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CHAPTER 1



“Here we are, the hardy few. Up bright and early on a Saturday.” The bus driver rubbed his gloved hands together and gazed appreciatively at his small tour group. There were six of us braving the cold and the dark. I twisted the top off my Thermos and inhaled the steam from my almond oolong.

“My name is Joel Perry, and I’ll be your guide,” he went on. “You won’t be surprised to learn that more than half the tour canceled because of the weather, but that’s more birds for us, isn’t it? Fewer of us means we can be more cunning as we sneak up on them.”

He was trying to put a good twist on the meager turnout, which was admirable, and his enthusiasm at just past six o’clock in the morning was commendable. But as I took a sip of tea, I began to question my sanity. I should be in bed. With the covers over my head and my feet on a hot-water bottle.

“In less than five minutes the bus will be toasty warm, so let’s get started. Since we’re going to spend the day together, why don’t we introduce ourselves?”

The woman in the seat in front of mine mumbled something and tugged at both sides of her purple knit cap, pulling it down almost to her shoulders. Her raspberry-colored nails, long and triangular-shaped, looked like miniature guitar picks.

“As I said, I’m Joel Perry. I’ve been birdwatching for twelve years and running birding tours for Wildland Birds for three. In all seasons, I’ll add, because there’s always something to see in Maine—spring, summer, fall, and even winter. I enjoy the seabirds—the Atlantic puffins, the terns—but my favorites are the inland forest birds, the ones we hope to see today. And you, sir.” He gestured at the man sitting directly behind the driver’s seat. “How about you start?”

“Um . . .” The man shifted in his seat to face the rest of us. He was twenty-five or so, and he looked uncomfortable, like the new kid in school called to the front of the class so he could tell everyone where he was from and why he’d moved. “I’m Tom Roche, and I’ve never been on a birdwatching tour, though I’ve birdwatched before. My wife encouraged me to give a tour a try so I could spot new birds.” A man of few words, he faced front again.

Directly across the aisle from Tom, a couple turned in unison to face the rest of us. “And we’re Gavin and Sierra Dearborn,” the man said. “We just moved to Smithwell from Dover-Foxcroft.”

“Just moved,” Sierra emphasized. “We bought a house ten days ago—on Birch Street.”

I perked up. That was my street. “The Landry house?” I asked.

Sierra grinned. “Yes, that’s right. Do you know it?”

“I knew the owner,” I replied. “Ray Landry.”

The driver skipped over the woman in the seat in front of mine and aimed his attention at me. “And you are?”

“Kate Brewer,” I said, “and I’ve never birdwatched before. I thought I’d try something new.”

Gavin Dearborn opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by the woman with raspberry nails. “And I’m Nadine Sullivan. I’ve been birding before, but never in weather this cold. I’m not sure this was a great idea. If the birds are smart, they won’t show.”

“Birds are tougher than you think,” the driver said. “They survive in weather colder than this. They’ll be up and out, searching for food. And you, sir?” he said, motioning at the remaining birdwatcher, a man across the bus aisle from Nadine.

The man cleared his throat. “I’m Richard Comeau, and I’m interested in birds. Naturally. I go by the name Comeau. No Richard, no mister.” He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Other than that, there’s not much to say.” He pivoted in his seat, looked my way, and gave me a close-mouthed smile, his thin lips cutting a line across his long, rectangular face. “You like birds, too?” he asked.

“I imagine we all do,” I answered.

Tom Roche laughed. “That’s a safe bet. Otherwise, we’d be out of our gourds to be here.”

“Well alrighty, ladies and gents,” the driver said. “Cameras and binoculars ready? The sun will be up by the time we reach the Millford Preserve, so let’s get out of this parking lot and find us some birds.” He dropped with a thump to the driver’s seat, put the bus in gear, and headed out for Route 7 and our first birding stop.

Still questioning my sanity in joining the tour, I took another few sips of tea, all the while feeling Richard Comeau’s beady brown eyes on me. Turn around, I thought. I wasn’t about to take the bait—whatever he was selling—and meet his eyes, but the man was beyond rude.

I closed my Thermos, thought about the lovely nature preserve we were heading to, and pushed Comeau from my mine. And I resolved not to complain, even silently, about the bitterly cold weather. Today I would dive into all things winter, including snow and winter birds. I’d enjoy the season before it melted into the glorious month of April.

