess she didn't hear that remark."

"I knew," Cheryl stated. "Of course I've had lots of practice seeing the signs in my Aunt."

"Do we think there's any possible way that Jake could've put the antibiotic in the water?" Shawna asked.

"It wouldn't be that hard to draw someone's attention away from the bottle and then put the stuff in it," Kelly said. "But if that were the case it means that Amy was the target."

"Or he made a mistake and put it in the wrong bottle," Gracie pointed out. "We don't know when or where it happened, or who else might've been there."

"But it's really hard to believe that Jake meant to put the antibiotic in Person A's bottle, screwed up and put it in Amy's, and then Amy picks up Allison's by mistake," Cheryl said. "Must be a million-to-one odds a mix-up like that would happen."

"Plus, that would mean that Person A was allergic to it as well," Kelly added. "Do we know if any of his other girlfriends are?"

"Not that we've heard," Shawna said. "But they might've mentioned it to Jake."

"I agree that would be an amazing comedy of errors," Gracie said, laughing a little. "Does anyone still think that Jake is behind this string of accidents?"

The other three shook their heads negatively.

"What about Amy?" she continued.

"You saw her switch those bottles," Shawna said. "But we don't know if there really was anything in the one she left for Allison – and Ken's pretty much told you he's not going to bother checking out anything to do with the accidents."

"We think she would've had the opportunity to make them all happen, but we don't know if she had the means or the, uh, call it 'supplies' and knowledge to do it," Kelly summed up their previous day's discussion.

"What about Bobby Summers?" Cheryl asked. "I bet he'd have the supplies and knowledge to do them all."

"But why would he?" Shawna asked reasonably.

"He's got the hots for the girls and if he can't have them then nobody can," Cheryl said in a jaded tone, indicating the antiquity of that motive.

"All of them?" Kelly asked meaningfully. "One particular girl, sure, I could buy that. But if we're right and someone's got it out for Jake's girlfriends then they must have some beef against Jake, not the girls."

"Jake's not exactly what you'd call friendly with Bobby, but he's not the kind of guy who goes around causing trouble or acting mean to other people," Shawna said.

"Maybe he said or did something that pissed off Bobby and he didn't realize it," Cheryl suggested.

"I suppose it's always possible, but Bobby just doesn't seem like the type to go in for revenge like that," Kelly said.

"Well, I wouldn't have thought it of Amy either, but she seems to be our Number One suspect at the moment," Gracie said.

"I still think we should go talk to Bobby," Cheryl insisted. "I said so yesterday."

"But we can't just ask him if he's helping Amy or telling her about things that magically happen the next day," Gracie said, worried over how to approach such a conversation.

"But we could ask him why an airbag wouldn't go off during Meaghan's wreck," Kelly said with a sly look. "You know, play up to him as the car expert, get on his good side."

Gracie laughed gaily. "C'mon, Gang – Road Trip!"

"Oh, that's easy!" Bobby said. He put down the wrench he was holding, pulled a dirty red rag from his back pocket and began wiping his hands. "It was just a fuse. C'mon, I'll show you." He waved them toward the front of the Mustang in his driveway.

Kelly flashed a wink at the girls as they followed Bobby, who was clearly pleased at being consulted.

Bobby popped the hood and pointed at a plastic box under the hood. "Fuse box, see? You open 'er up and there's all the fuses." He suited actions to words.

"How do you know which one goes to what?" Shawna asked.

Bobby flipped the lid closed. "There's a schematic right there. Tells you what each fuse controls and the amperage needed."

Cheryl peered closer, careful not to get grease on her clothes. "Looks like Greek to me," she commented.

"It's not all that hard once you get used to it," Bobby replied. "Certain important systems are on a fuse all by their lonesome, like airbags and ABS brakes. Of course this little beauty doesn't have that kind of stuff, heh, heh. That was what was wrong with Amy's car that Saturday at the recycling thing; she said there was a light blinking on the dash but what she hadn't realized was that it'd probably been blinking for awhile. She only noticed it after that guy bumped her."

Gracie and the Gang exchanged arched-eyebrow looks as Bobby slammed the hood and took a moment to wipe away his fingerprints.

"I don't get it," Shawna complained.

"What had really been bothering her was that the airbag hadn't gone off," Bobby said. "She just couldn't put her finger on it but knew it had something to do with the dash light."

"Oh, and the reason it didn't go off was because the fuse was bad!" Kelly said, acting like it was a huge revelation in order to feed Bobby's ego.

"Well, yeah," Bobby said. "Easy enough to fix."

"But didn't you have to have the right kind of fuse?" Cheryl asked, all innocence. "I get that the drawing told you what you needed, so did you have one in your car or something?"

Bobby opened the Mustang's hood again, enjoying this chance to show off. He pointed to the schematic on the lid. "First you see where the airbag fuse is." He opened the lid and removed something that looked like a pair of plastic tweezers. "Fuse puller," he said, brandishing it. "Let's say it's this one. You just pull it out like so. Then you get one of the same amperage from the extras attached to the inside of the lid and replace it. See? Easy as pie!" He replaced the fuse he'd used as a demonstration and slammed the hood again.

"Are all fuse boxes in the engine compartment?" Kelly asked. "I thought some cars had fuses under the dash."

"Sure, there's usually a fuse box in the cabin too," Bobby explained. "That's for stuff like radio and A/C, but it works the same way. Fuses can get old or work loose from vibration; that's probably why Meaghan's didn't go off when she hit that tree." He paused to shake his head sadly. "Damn shame; she was a nice girl." He sounded sincere.

"Yes, she was. Good thing you fixed Amy's airbag, I mean, you know, so she won't get hurt if she has a wreck," Gracie stammered. I sound like my ditzy step-mother used to, she thought. I'll give it away if I'm not careful!

Bobby apparently took her incoherence to mean she was concerned for Amy. "Oh, absolutely! Amy's a pretty good driver, but there's plenty of idiots on the roads."

"So, do you work on Amy's car a lot?" Cheryl asked curiously.

"I do a few things for her now and then," he replied. "Anything I can to help. Um, I think it was Monday after school that I winterized it for her." He sounded proud.

"Winterized?" Shawna inquired.

Cheryl apparently grew bored with the conversation and wandered into the open garage in front of the Mustang.

"Checked all the hoses and fluid levels, and added antifreeze to the radiator," he explained. His face turned a little red as he remembered something. "Ah, Gracie, I'm sorry for saying that about the cop and the principal's office."

Gracie turned to look at him with a slight frown on her face. "Huh?" she asked stupidly.

"I was just trying to make a joke, but then I realized Amy didn't think it was very funny. I thought she was mad at me, but then she asked if I'd put the antifreeze in after school. I guess she'd been trying to get my attention and I hadn't been listening."

"That's okay," Gracie told him. Now that he'd mentioned it she vaguely remembered him taunting her about talking to Ken.

But Bobby was still thinking about the scene. "Funny thing. She said she'd pick some up on her way over, but I just barely beat her here. Maybe she went out and bought it at lunch." He shrugged his shoulders.

"I'm sure you know antifreeze is slippery if you spill it," Gracie said, still feeding his ego. "Some guy spilled some in front of the store where my aunt works; she slipped and broke her ankle."

Bobby looked clueless. "Nah, I didn't know that. Dad told me to always be real careful not to spill stuff. Brake fluid will eat the paint right off the car and I did know that antifreeze will kill animals that drink it."

"I know you and Amy are friends, I guess she comes over here a lot," Shawna commented.

"Not as much as I'd like!" Bobby replied. "I don't know why she spends so much time with those cheerleader types; they'd rather hang out with the jocks than her.

I really enjoyed helping her out and talking with her that day. I'd hoped she'd do it again the next day, but she said she had to scoot out a little early to meet her mom, or something. That was the day Meaghan died, maybe she just wanted to be alone."

"Everybody was acting a little bit weird that day," Gracie said soothingly.

Cheryl re-joined the group. "Thanks for your help, Bobby. We just got to wondering about Meaghan's wreck; she might've been all right if that airbag had worked. You can bet I'll pay attention to any blinking dash lights from now on!" She turned to face Gracie and flicked her eyes back toward the garage. "If we're done now, I'd really like to go get some ice cream."

"No problemo!" Bobby said.

"Why ice cream?" Kelly asked as he started the engine.

"Why not?" Cheryl rejoined. "We may not have another pretty day like this until spring; I thought it'd be nice to take a double-dip back to the park."

"And talk about fuses to airbags and ABS brakes," Kelly said.

"Besides, I discovered another clue," she said smugly.

"What kind of clue?" Gracie asked eagerly.

"Bobby's garage is really neat," Cheryl began. "I mean neat as in orderly, not neat as in cool. 'A place for everything and everything in its place', as my Grandma would say. At the back of the workbench there's a row of Mason jars full of nuts and bolts and screws…"

"And nails!" Shawna finished.