The driver slowed as he turned onto Route 7, the bus’s tires crunching as they passed over ice-crusted snow that had survived weeks of central Maine’s endless thaw-freeze cycle.

In mid-January, an ice storm had hit Smithwell and the surrounding towns. It hadn’t been a huge storm by Maine standards, but five weeks later, the ice was still there, at street curbs, in low spots in the lawn by my front door, and all around the flagstone path leading to my next-door neighbor’s house. The ice patches at my house looked like small skating rinks, and nothing I’d tried had melted them. I’d dumped salt over them—not good for the lawn—and I’d thrown dirt on them for traction. In sheer frustration, I’d even whacked at the ice with a shovel.

And I wasn’t the only Smithwell resident who had been driven to the edge of reason by the weather. Two weeks earlier an elderly man had been arrested for blasting an ice dam on his roof with a shotgun. I couldn’t say I blamed him.

Every day it was the same. A high of twenty-five degrees and a low of five. Day after day after day. Naturally, by the third week in February, I’d entered into a winter funk. Not so naturally, I’d decided to fight that funk by signing up for a birdwatching bus tour. Winter had its beauty, and I was going to revel in it. No more grumbling.

I stared out my window, watching the sky lighten on the horizon and feeling warmer than I had since leaving my Jeep in the Smithwell Community Center parking lot. Minette had wanted to go with me. She knew the Millford Preserve, and she’d told me about an especially tasty moss that grew there in bogs—surely frozen bogs this time of year. She’d also hinted that there were fairies within the preserve, but I was traveling with six other people, all of them armed with cameras and binoculars. Tucking a tiny fairy in my coat pocket was asking for trouble, especially since Minette had a habit of poking her head out at inopportune moments.

“Miss Brewer?”

I looked up. Gavin Dearborn was gesturing at me. “You live at 2000 Birch, right?”

“That’s right.” I scooted to the aisle seat in my row for a better look at him. In his early forties, he was plump about the face, with a thick head of light brown hair and bright blue eyes. “I noticed the For Sale sign was down on your house. I meant to introduce myself. How did you know I live at 2000?”

“Ray Landry told me.” Knowing his answer would intrigue me—or perhaps creep me out—he grinned and waited for me to respond.

“Ray died last October,” I stated flatly. Because he was murdered, I wanted to add. But then Gavin probably knew that. Either his next-door neighbors or his real estate agent would have told him, because Ray was murdered in his kitchen and that’s the sort of thing people remembered and talked about.

“But Mr. Landry’s writings live on,” Gavin said. No longer grinning, he added, “We should, um, talk later.” He turned back, leaving me hanging.

What writings? Ray had given me a copy of his memoirs last October, but the only other copy was the one he’d left in his house, and I’d taken that with me after his body was found. His son would have scooped up anything personal like a diary, so what had Gavin found?

Comeau, still staring at me—I was just about ready to tell him off in unkind terms—softly said, “A new house reveals secrets, does it not?”

Sierra Dearborn shot him a look over her shoulder. Even from my angle I could tell she found Comeau’s remark unsettling.

“Here we are,” the driver called loudly. He pulled off the narrow road and maneuvered the bus along a snow-coated path, coming to a stop where the path became a small parking area. I hooked my binoculars around my neck and slung my camera strap over my shoulder.

“Are we allowed to park here?” Nadine asked. “I don’t want to come back and find our bus gone.” She was in her mid-forties, I thought, but she spoke in a childlike tone, high-pitched and tentative.

The driver shut off the engine. “Absa-tively, ma’am. Wildland Birds has permission at all our sites.”

“If you’re sure. I mean . . .” Nadine dug her gloves from her backpack and slipped them on. “Imagine being towed in this weather.”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the driver said. When all eyes had turned to him, he went on. “If you have backpacks with travel mugs, your lunch, and all that inside, I suggest leaving them here. We’re hiking half a mile back, so take only your cameras and binoculars.” He punched the switch that opened the bus door, and cold air flooded in.

Hit first by the blast, Tom Roche groaned. “What’s the temperature now?”

“Best not to think about that, Tom,” the driver answered. “Just forge ahead.” Extending a hand toward the door, he added, “All right, folks, the birds are up and looking for breakfast.”

“Hang on.” Sierra moved her backpack from the bus floor to an empty spot on the rack above Nadine’s seat and then rejoined her husband. The Dearborns exited first, followed by Nadine and Tom. I hung back, expecting Comeau to go next, but he lingered by his seat, awaiting my move. I went ahead, and I considered throwing him my best don’t-play-with-me expression before leaving the bus, but Comeau struck me as the kind of man who liked to baffle people with his inscrutable gaze. If I ignored him, he’d give up whatever game he was playing.

Hemmed in on our right and left by bare trees, we followed Joel down a man-made trail into the preserve. Five minutes into our walk, the trail widened, and a minute later, a vista opened before us: a partially frozen, crystal blue lake that fed into a larger lake beyond it, snow-dusted rocks and promontories, and, in the distance, pine-covered hills. It took my breath away. I no longer cared about the frigid temperature.

Without a word of direction from Joel, we all stopped, stood still, and admired the scenery. Nadine started snapping photos—and bellyaching about the cold—but not wanting to ruin the moment by putting a lens between me and all that beauty, I left my camera hanging on my shoulder.

“It’s magnificent, isn’t it?” Comeau asked, coming alongside me. “Manifique. A loveliness that’s almost—how do I put it?—supernatural. Surnaturelle.”

Either he didn’t know how creepy he was or creepy was the very effect he was going for. I suspected the latter. “I guess.”

“You don’t see it?”

“I’m looking at it right now. Let me enjoy it.”

Comeau snickered and I swung to face him.

“Mrs. Brewer, I only want to appreciate the moment with you.” He smoothed his longish, graying hair back from his forehead. “It’s magical, mysterious, enchantant. You could almost say it’s otherworldly—d’un autre monde. Vous comprenez?”

“Yes, I understand what you’re saying, but it’s not from another world. It’s the Millford Preserve and we got here by bus, not spaceship.”

He sidled closer, his long, thin fingers playing at the dangling ends of his gray scarf. Where were the man’s gloves and hat? The rest of us were freezing. “But perhaps what plays within the preserve is magical, and that is hidden from our eyes because it’s secret. Small—no more than a few inches high—and secret from the human world. Secret because it must be, and must remain so until a creature violates that secrecy. Vous comprenez?”

Fastening his eyes on me, Comeau smiled again. I repressed a flinch. “No, I don’t comprenez.” But in truth I was beginning to understand. Comeau wasn’t there for the birds, and he wasn’t there to get his kicks by spooking me. He was there for me. And possibly—the thought was terrifying—for Minette.













CHAPTER 2



Gavin Dearborn strode up to Comeau, giving him an amiable nudge with his elbow. “Listen, I know you want to talk, but, um, the thing is, we need to keep quiet or the birds won’t come out.”

Comeau gave him a slit-eyed stare. “There are no birds here, and I was talking to Mrs. Brewer, not you.”

“Yeah, I know. We all heard who you were talking to. That’s my point.”

I’d been so mesmerized by Comeau that I hadn’t realized that everyone was now staring at us, including the bus driver.

“See what I’m saying?” Gavin asked. His full, round cheeks were pink from the cold, and he sniffed after every few words to keep his nose from running. “So we can talk when we get back on the bus, right? It would be a shame to come all the way out here and miss the birds.”

Comeau drew himself up, stepped closer to Gavin, and looked down his sharp nose at him, smirking and examining him as if he were a bug in need of squishing. “First, you’re talking as much as me, are you not? Second, who are you to instruct me?”

Gavin took a step forward too, and though he was two or three inches shorter than Comeau, he outweighed him by forty pounds. “Look, I’m just asking for some consideration. For all of us.”

Sierra came alongside her husband and laid a hand on his arm. “Gavin. Come on.”

“Is there a problem I can help with, gentlemen?” Sensing a fight brewing, Joel Perry had cut between the two men. He was smaller than both of them, and at about sixty years old, certainly much weaker, but as the driver and tour guide, he carried a measure of authority that even Comeau recognized. “Anything we need on the bus, gentlemen? Either of you want to go back and wait for the rest of us? I’ll unlock the bus for you.”

Gavin stepped back from Comeau. “No, I’m game to continue.”

“Good,” Joel said. “Mr. Comeau?”

“I’ve come to see the birds, Mr. Perry.”

“Let’s move on then. Follow me. We’re only three minutes from the spot.”

At the head of the group once more, Joel continued up the trail. Soon the deciduous trees began to mix with pines, and both grew so thickly at points that the trail had to zigzag around their trunks. Where the trail widened again, Joel halted and turned back to us, his finger to his lips, motioning for us to gather in front of him. “To our left is a small field and pond,” he said quietly. “The other side of that field is prime for red-breasted nuthatches, gray jays, pileated woodpeckers, and, we hope, Bohemian waxwings. They like to gather around the pond, so we’ll set up here.”