"That's right. All arranged according to size, except there's one missing from the nail section." Her smile had a predatory look. "Betcha I know what happened to it."

"Yeah, bet we do, too," Gracie said. "Amy swiped it Monday afternoon while Bobby was working on her car. He said she left school early Tuesday – and that's the day a Mason jar of nails just happened to get broken on the street by the school."

"If it's okay with you guys I'm just going through the drive-thru," Kelly interrupted.

A few minutes later they were on their way again, headed for the park with Kelly admonishing them not to drip ice-cream on the car seats. He parked near the concrete picnic tables and they all got out and sat down at one of them.

Gracie licked a big drip off the side of her cone before it made a mess. "Before we get too deep in discussion, I'm gonna call Ken and ask him to look at the fuses in Meaghan's car."

Shawna tossed a paper napkin at Gracie. "What makes you think he'll listen to you this time?" she asked.

"Because he's investigating Meaghan's death," Gracie retorted. She flipped open her phone and made the call.

"But he already said the police mechanics have been all over that car," Cheryl said.

Gracie held up a finger in the universal sign of 'wait a minute'. "Ken, this is Gracie. Would you ask the mechanics to check the fuses in Meagan Pruitt's car? Tell them to pay particular attention to the ones for the airbag and ABS brake system. Look for fingerprints on the fuse-box, too; if I'm right they'll match the ones on a water bottle in Mrs. Baker's office. Ask if there was sticky residue over the dash-lights for those systems. Oh, and one more thing – can you ask the paramedics if the hood was up when they got there? Let me know ASAP, thanks, bye."

"Voice-mail," Shawna stated the obvious.

"That's okay," Gracie insisted. "This way we can figure it all out and if he finds anything then he'll have to listen."

"Point Number One is that Amy learned about those two things being on separate fuses," Cheryl said.

"Bobby told her all about them, and showed her how to pull a fuse and replace it," Kelly said.

"I know you're thinking Amy put some tape over the dash lights so Meaghan wouldn't see them blinking, but what difference does it make if the hood was up when the paramedics got there?" Shawna asked.

"Because if she pulled the fuses so neither system would work, she probably put 'em back so no one would see anything wrong," Gracie explained. "If she hadn't surely the police mechanics would've seen the fuses were missing."

"She'd have been smart enough to shut the hood," Kelly pointed out.

"Oh, right," Gracie said, chagrined.

"Didn't Meaghan say she remembered the hood flying up during the wreck?" Shawna asked. "The next day when we visited her at the hospital."

"That's what I was thinking about," Gracie said. "Who knows what you think you see when your car's flying through the air, I bet it'd be really easy to imagine all sorts of things happening. I thought she just imagined it."

"I've heard some people say a wreck happens in slow-motion," Kelly said. "So maybe the hood did come loose and then fell back down when the car finally came to a stop."

"Or maybe poor Meaghan was knocked unconscious, woke up briefly while Amy was putting the fuses back, then went back out again," Gracie said.

"You're saying that Amy popped the hood and replaced the fuses while Meaghan was sitting in the car, bleeding and hurt?" Cheryl asked aghast.

"That's exactly what I'm saying," Gracie said firmly.

"Gracie, Amy would have to open the car door to get to the hood release," Kelly cautioned. "How'd she do that?"

"She needed a key!" Shawna said. "That's why you found those calls to the Miata dealer and locksmiths."

"And each and every one of 'em told her she'd need to bring the old key in for them to make a duplicate," Kelly said. "You can't just give 'em the VIN number, and if she'd somehow swiped a key to make a wax impression then she wouldn't need a duplicate."

"But she did have a key," Gracie said.

"How'd she get one?" Cheryl asked.

"I haven't worked that out quite yet," Gracie admitted. "But I know what happened to it."

"You do?" Kelly asked.

Gracie smiled. "Sure! Amy offered to guard Mrs. Pruitt's purse that night at the hospital. I remember teasing her about carrying three purses to the ladies' room – her own, Meaghan's, and Mrs. Pruitt's. While she was in there she slipped the stolen key back on Mrs. Pruitt's key ring; that's why she thought she'd lost the key."

"So that was what Mrs. Pruitt was rambling about the night we took the card to her," Cheryl remarked.

"Amy must've been to Meaghan's house and taken the key at some point," Kelly said. "After she'd learned she couldn't get a dupe."

"So, do you think she meant it as just another accident?" Shawna asked, a little afraid to hear the answer.

"I'm not sure yet," Gracie said. "But it ties in perfectly with that website on ABS brakes. It was raining that night so the road would be slippery. If she ran into the car and Meaghan hit the brakes it was more likely to slide."

"I hate to say this, but if Amy just wanted Meaghan to get knocked around then I doubt she'd have disabled the airbag," Cheryl said.

"Okay, I know I'm always asking this question, but why?" Shawna asked plaintively. "Why would Amy want to kill Meaghan?"

The four of them sat there staring at each other. This was the $64,000 question, the answer to which would go a long way toward proving or disproving their theory. Not one of them had a clue. They sat there eating the last bites of their ice cream and staring at the trees trying to think what Amy's motive might be.

After several minutes Shawna spoke up. "We've concentrated first on Jake and then on Amy – but what if it's someone else?"

"Maybe one of Jake's teammates," Cheryl proposed. "Maybe they're tired of him getting all the glory, or he's not nearly so nice to 'em out on the field or something."

"Jake could've taken the girls away from them," Shawna suggested.

"They might have the knowledge and supplies to set up the accidents, being guys and all," Cheryl added.

"They could all really be accidents," Kelly said. "Even the two deaths; Maggie was drunk and fell, and Meaghan's airbag fuse was old and on the fritz. We don't know that the brakes weren't working properly."

Shawna sighed deeply. "Just like we don't know there was anything but water in that bottle."

"And it's Friday afternoon," Cheryl said. "I bet Ken won't check Meaghan's car until Monday morning. So we've got until then to figure out what possible motive Amy might have, because otherwise Ken's not gonna listen to us even if he does find a problem with the fuses."

"Gracie's got that thoughtful look on her face," Kelly commented. "Does that mean you've got it all figured out?"

"Not quite yet," she replied. "I need to call my step-mother."

"None of the football players could've moved that stupid rock; they were all at practice. I think Cheryl's right and the kid did it to himself," Shawna said.

Cheryl raised an eyebrow at that. "Even if it was Amy in the boutique that day, what's it got to do with Meaghan's murder?"

"I'll tell you when I know if it was her," Gracie said. "But I think I know the significance of that lost earring."

 

 

 






  








Chapter 52




 

Ken replayed the voice mail message and scribbled down the requests. He closed the cell phone and dropped it on his desk with a sigh. As if I don't have enough other things on my mind, he thought. He squirmed to get more comfortable in the hard wooden chair, continuing to stare at Gracie's requests and tapping his pencil against the pad as he thought.

The kid was playing this hand close to the vest. Not that he could really blame her; she'd had a bee in her bonnet over those stupid accidents at school until he'd become dismissive of anything she said. But this was different, this concerned a fatal car wreck that was his business. Gracie was smart, too, he knew that; this would be worth checking out. Even if it came to nothing it wouldn't take very long.

Ken grabbed his fingerprint kit, stood up and walked out of the office calling out to another detective that he was going to the police garage. By the time he got there it was nearly 5:00 and the guys were cleaning up and getting ready to go home for the weekend.

"Afternoon, Lieutenant," Mark said. His tone said he wasn't thrilled to see one of the suits this late on a Friday afternoon.

"Hi, Mark, how's it going?" Ken asked.

Mark pointedly looked at the large clock on one wall. "Not nearly fast enough," he replied laconically.

Ken chuckled, a short, sharp sound. "Take it easy, Mark. I won't keep you past quitting time. All I want is a quick look at that blue Miata over there." He pointed to the crumpled car outside in the fenced yard.

"Sure thing, keys are in it," Mark replied. He picked up a screwdriver and began wiping it down with a rag.

"I need your expertise on this one, Mark," Ken said. "Need to look at the fuse box."

Mark laid the screwdriver in the open tray of his toolbox; the row of screwdrivers was organized by size and he carefully added it in the right spot. He cast his eye over the array of dirty tools waiting on the bench but wiped his hands and walked across the room to the door.

Ken followed. "I don't suppose you took prints from the hood," he said.

"Didn't think it was necessary," Mark replied. "When it got here it was just a wreck; that kid didn't die until a few days later."

"I'm not blaming you," Ken hastened to say. "Just trying to figure out what might've been compromised. You guys did open the hood when you were checking for mechanical reasons for the cause of the wreck, right?"

"Sure, but what…oh, I get it! If somebody tampered with the fuses they'd have to pull the hood release and then open the hood and shut it again," Mark said. "Sorry, Lieutenant, any prints they might've left are probably smeared." He opened the driver's side door and peered in. "Want me to go ahead and pop the hood?"