Without looking directly at Comeau, I paid attention to where he was and what he was doing with his bony hands. I settled against a tree trunk, took the cap off my new telephoto lens, and checked my camera’s settings. Comeau, I noticed, had brought only a cheap pair of binoculars with him, further proof he wasn’t that interested in the birds.

As I peered through my own binoculars in search of birds, I reviewed the little tiff between Gavin and Comeau and decided something was fishy about it. Comeau hadn’t raised his voice when talking to me, and in fact, Nadine had talked just as loudly, going on and on about the cold and how the birds were nestled away and wouldn’t show themselves. But Gavin hadn’t warned her about scaring away the birds. Besides, we hadn’t yet reached our first birdwatching site. There had been no need to whisper.

It was almost as though Gavin had wanted to protect me by telling Comeau to back off without explicitly saying so. Or was Gavin simply nosy? Maybe the others in the group had turned toward me and Comeau because they’d heard Gavin chastising Comeau. Come to think of it, Gavin had raised his voice a little. More than Comeau had, anyway.

Tom Roche settled in to my right, partly obscuring my view of Comeau—and Comeau’s view of me, thankfully. He proceeded to adjust the legs on his tripod and then fastened what looked like a telescope to the top plate.

“Is that spotting scope?” I asked.

“Isn’t it a beauty?” Tom replied. “It was a Christmas present from my wife.” He turned to me, a smile cracking his chapped lips. “Me getting out of her hair by taking a bird tour in five-degree weather was her Christmas present from me.”

“Do you think it’s as warm as five?” I asked with a laugh. “Can you take photos with a spotting scope?”

“Sure, if I mount my camera to the eyepiece.” He waved me over and invited me to look through the scope’s angled end.

The view took me into the trees across the field, and beyond them I saw what I hadn’t seen with my bare eyes: a small frozen lake. “Wow. This is spectacular.”

“We’re so close to the birds here that it’s almost too powerful,” Tom said.

“You’ll have some beautiful photos at the end of the day.” I stood straight and, feeling a little envious, relinquished control of the scope.

“Can I ask you something? Kate, right?”

I nodded.

As if emphasizing the seriousness of what he was about to say, Tom slipped off his glasses and drew closer to me. In his mid-twenties, he had a weak jaw, the kind of upturned nose that drove movie stars to plastic surgery, and light brown hair, judging by the strands that had escaped his black beanie. And he had several scars on his young face, including one that cut a groove through his left eyebrow. “What’s with that guy over there?” He indicated Comeau with a jerk of his chin.

“You tell me,” I said under my breath. “I only just met him.”

“He acts like he knows you.”

“He doesn’t. And he’s not here to birdwatch.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Just a hunch.” I looked past Tom to Comeau. Rather than gazing out toward the field and pond, Comeau was staring down at his binoculars as he turned them over in his hands. His mind was elsewhere. “A good hunch, I think.” Nadine too had her eyes on Comeau, I noticed. And Gavin and Sierra alternately whispered between themselves and shot furtive looks the man’s way. The whole scene made me uneasy.

“Well, the birds are why I’m here,” Tom said. He slipped his glasses in his coat pocket, squeezed his hands together in delighted anticipation, and attended to his spotting scope.

I let my binoculars dangle from the strap around my neck. The view was almost as good from my telephoto lens, so I explored the trees with my camera. In seconds, my mind was back on Comeau. What did he want? Did he really know about Minette? If so, how did he know? Ray Landry wouldn’t have told him, I was sure of it. His radar would’ve gone off the moment he met Comeau, just as mine had. And anyway, Ray had been protective of Minette. He hadn’t even told me about her.

No more than a few inches high. I shook my head. How old was the man? Late fifties, maybe? Almost aristocratic in his bearing, he looked like a bank president or CEO. He couldn’t believe in fairies. Though someone might have said the same about me. I was fifty, a widow, and ordinary in every way. Average height, brown hair going gray, brown eyes. Ordinary. So how could I believe in fairies?

I lowered my camera and looked to my right. Comeau was watching me. A slow smile spread across his face, and he waved, conveying both superiority and disdain with a single, smooth flip of his hand. The back of my neck began to prickle.

He mouthed my name and then headed my way, circling Tom and momentarily blocking his view through his spotting scope before stopping directly in front of me.