"Sure," Ken said. "But don't touch the fuse box. I want to check something in here first."

Ken ran his finger over the surface of the instrument panel. Sure enough, there was something sticky there. Mark had propped the hood open and was waiting at the front of the car. "Hey, Mark. What's under this spot on the panel here?" He tried to move enough for the mechanic to see and ended up sitting down in the seat.

"One of the warning lights, I think," Mark replied. "I can look it up in the manual if you'll give me a minute."

Ken motioned for him to move out of the way so he could exit the car. "Depends on what we find under the hood."

They both moved to the front of the little sports car. "Fuse box is over there." Mark pointed to the passenger side of the engine compartment and moved around the car to better reach it.

"Hang on a sec!" Ken warned. He peered at the box, noting that there was a small scrape in the accumulated gunk just below the lid. It could easily have been made when someone opened the lid, scratching a nail against the box to feel for the lip of the lid. It was relatively clean so it must be fairly recent. He pulled a camera from his pocket and tried to find a good angle.

"I did open that fuse box, just to make sure they were all there," Mark told him. "So if you're thinking that scrape mark is evidence I could've made it."

Ken took a couple of pictures anyway. "It's been long enough that whoever opened this lid would've washed their hands by now, but it's just possible that if the suspect made that mark we might find traces of the grease on their clothes." Just in case he took a sample.

Mark nodded. "I feel bad I can't tell you if I did that," he said. "You want me to open it up now?"

"Don't worry about it; I'm playing a hunch anyway. Gimme a minute, first I want to check for prints on the box," Ken told the mechanic. He set up his kit and proceeded to do so. With all the dust and grease in the engine compartment it was hard to see if there were any viable prints but he could look at that later. The police mechanics' prints were all on file for situations just like this; they could easily be eliminated. And he had Jake's 10-card just in case he'd had his paws on the box. He still didn't know who Gracie suspected.

"Okay, open 'er up," Ken said.

Mark pried the lid off and peered at the fuses. "Like I said, they're all there."

"Pull the fuses for the airbag and ABS brake systems, please," Ken requested. "Oh, and try not to touch them if you can help it."

Mark reached for the fuse-puller and stopped. "Let me go get another one, in case there're prints on this one."

"Thanks, I hadn't thought of that," Ken said.

Mark disappeared into the shop and came out a couple of minutes later with the fuse-puller and several plastic evidence bags. He used the plastic tweezers to pick up the Miata's puller and dropped it into a bag which Ken took. Next he consulted the schematic on the lid and pulled a fuse out of the array.

"This's the airbag fuse," he said. He held it up, twisting it with the puller to get a better look. "Yep. 10 amps."

Ken held a bag open and Mark dropped the fuse in. Ken was busy labeling the bag while Mark pulled the next fuse.

"Something's wrong here," Mark said.

Ken looked up in surprise. "What?" he asked shortly.

Mark waved the fuse for emphasis. "This was in the spot for the brakes. It should be 30 amps, but it's another 10-amper. See? They're color-coded so you can tell 'em apart. These two are the same color."

Ken looked at both of the tiny squares; they looked exactly alike. "Would the ABS system work with the wrong fuse in place?"

"No, it wouldn't; especially under the rainy conditions the night this wreck happened," Mark confirmed. He picked up the lid and looked at the bottom side. "There's a fuse missing from the extras, too. Your suspect could've deliberately put in the wrong amperage and when that poor kid hit the brakes hard on the slick road all the car would do is slide."

Ken stood thinking for a minute. "Let me ask you this, Mark. If the airbag fuse was missing would that keep it from inflating?"

"You betcha!" Mark said. "What are you getting at, Lieutenant?"

"I think the suspect pulled both fuses. He or she knew the roads would be slick from all the rain and the combination of not having anti-lock brakes or an airbag would make it fairly likely that a wreck would not only happen, but be pretty serious."

Mark nodded sagely. "Then they put the fuses back, but dropped one in the dark. They didn't know about the color-coding - or couldn't see the color - and grabbed an extra from the lid and got the wrong one. Pretty clever, Lieutenant!"

"She said what?" Ken asked in surprise.

"Mr. Morrison said that Gracie claimed there was an antibiotic in the water, one that Allison was highly allergic to," Mrs. Baker repeated herself.

"And that Amy had deliberately switched bottles with Allison," Ken re-stated the rest of the scenario. "But why did the teacher bother to give the bottles to you, why didn't he just throw them away?"

Unbeknownst to Ken Mrs. Baker glanced at the clock. She'd been just about to leave when the lieutenant had called and was eager to get home. "One of the bottles, the one that supposedly belonged to Allison, contained what appears to be Vodka."

Ken's eyes widened. "The kid was drinking in school? Never mind, I guess I shouldn't be shocked to hear something like that." Now that he thought about it he remembered that Allison was the redhead who'd been drinking Vodka at the teacher's party. Though the dodge was easy enough, it still surprised him that she'd bring alcohol to school.

"Unfortunately you shouldn't," she said with a slight chuckle.

"Another one of Gracie's 'accidents'," he mumbled. Except that it couldn't have been an accident; no one would mix an antibiotic into water, they'd just swallow the pill. Well, wait a minute, don't let Gracie's ideas make you jump to conclusions. Some people had trouble swallowing pills and a teenager might dump the little balls into water to make it easier. It'd be easy enough to pick up the wrong bottle by mistake.

"What's that?" the principal asked.

"Ah, nothing," Ken replied.

"Lieutenant Freeman, I was just about to go home for the day. I could bring these bottles to you if you'd like, it's not far out of my way."

"Thanks, that would be great," he said. The chain of custody was already somewhat compromised, but having the principal bring them to him would save time and wouldn't muddy the waters further as she was the one in current possession.

It was nearly 6:00 PM on Friday evening and Ken still sat at his desk, willing the phone to ring. He jumped when it did.

"Freeman," he barked.

"Got the results for you, Lieutenant." It was Carole, the chemical analysis lab tech. "The bottle labeled 'Allison' is Vodka all right; I can get the brand if you want."

"No, no, that's all right," Ken told her. "And the other one?"

"Erythromycin mixed with water," she said succinctly. "A pretty high concentration, too."

"Are some people allergic to that?" he asked.

"Sure. They suffer an anaphylactic reaction, their throat swells and they can't breathe. It can be fatal if not treated in time," Carole said pedantically. "Vodka just makes you drunk." There was a hint of laughter in her voice at the too-obvious statement.

"Right, thanks." He hung up and immediately picked the receiver back up and began punching buttons. Gracie just might be onto something but he needed a few more pieces of the puzzle before he'd be ready to admit it to himself, much less to her. If she was right that someone was trying to hurt lots of high-school girls and had murdered Meaghan then that someone needed to be arrested before they could hurt anyone else.

"Mrs. Davis? This is Lieutenant Ken Freeman of Homicide. I don't want to alarm you, Allison is fine, but I need to know if she's allergic to anything?"

"Homicide! Are you sure she's okay?" Mrs. Davis asked, worry evident in her voice.

"As far as I know she's fine. Please answer my question, Mrs. Davis."

"My daughter is allergic to a lot of things: cats, ragweed, all sorts of pollen – but you're asking about the erythromycin, aren't you? She told me about that after school this afternoon."

I'll bet she didn't mention the Vodka, Ken thought to himself. Out loud he said, "Is she allergic to it?"

"Yes, Sir, she is," the woman replied. "The doctor prescribed it for her when she was just a little girl, and she had the most awful reaction, she could barely breathe. If there was really erythromycin in that bottle and she'd drunk it she could've died, Lieutenant. That Amy girl should be held accountable!"

"Thank you, Ma'am," he said. "I assure you that I'm looking into this and I'll be in touch with you when I know more."

He hung up and sat at the desk waiting and thinking. Obviously Gracie thought her suspect was responsible for giving cyanide to that one girl, what's-her-name, Andrea, as well as the antibiotic to the redhead and tampering with the fuses in Meaghan's car. Offhand he couldn't recall the other mishaps she'd been concerned about; at the time they'd sounded like common mistakes and no one had been hurt badly. It didn't make sense that one person would try to kill three people while merely injuring several others. And except for the school connection he couldn't see that any of this could possibly be related to the teacher's death.

A thought occurred to him. Since Amy had readily admitted to bumping Meaghan's car, maybe Gracie thinks I'll find Allison's prints on the fuse box. That would mean that Allison had somehow gas-lighted herself so she'd look like a victim. The chance to switch bottles during the test would've been sheer luck, though with a little sleight of hand it wouldn't have been too difficult. Presumably she'd had another plan which would mean Amy either had really rotten luck or she was being framed. He didn't want to start speculating until he knew more.

On cue the phone rang again. "Freeman," he answered.

"This is Bob. I've got the results of those fingerprints you left with me," the caller said.

"What did you find?" Ken asked.