“Mrs. Brewer, are you enjoying yourself?” Comeau asked.

“Of course.” Then I decided to go on offense by peppering him with questions. “Where are you from, Comeau? I’ve never seen you in Smithwell.”

“Lewiston.”

“What brings you up here?”

“Birds, of course.”

“They don’t have birds or birding tours in Lewiston?”

“I wanted to explore the central part of the state.”

“Are the birds different here?”

“Some are.”

“Such as?”

He shrugged. “I’m not an expert.”

“Oh, come on. You know even less than I do, Comeau. But you don’t really care about birds. You’re here to see me.”

A flicker of alarm crossed his face. For an instant, control of the conversation had shifted to me, and he didn’t like it. I’d found a chink in his armor.

Swiftly regaining his composure, he snorted and asked, “Do you think so? And why would that be?”

“Here’s what I don’t understand. If you wanted to talk to me, you could have phoned me at home or met me in town. Why come all the way out here?”

“I told you. It’s enchanting here. Appropriate that it is, no?”

“Appropriate to what? Say what you mean, Comeau. Or if you’re not capable of that, stop talking to me. Step back, and I mean right now.”

Realizing I’d raised my voice, I looked to the other birdwatchers. Nadine was riveted by the sight of something in her camera, but the others were gaping at me, and Joel was storming our way, his eyes shooting daggers.

“Do I have to separate you two?” he asked.

Sheesh. Our bus driver was about to send me, metaphorically speaking, to the principal’s office—and on a birdwatching tour, of all things.

“Certainly not, Mr. Perry,” Comeau said.

“Then do I have to ask you to leave the tour, Mr. Comeau? You can’t seem to get along with people. This is meant to be a relaxing experience.”

“I’m quite content, Mr. Perry.”

Joel turned to the others. “Let’s go back to the bus and head to location number two.”

“Already?” Tom asked.

“On the way to location two, we can all warm up,” Joel added.

Appealing to Tom’s desire to get out of the cold did the trick, and he began to unscrew the scope from his tripod.

Joel looked back to Comeau. “And on the way, we can also calm down.”

“But of course, Mr. Perry.”

“Fall in after me, Mr. Comeau. All right?”

“Whatever you ask.”

Joel led the way back to the bus, Comeau right behind him. Intending to search for moss on the way back, and snatch a bit of it for Minette if I found some, I brought up the rear. When we made it back to our first stopping point near the lake, I stopped and studied the ground in earnest, knowing that moss preferred wet areas. And then I found it—dark green and feathery, growing between several rocks and here and there punching through a thin layer of ice. How had such a tender plant survived this bitter winter? I crouched down. There was more than enough moss to harvest a few thumbnail-sized clumps and still leave enough for the plant to recover and spread.

By the time I’d picked the best of the moss and pocketed my prize, the group had disappeared back into the woods and I had to scurry to catch up. When I returned to the bus, Joel was standing outside the door waiting for me. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Sorry about that. I was looking at some moss.”

“I’ve asked Mr. Comeau to change seats. Let me know if he bothers you again.”

“Thank you.” I climbed on the bus and found my old seat behind Nadine. Comeau was now sitting directly behind Joel—perhaps he’d mind his manners there—and Tom had moved to Comeau’s old seat across the aisle from Nadine.

Joel started the bus and left the parking area for the road out of the preserve. Except for Tom and Sierra, who chatted happily about bird photography, everyone was silent. As the bus began to warm to a tolerable level, I wondered if I’d be able to talk myself into getting off it again. The tour was a flop as far as I was concerned. Beautiful scenery, yes, but lousy weather and one freaky fellow birdwatcher. I opened my Thermos in hopes my tea was still hot, but before I could test it with a sip, Nadine twisted around, jabbed at a small square of paper with one pointed fingernail, and then waved the paper in my face.

“What is this? Did you do this?” she said in a clipped, angry tone.

“Do what? What is it?”

“Did you write this?”

“I haven’t written anything, and stop pushing that in my face.” I snatched the paper from her hand.

“It was on my seat. On my seat!”

Joel braked hard, swung the bus to into the breakdown lane, and came to a wrenching stop. “Knock it off or the tour ends!”

But Nadine continued to shout and accuse, moving rapidly from me to Tom and then Sierra. I looked down at the note. It looked as though it had been run out on an inkjet printer and then cut down to size with scissors.