"The water bottle labeled 'Allison' had a lot of prints from an unknown source; small prints, probably a woman's. I found one that matched the card from a Mrs. Baker, two larger unidentified prints, and one nice juicy print that matched the majority of those from the bottle labeled 'Amy'. That bottle also had a print from Mrs. Baker and a larger print matching the one on 'Allison'."

"Since you didn't say, I'm assuming these larger prints did not match Jake Salazar's," Ken said.

"No, Sir, absolutely not," Bob confirmed.

"So it's reasonable to say that the unknown prints on the 'Allison' bottle were hers, and those larger prints were probably the male teacher that took them to the principal. Uh, that's the Mrs. Baker. If the bottles were switched it would make sense that we'd find a lot of prints from the original owners and just a couple from the new recipients," Ken theorized.

"Easy enough to prove if we get those other people's prints," Bob said. "But yeah, sounds good from what we do have. But I've got more!"

"How much more?" Ken asked tersely.

"Two clear prints from the lid of the fuse box match the ones we're assuming to be Amy's. There's a partial on the top edge of the airbag fuse that seems to match Amy's as well. But remember, Lieutenant, it's a thin edge so there's not really enough to be sure. However there is a full print on one flat side of the brakes fuse and it definitely matches Amy's. Nothing on the fuse puller I'm afraid."

"Bob, how'd you like to get outta the lab for a bit?" Ken asked. He tried not to let his excitement show, but it leaked through anyway.

"Are you kidding, Lieutenant?" Bob asked rhetorically. "Us night-shift guys never get the chance to get out of here. I'd love to. Where are we going?"

"Bring your samples and meet me at my car. I need to confirm the fingerprints of those two girls, so we'll know for sure which ones belong to which girl. But I need to do it now. There's a game tonight and I don't want another young girl to have an 'accident'," Ken said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 53




 

"No, I'm sure she'll be at the game," Gracie spoke into her cell phone. "Okay, both of them will be. We're at the pizza place now, just getting ready to head there ourselves. We'll keep an eye on them until you get there. What's that? It's noisy in here. Yes, Ken, I promise not to say anything to either of them. Bye."

Gracie turned to look at her friends. "Stuff that last piece in and let's get outta here," she told them.

Shawna took one last bite and dropped the half-eaten piece of pizza on her plate. "I am stuffed," she remarked as she wiped her mouth. "Hurry up, Cheryl! Ken's told Gracie something important, and you know she won't talk about it in a public place."

Cheryl mumbled something that might have been "I'm hurrying"; it was hard to understand with her mouth full.

"Wrap it in a napkin and take it with you," Kelly admonished. "I'll go start the car. I think we can all guess the basics, but I wanna hear the details. Especially if we're gonna be on guard duty, and we all know at least one of the people we'll be guarding." He headed for the door.

Gracie stood up and started to walk away, but turned back and grabbed the last piece of pizza. "I couldn't let it go to waste," she said with an impish grin.

Shawna picked up their trash while Cheryl swallowed her food and picked up her purse. The three girls followed Kelly out the door.

"Brrr, it's getting cold now that the sun's down," Shawna said, pulling her jacket closed with one hand.

"I told you to bring a heavier coat for the game," Cheryl said.

They piled into the waiting car to discover that Kelly had turned the heater up full blast.

"Thanks, Kelly," Shawna said. "I'm freezing. You don't happen to have an extra jacket, do you?"

"I think there's one in the trunk," he said.

"What?" Cheryl yelled. "I can't hear a thing with that fan blowing."

"Kelly's got a coat in the trunk I can use," Shawna repeated.

Cheryl made a frowny face. "Doubtless one he uses for camping. It'll be groady."

"Well it's better than freezing, Miss Fashion Plate!" Shawna retorted.

"That's your problem," Cheryl returned. "But how are we gonna hear what Gracie has to say?"

Kelly turned the fan down a notch. "That better?"

"Yeah, but you'll have to speak up, Gracie," Cheryl said.

"Okay, can you hear me now?" Gracie said in a loud voice.

Having gotten their assurance she told them what Ken had learned about fuses and fingerprints as well as his idea that Amy might be being framed.

"Do you really think Allison could've been doing all of this?" Kelly asked.

"We haven't thought things through with Allison in mind," Cheryl said. "But I trust Gracie and I'm sure she'd have noticed if Allison had even looked at that bottle funny, much less tried some magic trick with it."

"I can see why Ken might think so," Gracie admitted. "It's just possible that she overheard Amy telling Meaghan about her shortcut and took advantage of it. But she couldn't possibly have known that Amy would bump the car – and besides, I can't see Allison getting her hands all greasy!"

"Yeah, even if she did have some motive we can't think of, she'd probably be allergic to grease," Cheryl put in acidly.

"Ken's going to both their houses to get fingerprints, so it won't be long before he knows I'm right," Gracie said.

"So we've got proof (as far as we're concerned anyway) that Amy messed with the fuses and then deliberately ran into Meaghan's car so she'd have a wreck," Shawna summed it up.

"Thank goodness she put the wrong one back in, or we might not have been able to prove anything," Kelly said.

"And you were right about the antibiotic in the water, too," Cheryl said. "Maybe now Ken will believe us that Amy set up all those accidents."

"I hate to dampen the mood but we still haven't figured out why she did it," Kelly put in.

"It doesn't make a lot of sense," Shawna protested. "I mean, why pick on Meaghan? The other girls weren't really hurt, not badly anyway."

"Except Maggie," Kelly reminded them.

"Is there something we're not seeing?" Shawna asked.

"If you've got any bright ideas, now's the time to tell us," Kelly said to Gracie. "'Cause we're at the stadium."

Gracie shook her head. "I've got part of the picture, but I can't think of a motive and without that none of it makes any sense. Let's go on in and find Amy. We can take turns following her if she goes anywhere."

"Where is Ken?" Shawna whispered into Gracie's ear. "It's nearly half-time. He shoulda been here by now."

Cheryl leaned over to join the conversation. "You wondering where Ken is, too?"

Their heads together they continued their clandestine conversation.

"I don't know!" Gracie said. "It must be taking him longer than he thought to confirm the fingerprints. I know he wouldn't arrest anyone without being sure he had proof against them."

"Maybe one of the families went out to eat; it is Friday night and the girls are here at the game," Cheryl suggested. "Kind of a date-night for Mom and Dad."

"They sure are here. Allison hasn't so much as gone to the bathroom and Amy hasn't budged farther than that rail," Shawna grumbled, nodding toward the dividing line between sections.

"Yeah, so far we haven't had to work at 'guarding' at all," Gracie agreed.

"Gracie, have you checked your phone?" Shawna asked. "It's pretty noisy here, it would've been easy to miss a call."

Gracie looked surprised, then stuck her hand in her pocket to retrieve her phone. "Nope, no calls," she said.

"In that case, I'm gonna go get a hotdog," Shawna said. "It'll be less crowded right now and that way I'll be back during half-time in case Amy goes anywhere."

"Get one for me, too," Cheryl said as Shawna stood up to leave.

Ken glanced at the scoreboard as he emerged into the home-team seating area. Great, he thought. It'll be a zoo around here as soon as the quarter ends. I may have to wait 'til the half-time show's over before I can even find my suspect. He looked around for Gracie and her friends, knowing they would have both girls in sight. They should be watching for him too, but it'd taken him so long they'd probably gotten into the game.

He moved around the upper level trying to spot Gracie. A girl ran up the steps of the next aisle over. Odd that she wasn't glued to the last few plays. Wait! Wasn't that Shawna? Hard to tell with that bulky coat she was wearing. He let his eyes roam over the crowd near that aisle. Yes that was Gracie, and Kelly and Cheryl were with her.

That meant Amy should be nearby, but he didn't see her. The girl didn't exactly stand out in a crowd, there wasn't anything exceptional in her looks or appearance. Ah, there she was standing down by the rail so she could better see the action on the field. Or maybe so she could walk around and warm up.

Just then Kelly turned around and spotted him, waving to get his attention. The girls turned around too and he thought he could see relief on their faces. But he saw movement out of the corner of his eye and when he looked that direction Amy was walking fast along the rail.

Ken pointed at Amy and then began paralleling her progress from his level. He trusted that Gracie would give chase from her end. There were more people milling around up here and Amy made better time. She'd have to go up a level to reach an exit, but now he could see Kelly running behind her. She might make it but at least he'd know which way she went. Ken ran down the steps to try to catch up to his quarry and nearly ran into Gracie and Cheryl.

Gracie had her phone in her hand and paused to make a call. Just then something exciting must've happened on the field because the crowd rose to its collective feet and screamed in enthusiasm. Gracie waved him on so he started running again. Cheryl followed and quickly overtook him. There weren't many people in the interior of the stadium so it was easy for him to see the young people turn a corner up ahead, Cheryl lagging behind by a several seconds. He slowed a little; he wasn't as young as he used to be and he certainly hadn't expected to have to run after his suspect.

Ken reached the corner, expecting to see the others ahead of him, but all he found was a corridor empty of people except for Cheryl. He stopped and stood there panting. Gracie ran up, phone still clutched in her hand. They were at an intersection with no one else in sight either direction.

"I'm sorry!" Cheryl cried. "I don't know which way they went."

Gracie made another call. As she awaited an answer she explained. "If Kelly will answer he can tell us where he is."

"He probably doesn't know," Cheryl said.

Outside the crowd roared, the noise echoing through the hall where they stood. With a disgusted look on her face Gracie closed the phone and pocketed it.

"Okay, there's three ways they could've gone, and there are three of us," Ken said. He'd recovered his breath though he was still panting a little.

"I'll go this way," Cheryl said, pointing to the right.

"I'll keep going straight," Ken said. "You go left, Gracie."

They all nodded and took off. Ken walked fast, but didn't run this time. He had a good sense of direction, but it'd been years since he'd been inside this stadium. If Amy got down in the lower sections it would be extremely difficult to find her, and he had half a mind to stop this mad chase and call in reinforcements. He reached the end of the corridor to find a dead-end except for stairs. Without thinking he took the stairs down.

Neither Amy nor Kelly was anywhere in sight. This area wasn't meant for the general public. It was full of various rooms and he took the time to open every door that wasn't locked; if she'd come this way she might try to hide. He worked his way slowly down the corridor but found nothing, most of the doors were locked.

He reached the other end to find another set of stairs. There was a great deal of noise coming up from the floor below. "Must be half-time," he said to himself. "If I'm where I think I am the locker rooms are right below me. The boys must be coming in off the field."

His phone rang and his first thought was to ignore it. Then he remembered Gracie trying to call Kelly and pulled the phone out of his pocket. He didn't recognize the number but answered anyway.

"Ken? This is Cheryl. Gracie told me to call, she says she knows where Amy's going."

"Does she have Amy in sight?" he asked.

"No, and Kelly lost her, too. Gracie says to go to the locker rooms. She sounded real sure about it, Lieutenant," Cheryl said.

"Good, I'm on the floor above now," he told her. "I'll keep to the stairs until I see her. Bye."

The noise grew louder as he walked down the stairs and peeked around the edge of the stairwell. He could see the boys tramping in, helmets dangling by the strap from their hands. He hadn't been the star player like young Jake, but he could remember what this felt like. You were tired and sweaty, but determined to go back out on the field in 30 minutes and win the game. From the expressions on these boys' faces they were ready to keep winning.

It was quite a crowd with the team and all the coaches and various assistants. Ken looked around them, thinking surely any of the girls would stand out in this crowd. He caught a brief glimpse of dark curly hair down the way – was that Cheryl? He couldn't be sure, and saw none of the others.

Suddenly a girl came running forward, long brown hair flying. "Jake!" she screamed.

Jake turned in surprise and Amy launched herself at him. He tried to dodge and one of the assistants stepped in front of her to block her way. "Miss, you're not supposed to be down here," he said sternly.

Amy slipped around the man to throw her arms around Jake. "You've got to help me!" she cried.

Ken stepped into the hall and saw Gracie and Kelly emerge from their hiding spots. He heard footsteps behind him and turned his head quickly to see that it was Shawna.

"I was at the concession stand," she panted. She was holding two rather worse for wear hot dogs. "Kelly called me. Am I too late?"

They turned their attention to the melee down the hall, edging out of the stairwell to get a better view. Amy still clung to Jake despite his attempts to free himself. Teammates and staff were trying to pull her off as well, without any more success than Jake had had.

"Don't let him take me," she pleaded. "He's trying to keep us apart. They were all trying to keep you from me."

Jake looked completely confused. "What are you talking about, Amy?" he asked.

She looked up into his eyes, desperation showing on her face. "Don't you see? I got rid of them for you, so we could be together. I love you, Jake!"

Jake managed to pry her grip loose and hold her by the arms in front of him. "Got rid of them? What are you talking about? Got rid of who?"

Ken stepped up behind Amy, badge in hand to identify himself to the others. "Amy Jones, I'm arresting you for the murder of Meaghan Pruitt," he said.

"Meaghan!" Jake cried. He shook Amy, hard. "You killed Meaghan? Why?"

Ken put his hands on Amy's arms and pulled her back out of Jake's grasp. The football hero looked angry enough to hurt her.

"Because she knew that Meaghan was pregnant, and that you'd promised to marry her," Gracie said from Ken's left.

"She'd have ruined your life! I saved you from that," Amy said passionately.

"Amy, if I'd wanted to go out with you I'd have asked," Jake said coldly.

Amy stared at Jake in shock, her face suddenly gone white. She slumped and would've fallen if Ken hadn't still been holding her arms.

The coach stepped up beside Jake, laying a hand gently on the young man's arm. "C'mon, Jake. Let's go on in the locker room and let the Lieutenant do his job." He tugged on Jake's arm and Jake followed him numbly. The crowd erupted in murmurs and questions of anyone and everyone, trying to comprehend what had just happened. "Show's over, everyone," the coach said from the doorway.

Players and staff slowly moved into the locker room, craning their heads to see if anything else would happen. Amy seemed cowed now, not moving as Ken put the handcuffs on her. The coach waved them all inside and then turned to Ken.

"There's a room down the hall you can use if you need it," he told Ken. "Gimme a second to get the key."

As the door shut Amy lifted her head to glare at Gracie. "You little bitch," she said venomously. "You thought you were so smart, figuring out who offed your old man. That doesn't mean you can prove I did anything."

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Chapter 54




 

The six of them sat at a folding table in a workroom down the hall from the locker room. One of the assistants had set it up for them and even brought in coffee, as the unused room was a little chilly. Shawna and Cheryl munched what was left of their hot dogs. Ken thought it best to let the silence hang for a few minutes to allow Amy to stew about the possible evidence against her. She'd had a brief period of defiance, but now sat still and quiet, handcuffed to the table.

"How'd you finally figure it out, Gracie?" Cheryl asked, wiping mustard from her hands. "Her motive, I mean."

Gracie took a drink of her coffee. "When Ken showed up and Amy saw him and started running. She'd been standing by the rail, and I realized she did that a lot during the games. We all thought she just wanted a little better view, but I suddenly realized it was Jake she really wanted a better view of. As I was running through the stadium I started thinking about things she'd said, the way she'd acted at the party, the reason she hung around with the other girls. She was in love with Jake and wanted him to get closer to him so he'd finally notice her. So I knew she'd run to Jake for help."

"So when she found out Jake had agreed to marry Meaghan, she couldn't let that happen," Ken said. "But what's that got to do with this string of accidents you've been yammering about?"

"How'd she find out?" Shawna asked.

"How'd you figure it out? I still don't know what put you on to it," Kelly said.

"And why did she have to kill Meaghan?" Cheryl asked.

Gracie held up her hands in a gesture of 'stop'. "It'll be easier if I start from the beginning. Kelly, play Secretary for us once more and read off each accident. Only the non-fatal ones, please."

Kelly pulled a wad of folded papers from his jeans pocket and smoothed them out on the table's surface. "One last time," he said. "Ahem. The first one was Travis' fall, meant for Brittney," Kelly read off.

"I can't prove some of these, Ken," Gracie said. "But in light of what we do know they make sense. This was supposed to be the first in the string, but it didn't work out like she expected. Amy was a few seconds late to 2nd hour that morning; she'd waited until the halls were mostly clear to spill water at the foot of the south stairs. Brittney's a library aide that hour so she'd be out and about and hopefully slip. But Travis is an office aide that hour and he got there first!"

"That's a little thin, Gracie," Ken remarked.

"The nerd's a klutz, he's always bumping into things and falling down. That doesn't mean I had anything to do with it," Amy muttered.

Ken raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. He still wasn't sure about these accidents, but he'd keep his mouth shut until Gracie was done. Even if Amy had committed murder it didn't mean she was behind the accidents.

"Emily's case of winter-time poison ivy," Kelly intoned.

"The evening before she came down with it a bunch of us were decorating for the next game," Gracie set the scene. "On Saturday Emily had told us she was terribly allergic to poison ivy, and Amy heard her say it. Anyway, Amy volunteered to get some more poster board, saying she'd get some from backstage because it was closer than the office. She wore latex gloves to smear the poison ivy on some prop that she knew Emily used, then threw the gloves in the ladies' room trash and washed her hands. I saw the gloves there before I left that night, but didn't think anything about it at the time."

"I think she wanted everyone to think Emily had gotten it making out in the boonies with Jake," Cheryl said.

"Except that Emily hadn't been out with Jake in awhile," Kelly said. "She'd been too busy rehearsing that play. Next is Madison's Heelie wipe-out and the apparently-manufactured dents in her and Emily's cars. Jake had a baseball bat in the bed of his pickup, and Amy probably knew that since she'd been trying to get close to him."