“What’s on it?” Tom asked, looking both bewildered and angry.

I held it up. “It says, ‘You will drop dead before you leave this bus.’ Looks like someone on this bus thinks this is a practical joke.”













CHAPTER 3



“Can I have that?” Joel stuck out his hand, demanding the note, and I gave it to him. He read it and immediately pronounced it a meaningless prank.

Nadine now turned her fury on him. “Of course you think it’s a joke. Money, money, money. That’s what you care about. What kind of tour is this? I’ll tell you what, Mr. Bus Driver. I’m paying good money for this tour—my money. And what do I get? I get threats on my life. Take this seriously.”

“Ma’am, you’re overreacting. We don’t how long this piece of paper has been here.”

“I know exactly how long it’s been here. It was in the middle of my seat when I got back on the bus. I had to pick it up to sit down. I was about to throw it away, but then I read it.”

“Nadine, you were the last on the bus,” Tom said. “No, that’s not right. Kate was last.”

“That’s right,” Nadine said. “Kate, I’m sorry I accused you.” She looked at me apologetically. “It couldn’t have been you because I’d already picked it up when you were getting on the bus.”

“May I point out the obvious?” Comeau said. Still seated, he flashed his lizard smile as his eyes shifted from me to Nadine. “That note might have been dropped on your seat as we left the bus for our first site, not as we got back on. Only Gavin and Sierra Dearborn got off before you, and if I’m not mistaken, Sierra moved her backpack to the rack above your seat just before she got off—and while you were busy looking down at your camera.”

“I didn’t have room over here,” Sierra said, pointing to the rack above her head.

Gavin thrust his chin out. “Because my backpack was there. Got it, Comeau?”

Comeau spread his hands in a gesture of innocence. “I’m not trying to assign blame. I only want to point out that the note could have been left on exit rather than entrance. And speaking of entrance, our driver was the first one back on.”

Joel threw back his head and heaved an exasperated sigh. “Eyes forward, everyone.” He walked to the front of the bus and wheeled back. “We don’t normally do this, but let’s vote. Do we head to site number two or do we return to the community center parking lot? Either way is fine with me.”

In a tiny, timid voice, Nadine said, “If you think about it, you can understand why I’d rather not stay on this bus.”

The woman was shaking. I could understand a little anger, but she was thoroughly unnerved. Unless she knew something the rest of us didn’t, her reaction was out of proportion to the threat.

“Absa-tively, Nadine,” Joel answered. “I can drive you back to your car and give you a full refund. How many prefer to go on with the tour?”

Comeau watched for my answer, but I wasn’t about to vote before he did. Whatever he chose, I’d choose the opposite.

When Gavin and Sierra said they’d like to continue the tour, Joel zeroed in on Comeau and waited for his response. After a moment, Comeau agreed to continue. “I’ll join the Dearborns. It would be a shame to stop now.”

That settled it for me. “I’d like to go back to my car,” I said.

“Seriously?” Tom asked. “Ladies, this is going to take us an hour out of our way.”

It appeared to me that Tom’s real objection was that he didn’t relish the idea of just the four of them, Comeau included, continuing with the tour, but I wasn’t going to hang around Comeau just to make Tom feel better. “Sorry, Tom. I’m cold and this tour has gotten a little strange.”

“Tell me about it,” Nadine said. “Can I have that piece of paper, Joel? It’s evidence.”

“Sure.” Joel walked back to her seat, handed her the note, and again took the wheel. “Then we’re off to the community center. Our next site is closer to the center than our first site was, so it won’t take more than thirty, thirty-five minutes round trip, Tom. No worries. We’ll be on our way soon.”

Joel pulled back onto the road, this time driving a tad too fast for the conditions. He seemed eager to dispense with Nadine, and possibly me as well.

“Half an hour out of our way,” Tom groused.

“What if you’d been threatened?” Nadine snapped. She grabbed her backpack and jammed her camera and its colorful, wide strap inside it. “You’d want to leave too. You wouldn’t sit here waiting for something bad to happen. Who messed with my backpack?”

“Nothing bad is going to happen,” Tom said.

“Who messed with it?” Nadine repeated. “Who was in my backpack?”

Gavin shot Nadine a surly look over his shoulder. “What now?”

“I have a nervous condition,” Nadine said.

His patience all but gone, Tom glared at her.

“I’m not supposed to be stressed,” Nadine said. “This was going to be restful. That’s why I’m here.”