"Did you intend for Madison to fall?" Gracie asked Amy.

Amy looked up at her and shrugged. "There's a reason you're not supposed to wear Heelies in school - they're dangerous. She's the poster-girl for what happens when you break the rules." She was beginning to feel a false bravado, thinking there was so little to these accusations that they proved nothing. She returned her attention to the table, as if she were bored and none of this were of any concern to her.

"She was keeping track of all of Jake's girlfriends, and happened to notice that the two cars were parked across the aisle from each other," Gracie said. "She couldn't resist grabbing the bat from Jake's truck and smashing the cars to make it look like one had run into the other. Madison rolled over the broken bits of taillight and fell."

"Gracie was smart enough to measure the dents," Shawna said loyally. "They were different heights, so we knew that wasn't what happened.

"But you couldn't have known that Amy did it," Ken couldn't help but say.

"No, not at the time. But after everything else it just had to be her," Gracie said.

"The bolts were loosened on Serene's desktop so when she dropped her books on it it fell off and hit her ankle," Kelly said.

"Oh, now I can prove this one!" Gracie said. "Amy sits in that very same chair the hour before; you can ask the teacher. She'd have had plenty of time to work the nuts loose and she'd be sure that Serene would be the next person sitting there."

Ken looked over at Amy who continued to stare at the table. Her coffee was untouched and she was shaking, but not from the cold. Tears were sliding down her cheeks as she began to understand the magnitude of her betrayal. "Jake," she whispered in an agonized voice. Ken nodded for Kelly to continue.

"Tony Fletcher tripped over a rock in front of the door at the boutique where Gracie's step-mother works."

Gracie made a wry face. "Okay, granted this one's mostly a hunch. Tony is Tanya's little brother and they were both in the store with their mother. Meaghan came in with Amy; Amy got bored and went outside."

"Tony is a little brat," Cheryl threw in. "He runs all over the place and gets into everything he's not supposed to, and his mother won't even try to control him."

"There's a bench outside the store, with a painted rock beside it. Amy picked up the rock and left it in front of the door. Tony ran outside and tripped on it – but it could just as easily have been Tanya."

"Or Meaghan," Kelly suggested.

"Well, actually, yes," Gracie admitted. "Except that Amy had something far worse planned for Meaghan."

Ken raised an eyebrow in silent inquiry, but Gracie shook her head. "All right, I'll let you tell it in order," he said.

"Next we have someone giving cyanide to Andrea," Kelly said.

"We think it was apple seeds," Cheryl said. "You have to eat a lot of 'em to be fatal, but I think she just wanted to make Andrea sick. It was in Home Ec. Class; we made lasagna that day so Amy could've easily dumped a bunch of ground-up apple seeds into the sauce."

"Andrea has a bit of a weight problem, so she ate more than the other girls," Shawna joined the conversation. "Cheryl said Amy only picked at hers, and, who was it? Oh yeah, Bonnie didn't feel good that afternoon either."

"That was when Cheryl saw that bottle of pain pills," Gracie added. "At first we thought Amy was taking them, but later we realized that was probably how she brought in a lot of apple seeds."

Ken looked at the three of them, putting the various pieces in order in his mind. "As a matter of fact the hospital lab did verify that the cyanide came from apple seeds," he said. "I got the report late this afternoon." He didn't add that this was merely circumstantial evidence; there was no way to actually prove Amy had put them in the food.

"I don't like lasagna, that's why I didn't eat much," Amy said. But her protest lacked emotion, like she was just going through the expected motions.

Kelly waited a minute in case Amy had something to say about the bottle of pills. When it was clear she didn't he continued. "Brittney's bike slid off the path in the park because Amy poured antifreeze on it."

"Hey! My bike slid off that same path!" Gracie protested. "And I gave Amy the idea." She sighed at her own culpability. "I told her the story about how my Aunt Jeanine slipped in some spilled antifreeze that hadn't been cleaned up good."

"That morning Amy asked Bobby if he'd put antifreeze in her car after school, and said she'd stop and get some on her way to his house," Cheryl said. "She'd apparently overheard Brittney saying she was going to visit her grandmother that afternoon and that she'd be riding through the park."

"But Bobby says she nearly beat him home, so she must've bought the antifreeze at lunch – and poured a bottle on the bike path," Gracie continued.

"You know, I think I remember seeing Amy come back alone from lunch that day," Kelly said.

"You're right!" Shawna said. "She was saying how Maggie was drunk and had fallen by accident. We'd been talking about Maggie, but I remember now that I thought it was odd Amy hadn't gone to lunch with some of the other girls."

"Okay, on the next item," Kelly said. "That would be the busted jar of nails on the road by the school."

"It should've been Allison that got caught in that trap, but that was the day Meaghan died and Allison decided to stay after school to start a memorial to her," Gracie said.

"So this time it was me that ran over the nails," Shawna said. "Although that could've happened even if Allison had gotten a flat, too."

"If you'll go check Bobby's garage you'll find there's a Mason jar full of nails missing from the workbench," Cheryl said. "Amy swiped it when he was putting the antifreeze in her car."

"And Bobby told us that Amy said she had to leave school a little early that day," Gracie added. "That gave her means and opportunity, though of course we can't prove she did it."

"How do you know there's a jar of nails missing?" Ken asked.

"Because there's a whole row of jars on the workbench in his garage," Cheryl explained. "They're arranged in order by size.

"Yeah, and she scooted out of the parking lot just a couple of minutes early so she could throw the jar on the street as she drove off," Shawna said in a disgusted tone.

Ken looked over at Amy. She paid no attention, still not looking at anyone, still ignoring these allegations in favor of trying to figure out why Jake had rebuffed her.

"The next thing was that Jennifer put her hand in some acid on the counter in the chem. lab in first hour, and got an acid-burn," Kelly continued with the list.

"I suppose you're going to tell me that Amy was at school early that day, and there's also a bottle of acid missing from Bobby's garage," Ken said, only half facetiously.

"Bobby told me he'd found Amy sitting on the school steps that morning," Kelly confirmed. "She told him some story about having a fight with her parents and not knowing where else to go."

"Oh wow, we'd wondered how she'd get her hands on some acid," Gracie said. "If she'd take nails she could take acid too, but why would Bobby even have any?"

"You told me Bobby's a budding mechanic; it could be used to clean parts," Ken supplied. "I'll certainly have a word with the boy about that."

"Then there was Tanya's wreck yesterday after school," Kelly said. "From the way Shawna and Cheryl described what happened, it sounded to me like someone had put sugar in her gas tank. It might have only been meant as an inconvenience, but another car hit hers when it stalled."

Ken was beginning to think maybe Gracie had drawn the wrong conclusions from these events. "I would assume the car's still at a garage somewhere. It would be easy enough to check for sugar, but that doesn't prove who put it there." He chuckled softly. "I didn't know kids still did that."

"Well then, what about the antibiotic in the water bottle?" Gracie asked, the look in her eyes daring him to refute that evidence. "You told me you had it tested and it was the eree-whatever, just like I said."

"Yes, you were right about that," Ken said calmly to keep her from exploding. "There's plenty of anecdotal evidence that Allison did indeed bring Vodka to class in her bottle, and her parents confirmed that she's allergic to erythromycin. There are more of Allison's prints on the Vodka bottle and more of Amy's on the water; but that doesn't prove it was done deliberately."

"But I saw her switch them!" Gracie cried. "So did several other kids; they all snickered when Amy took a big gulp of the Vodka because they knew what to expect."

"Damned alky," Amy muttered.

Ken drummed his fingers on the table for a minute, looking around at each of the young people seated there. "I will admit you've put together a lot of circumstantial evidence that Amy was responsible for these so-called accidents. And you've put forward a reasonable motive as well. But none of it is proof. From what I told you earlier today you know I found fingerprints on Meaghan's car – Amy's prints. At the moment I'm convinced she tampered with the fuses, but I'd like to hear your assessment of how she did it."

"It all started with Mrs. Lane's death," Gracie said.
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"Are you saying she killed the teacher, too?" Ken asked in some shock.

"No," Gracie replied. "I think that was a real accident. Amy saw Mrs. Lane flirting with the team at her party, and Jake in particular. I don't know if she knew they'd been carrying on an affair, but it was pretty plain that Maggie would have liked to and that Jake seemed willing. That made Amy mad. It wasn't bad enough that Jake dated a dozen girls but now there was an older woman after him. Amy went home with one of her friends, then drove her own car back to Maggie's house early in the morning."

"I bet she thought she'd catch them together in bed," Cheryl put in.

"She drives a white Chevy, that would be the 'light-colored car' the neighbor lady saw," Shawna added.

"I can't be sure exactly what happened," Gracie continued. "My guess is that Amy confronted Maggie and in an attempt to get away from her Maggie fell down the stairs." She looked at Amy, who refused to meet her eyes. "Did you know she was dead, or just decide it was time to leave?"