I leaned forward and laid my hand on her seat back. “Take deep breaths and try to relax. You’ll be home in a matter of minutes.”

Nadine mumbled something unintelligible before resting her head on her window. Several times she inhaled and then forcefully exhaled, loudly enough that Sierra made a remark about childbirth and Comeau chuckled.

With Nadine calm at last, I relaxed into my seat and tried to enjoy the scenery on Route 7. I felt a little sorry for Joel, having to contend with the smarmy Comeau, the nervous Nadine, and some anonymous prankster. I knew darn well one of the birdwatchers had left that note on Nadine’s seat, though the only reason for it that I could see was that one of my fellow tourists liked to poke fun at jittery women. Nothing else made sense.

As we neared Smithwell, the bus hit what must have been a substantial pothole, jolting everyone aboard—including Nadine, whose puffy, gumdrop-shaped knit cap bounced a couple times on the window. She had finally loosened up, I supposed, which explained her relaxed posture. I peered around her seat back, but all I could see were strands of her hair and that purple cap.

I was looking forward to going home and making myself some hotter tea. First thing, I’d check on Minette, and I’d warn her not to fly close to the windows if the drapes were open. If Comeau knew me and knew about her, then he knew where I lived, and it wasn’t unthinkable that he’d sneak a look through my windows, even if I was at home.

When Joel made a left onto Route 2, the rear end of the bus climbed something at the corner—a rock?—and slid back down again. I lurched in my seat, sliding a little, and Nadine’s head pitched forward and struck the next seat up. She sank like a boneless thing, and I heard her slump to the floor of the bus.

“Joel, stop!” I called out, pulling myself to my feet. I sidestepped my way out of my row, shouting for help, then hovered over Nadine. After a moment’s hesitation, and worried that she had passed out or was in a diabetic coma or some other health crisis, I turned her right shoulder so I could see her face.

“Look at her lips,” Tom whispered.

Nadine’s lips were blue, and there was foam at one corner of her mouth. I touched her neck with my fingers, but I couldn’t feel a pulse.

Hearing Joel instruct his riders to move out of the aisle, I glanced up at him. The birdwatchers willingly parted before him, sliding back into their seats. “I just called for an ambulance,” he said. There was a shudder in his voice.

I looked down again. There was no doubt in my mind that Nadine was dead. She was lifeless, breathless.

“Please go back to your seat, Kate,” Joel said. “Did you touch her?”

“Just her shoulder. And her neck for a pulse.” I stepped back to my row and dropped to my seat. I leaned forward, my hands resting on the back of the now-empty seat in front of mine.

Joel crouched. I figured he was looking for vital signs, though without touching Nadine. But he too must have known she was gone.

“What happened?” I asked.

Joel straightened. “I don’t know. Heart attack? She was so agitated. I could hear her breathing from up there.”

“No, a heart attack doesn’t make sense.”

He looked at me. “I know it doesn’t. I just don’t know what else it would be.”

“There’s something white on two of her fingers.”

“Where?”

I pointed. “The index and middle fingers on her right hand.”

He slowly shook his head. “I don’t see . . . Oh, maybe. You have sharp eyes. It’s hard to see.”

“Don’t touch it,” I said. “ Even with your gloves.”

“I wasn’t about to.”

“She was so close to getting off the bus, and she was so afraid she wouldn’t. That threatening note . . .”

Joel looked my way but said nothing.

“Kate, let’s not get superstitious,” Sierra said. “She probably had a heart attack. It doesn’t have anything to do with that piece of paper. Was she on drugs or some kind of inhaler? Anyone know?”

Comeau laughed softly to himself. When I called him out with a stare meant to cut him to the quick, he swallowed his smile and pursed his thin, pink lips. “I only wonder if Mrs. Dearborn is trying to convince herself. Not succeeding at it, I might say—as none of us are. We all heard the threat. She read it. ‘You will drop dead before you leave this bus.’ Fascinant.”

“Shut up,” Sierra said.

I wanted to cheer her on—or at least give her a fist pump. Comeau was disgusting.

“Just stop it, all of you” Joel said. “Stay in your seats, face front, and be quiet.”

“Are we in school now?” Comeau said.

But he did as Joel told him, and Joel himself returned to his seat, though he sat sideways in it, watching us all. It wasn’t long before we heard first one siren and then another. An ambulance pulled up to the bus first, then a Smithwell Police patrol car. Joel pushed the button to open the bus door.