"I didn't kill her," Amy said, though without any emotion. "You're right, I was yelling at her to keep her paws off Jake and she said she was gonna call the cops. But she was drunk. She whirled around to go down those stairs to the telephone and she just fell. I didn't know she was dead until the next day when you showed up." She raised her head to glare briefly at Ken.

"I believe you, Amy," Ken said calmly. "If you'd left it at that I'd have said it was her own fault, even though you aggravated her. But as it is, I'm adding a count of manslaughter. She wouldn't have died if you hadn't confronted her."

"But she couldn't leave it at that," Gracie said. "Because it gave her an idea. She'd create a string of accidents thinking that no one would get suspicious if one of 'em happened to be fatal. And if anyone realized that bad things seemed to happen to Jake's girlfriends it might scare them away and narrow the competition."

Ken looked thoughtful for a moment. "When you put it that way, it makes sense in a twisted sort of way," he said. "She'd caused the death of the teacher, even if it was inadvertent, and gotten away with it; so now she planned to kill Meaghan, too. How'd she do it?"

"It all started with that lost earring," Gracie said. "The one you found in Mrs. Lane's backyard, Ken."

"You did say something about that being a big clue," Shawna commented. "But I still don't understand how."

Gracie smiled mirthlessly. "Amy must've seen Jake and Meaghan go outside on the patio and she followed them. She hid in the bushes so she could eavesdrop, and didn't realize she'd snagged her earring on one of the branches. I saw the two of them out there talking, and told Kelly that it looked serious."

"I saw 'em talking, too," Kelly confirmed. "We thought maybe they were breaking up."

"What Amy overheard was that Meaghan was pregnant, and Jake was the father of the baby. Meaghan knew her parents would freak out when she told them, so she wanted to tell Jake first. To see if he would help. I think Jake agreed to marry her, take care of her and the baby."

"Jake?" Cheryl's voice squeaked in surprise. "Love 'em and leave 'em Jake who had his pick of any girl in school?"

"Don't forget Jake's a devout Catholic," Gracie reminded them. "You'll have to ask him to confirm it, but I think that's exactly what happened. He felt strongly that he had to do the right thing, and he offered to marry her. Remember when Meaghan was talking about selling the Miata the afternoon before her wreck? She said she was afraid to drive it fast; that was because of the baby. She also said she wanted something with a little more room."

"I do remember her saying that," Shawna said. "That would be for the baby, too. She wouldn't have had room in that little sports car for a baby-seat and diaper bag and all that stuff."

"Amy must've been very upset," Gracie continued. "She loved Jake and here he was going to marry Meaghan. And, um, now I forget with happened first. There was that scene Maggie and Jake made where he sucked the queso off her finger. Amy saw that, too. Between those two things, she was really angry and didn't know what to do about it. She probably made up her mind to confront both Maggie and Meaghan and plead with them to leave Jake alone."

"So she came back to confront the teacher, and Mrs. Lane ended up dead," Ken summed it up. "And that gave her the idea to set up a string of accidents?"

"That didn't happen until the next morning," Gracie said. "On her way to the recycling event someone sideswiped her car and she came running in saying something was wrong with it. Bobby went out to see, and it turned out the airbag fuse hadn't been working; she'd seen the warning light flashing but hadn't paid any attention to it until the fender-bender. Anyway, Bobby explained to her how airbags and ABS brakes are on separate fuses and showed her how to replace them."

Shawna spoke up. "Gracie found history on Amy's phone where she'd looked up a website on how the brakes work, so she knew the car would slide without them. She also found phone numbers where Amy'd called the Miata dealer and a locksmith."

"You're getting a little ahead of me," Gracie said, grinning to take the sting out. "Just a few minutes after Bobby fixed her car you came in, Ken, telling us about Maggie's death."

Ken's face lit up with understanding. "Ah, yes. One major competitor is dead and now she sees a way to get rid of the other one." He cocked his head to the side as he considered Gracie's theory. "If she can cause some small harm to every girl Jake goes out with the boy might start looking like bad luck followed him; possibly they will begin thinking he's the one doing these things. And yes, if one of his girlfriends happened to die then it would look like just a particularly nasty accident in the string."

"Thank you," Gracie said simply. "Now Amy had to figure out how to get to the fuses. She knew that road conditions would have to be bad to make it work, but she'd have wanted to set things up in advance so she could put the plan into motion when the weather cooperated."

"So she stole the key from Mrs. Pruitt's ring," Shawna said brightly.

Gracie smiled at her friend. "Yes, but not yet I don't think. Remember that Amy and Meaghan had been at the boutique on Thursday afternoon. They'd planned to do some shopping and they just stopped off there for a few minutes. I bet they went to the mall after that. I'll bet you that Amy conveniently forgot her purse or phone or something so she could borrow Meaghan's keys and go back to the car to get it. That gave her the opportunity to make sure the fuses she wanted were under the hood."

"Gracie, wouldn't it have looked funny if she'd popped the hood in the mall parking lot?" Kelly asked.

"What if some guy came along and asked if she needed help?" Shawna asked.

"True," Gracie agreed. "But all she really had to do was check the fuse box under the dash; if the ones she wanted weren't there then they had to be under the hood."

"Either way she'd need a key to get into the car later," Cheryl said. "She'd have to open the door to pull the hood release."

"Exactly. And after talking to the locksmiths she knew it'd look funny if she showed up with a wax mold wanting a new key made," Gracie said. "But I got that one figured out, too! After they went shopping they went to Meaghan's house. At least Mrs. Pruitt recognized Amy, so she must've been there recently. I don't know if she knew about Mrs. Pruitt's extra key or just prowled through the woman's purse and found it, but she took it."

"Mrs. Pruitt said it was on one of those valet things," Shawna added. "So it would've been quick to take it."

"So now she's all set, and just waiting on the weather," Gracie said. "She didn't want to just pull the fuses right then because something could've happened without her to help it along, and it might not turn out the way she wanted. With Meaghan dead, that is. But it rained the very next day – and we had an away-game. Amy carried on about taking the 'short-cut' home, but she must've suggested that on purpose. She told us she'd gone out to her car to get an umbrella when it starting raining during the game…"

"But that's when she pulled the fuses out," Ken said. "It was dark and security wouldn't be watching the parking lot too closely during the game. She tells us this tale of pulling over to take a phone call, but that was so she could get behind Meaghan's car. By the way I checked her cell phone records, and she didn't get any calls that evening. She deliberately bumps the car, and then very publicly admits to it so she not only appeared innocent of anything more than an unfortunate lapse of judgment but her friends would feel sorry for her."

He turned again to study Amy. The girl was crying softly, but whether from remorse or being caught – or the realization that Jake wasn't interested in her – he couldn't tell.

"They were out in the boonies on a lonely stretch of state highway. She dutifully called 911 to report the wreck, but then quite coldly unlocked Meaghan's door and opened the hood to replace the fuses," Ken continued. "By the way, I did check with the paramedics and they said the hood was down and the doors locked. Why did you ask about that?"

"When we went to see Meaghan in the hospital she mentioned seeing the hood fly open during the wreck," Shawna explained.

"We just thought she was rambling, because of the drugs they'd given her," Gracie said. "But later I started wondering if maybe she had seen the hood up when Amy was putting the fuses back. She was hurt and in pain and things probably weren't very connected for her."

"I'm glad for her sake that she didn't realize what was happening," Ken said. "Anyway, the plan was that we'd give the fuse box a quick once-over, see the fuses in place, and not give it a second thought. It would look like a terrible accident and nothing more. Fortunately for us, she dropped one. She knew there were extras in the lid, but either her boyfriend hadn't mentioned the color-coding scheme or she just couldn't see in the dark. She used the wrong amperage for the brakes. And her fingerprints were on both fuses and the lid of the fuse box."

"So that's how you figured it out!" Gracie said in amazement. "At least you finally believed me."

"The fingerprints alone wouldn't necessarily have proven guilt," Ken told her. "She could've claimed that, knowing about the fuses, she was just using her knowledge to help a friend out of a similar jam. We wouldn't have questioned the sticky residue on the dash either, where she put a piece of tape over the warning light so Meaghan wouldn't see it."

"There's one more thing," Gracie said. "After the wreck, at the hospital Amy volunteered to guard Mrs. Pruitt's purse. She did that so she'd have the opportunity to put the key back on her ring."

At last Amy lifted her head to look at her accusers. "Boyfriend?" she asked quietly.

Gracie looked at her with sadness. "Yes, Amy. Bobby really likes you, and as far more than just a friend to hang out with. If you hadn't been so blinded by Jake's looks and talent you could've had a good relationship with Bobby."

"He didn't help me," Amy said, shaking her head. "He didn't have anything to do with this, just ask him! I don't want him to get into trouble, he's my friend."

"I believe you about that, too," Ken told her gently. "I will talk to this Bobby, but I think the only thing the poor kid's guilty of is liking the wrong person."

"Here's where you tell us your side of the story, Amy," Gracie said in as kind a voice as she could muster.

Amy sighed, a look of utter devastation on her young face. "You're right, I did it all just like you said. It was fun watching the other girls get hurt, the way I was hurt every time they went out on a date with Jake. If they'd seen the pattern and refused to date him, so much the better. If it makes any difference, I didn't really want to kill Meaghan; I just hoped she'd lose the baby so Jake wouldn't have to marry her. But you got one thing wrong, Gracie."

"I did?" Gracie sounded more curious than wounded.

"Brittney wasn't the target of the antifreeze in the park," Amy stated.

"Huh? She wasn't?" Kelly asked.

"I saw you talking to that cop…" Here she turned to look at Ken with a flash of hatred in her eyes. "And I was afraid you might've figured out some of it and would tell him. I was trying to scare you off. Anyone that knows you very well knows you take that path through the park on the way home. It was just luck that Brittney took the same path; I didn't know she would."

"Gracie, I told you to be careful!" Ken said.

"Yeah, but that was after I'd taken that spill," Gracie replied.

Ken stood up and unlocked the handcuff from the table leg. "With any luck you guys can catch the end of the game. The score was tied when I came in right before half-time; maybe Jake will make the winning run and your team will remain undefeated. I'll take Amy to the station and book her."

Fresh tears began running down Amy's face. She dropped her head into her hands and muttered, "I won't be there to see it. Oh, Jake! After all I did for you will you even come visit me in jail?"
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Saturday morning dawned cool and drizzly, which suited everyone's mood perfectly. Meaghan Pruitt's funeral was held at 10:00 that morning. Though the sanctuary was large, the church had had to put folding chairs in the aisles to accommodate the crowd; most of the Junior class and all the school staff were there. Most of the young people had never attended a funeral before, but felt it was the last thing they could do for their friend. They were respectfully silent during the service, though many voices broke when they stood to sing hymns.

Gracie leaned her head on Kelly's shoulder. "Oh, they're going to do the slideshow now. I hate those things! They make me cry worse than anything the preacher said."

Kelly put his arm around her shoulders and patted her arm. "Go ahead and cry, Gracie. But look at the pictures, and remember Meaghan."

The slideshow began, complete with sappy music, and Gracie was hardly the only one to sob. Having expected this, the ushers had placed boxes of tissues in all the pews and people began passing them around as needed.

"Meaghan would hate for us all to see that one," Gracie whispered. The giant screen displayed a 4-year-old Meaghan dressed as a tiny Princess Leia.

"I think it's cute," Kelly whispered back.

"It's just that they seem so personal, like only her family should see some of them," she protested, albeit feebly.

"And you don't think her mother would open up those albums to you if you went to visit her?" he asked facetiously.

Gracie made a wry face and continued to watch in silence. She was surprised to see herself in a few on the later photos. She made a mental note to see if she could get copies of those, then realized that the disc would probably be handed around and copied endlessly. At last the service was over and people began solemnly filing out past the coffin, paying their last respects and saying goodbye to a friend.

Most of the mourners followed the family to the cemetery for the graveside service as well. Gracie and her friends hung back on the edge of the crowd, allowing church members and Meaghan's closer friends a better view. Kelly wanted to leave when the thankfully short service was over, but Gracie insisted on going through the line to speak to Meaghan's parents.

Cynthia Pruitt wore a stylish black suit, but her eyes were red and swollen from crying. She looked at Gracie as if she couldn't recognize her. Steve Pruitt was as well-dressed as ever, yet he stared straight ahead at nothing.

"It's Gracie, Mrs. Pruitt," Gracie said softly. "I am so very sorry that this happened." Having issued the commonly-accepted condolence phrase she paused, unsure of what, if anything, she should say next.

Cynthia focused on her face and something seemed to click; she grabbed Gracie's hand. "Gracie, Dear, thank you. Thank you for bringing my daughter's killer to justice."

Gracie blushed a little. "You're welcome."

Steve stood up and turned to face her. "It won't bring her back, she's in Heaven now. But justice has been done, and no other families will have to suffer from that poor deranged girl's actions."

He reached a hand out to shake Gracie's, then suddenly threw his arms around her and began sobbing uncontrollably. Gracie was shocked, but realized the man needed to let his grief out. Awkwardly she put her arms around him as well, and patted his back. Cynthia stood, her legs wobbly from emotion and exhaustion. Gently she substituted her body into her husband's embrace and let Gracie back away.

"Steve, we must help that girl," she told him through her tears. "We must show her that God loves her despite what she's done. Everyone else will revile her, but we can show true Christian spirit in doing this."

Tears still running down his cheeks, Steve looked at his wife first in surprise and finally in loving agreement. "Yes, who better?" he asked.

Gracie took the opportunity to walk away, genuinely moved by the scene she'd just witnessed. Personally she didn't think she could ever forgive Amy for all she'd done, but she couldn't fault Steve and Cynthia for trying. She rejoined her friends at the edge of the thinning crowd and explained what had happened. As she talked the sun broke through the clouds, warming the day and turning the last few raindrops still clinging to the grass into dazzling crystals.

"Can we go home now?" Kelly asked. He wiggled his tie in a manner suggesting he'd like nothing more than to take it off immediately.

"Wait!" Shawna said. "That's Jake talking to Meaghan's parents. I wanna see what happens."

"Yeah, let's get closer so we can eavesdrop," Cheryl suggested.

Gracie shook her head. "Give them some privacy, will ya? It's none of our business."

They all turned to watch. Jake's face was solemn as he spoke to Steve and Cynthia, but whatever he said was brief. He shook hands with both of them, but it didn't look very cordial. As he walked away Gracie supposed that Ken had explained things to them, including Jake's involvement, but somehow she doubted that they truly believed that he would've been their son-in-law. Perhaps that was for the best, now.

Kelly began edging away from the scene but the three girls stayed where they were, somehow feeling that there was something else to be done before they left. Brittney and Andrea walked up to the group.

"I still can't believe Amy tried to poison me!" Andrea said. "I went out with Jake maybe twice, and dated other guys too. Honestly, I didn't think he liked me all that much."

"Well, when the hottest guy in school asks me out, I'm not gonna turn him down," Brittney said. "Even if he was really more interested in getting a tutor," she added with a wry grin.

"I suspect Jake will have a little harder time finding dates now," Shawna said with a small laugh.

"Are you kidding?" Kelly asked in amazement. "He'll be more popular than ever!"

Bobby Summers walked by, almost unrecognizable in a sports jacket and tie.

"Bobby!" Gracie yelled after him. She beckoned for him to join them and he did so apparently reluctantly.

"I'm surprised you came," Cheryl said. "Er, but glad. It was very nice of you to do it."

"Bobby, I am so sorry," Gracie said. "You must feel terrible. If it helps any at all, Amy swears you had nothing to do with her schemes."

Bobby shrugged his shoulders rather helplessly. "Thanks. I guess I shouldn't be surprised; nobody seems to like me."

"That's not true, Bobby!" Shawna protested. "It's just that…well, us girls don't know anything about cars so we don't know how to talk to you."

"I don't know anything else," he replied. "My folks don't have a lot of money for fancy electronics so I don't know nothin' about music and video games, and I gotta help Dad at his garage."

"You're learning a trade," Andrea insisted. "Someday you'll own that shop yourself. Besides, I've seen that car of yours; it's got far more style than the new ones, and I bet when you get it painted you'll choose something great like those fire pictures."

Bobby chuckled. "They're called 'flames'," he told her. "Mustangs look better with graphic art, but that's expensive unless you do it yourself."

"I can design it, if you can paint it!" Andrea replied.

Bobby perked up. "Really? You'd help me?"

"Sure, it'd be fun," Andrea said.

"I'd help, too," Brittney said. "Except I can't draw a straight line with a ruler. But I'm pretty good at organizing; maybe I could help plan things out, you know with the money and stuff you'll need."

Bobby looked at both girls with suspicion. "You're just trying to be nice to me, because of Amy and all."

"Maybe just a little," Brittney admitted. "But Bobby, I think you have to be pretty smart to know how to put all those pieces together to make a car run, and I like smart guys. I'm tired of guys being jealous of me because I get good grades."

"Wish I had that problem!" Andrea said. "But seriously, Bobby; I've never taken on an art project the size of a car, and I'd love to try. And I've got lots of music on my iPod, so you can learn what's popular."

"And then decide what kind you really like," Brittney threw in.

"Please, can we go now?" Kelly asked plaintively.

"How about we all go for ice cream?" Gracie asked ingenuously.

"You've got my vote!" Andrea said. "But I get to ride in the Mustang."

Kelly and Bobby simultaneously reached for their ties, loosening the knot and pulling them off. Gracie took one last look at the crowd.

"Uh-oh, let's go now," Gracie said. "Ken's heading my way and somehow right now I don't want to think about anything to do with crime."
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