The paramedics quickly came to the same conclusion I had about Nadine’s fate. Two minutes after arriving, they got off the bus, leaving matters in the hands of Detective Martin Rancourt and two uniformed police officers. Rancourt got on first, his eyes scanning the bus, capturing the scene as a whole before settling on Nadine’s body and walking to her.

He snapped on a pair of blue latex gloves. “Mrs. Brewer, I’m surprised you’re here,” he said without a touch of irony. How many criminal investigations had I nosed my way into since last October? Three? More?

“There’s powder on two fingertips of her right hand, Detective. I’m not sure latex will protect you, and you might want to wear a mask when you get close.”

Rancourt stopped cold. “Do you know where it’s from?”

“I think it was in her backpack. She put her camera in it and then started asking who messed with it. Though I don’t think she knew . . . I don’t know. Maybe it’s coffee creamer or sugar.”

“I don’t think so.” Rancourt ordered all the riders off the bus and then told Officer David Bouchard to ask one of the paramedics back on. “And tell him to wear a mask as well as gloves,” Rancourt said.













CHAPTER 4



Officer Bouchard approached me, fingers wiggling. “Talk to me over here, Kate.”

He walked off toward his patrol car and I followed him. Bouchard was another familiar face on the Smithwell force, and we knew each other well enough that he felt at ease calling me by my first name. Though I could tell he wasn’t thrilled to see me. He was a good officer, basically, but young, a little lazy, and condescending toward amateurs like me.

“What happened here?” he asked, turning back around when we reached his car.

I recounted to how Nadine had found a strange note on her seat when we’d returned to the bus from our first stop, and I made sure to identify Richard Comeau as another cause of contention on the trip. “There’s something wrong with that man,” I said. “He wasn’t interested in birdwatching. You should check out his background. I think he’s up to something.”

Bouchard smiled and scratched his freckled nose with a gloved hand. “Of course. Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t you ma’am me in that patronizing way, Officer. I was on the bus, not you, and by now you should know I might have seen something pertinent to the case.”

“What case is that?”

“The case of Nadine Sullivan. Sullivan is the victim’s last name.”

“We’ve been told.”

“She didn’t die of natural causes.”

“Let’s let the medical examiner determine that, all right?”

I tucked my chin into my coat collar. The wind had picked up enough to turn five degrees into minus five, and my face was getting numb from the cold.

“Want to get in the squad car?” he asked me.

“Can you drive us all back to the community center?” I said. “We’re all parked there.”

“As soon as Detective Rancourt gives the okay. What can you tell me about Mrs. Sullivan?”

“She said she had a nervous condition and wasn’t supposed to get stressed, but she didn’t specify what the condition was—or if it was real or imaginary.”

“Right.”

“She said she’d been birding before, and I believed her. Unlike Comeau, she showed an interest in the birds.”

“Okay.”

“At first I thought she was overreacting to that note. By the way, she took it back from Joel Perry, the bus driver. He looked at it, then gave it back to her. Joel was wearing gloves, like everyone but Comeau, so I doubt there are any fingerprints on it but Nadine’s.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Comeau’s the only one who doesn’t have gloves. And Nadine took hers off when she got back on the bus.”

“I’ll let Rancourt know.”

“I wonder if there are traces of that powder on someone’s gloves.”

“You’re getting way ahead of yourself. Slow down.” Bouchard puffed out his cheeks, stomped his feet to keep them warm, and let his eyes wander over to the bus.

“But we’re all here now,” I said, “with nowhere to dump the evidence. It’s best to look here and now, before we move on.”

His eyes shot back to me. “You realize we know that, right?”

“Sorry. I just can’t get over how scared Nadine was. The poor woman believed something was going to happen.”

Bouchard nodded. “That threat would scare a lot of people.”

“Not really. I would’ve laughed at it. But I think she knew someone on the bus. She was afraid of one of the passengers.”

“Interesting.” He lifted his chin. “Rancourt’s coming off the bus.”

I twisted back. Rancourt hobbled down the bus steps and positively waddled up to his other officer on the scene. He was stiff from crouching and bending over, I thought. In his mid-fifties, he was not a healthy-looking man. He had a full head of hair, mostly gray, but his skin was too pale and he carried too much weight for his average height. Putting the best spin on it, the detective was more stout than fat, but he always looked a little bloated, like you could poke a pin in him and he’d leak water or air. Poor man. I could only guess at what he ate most of the time, but I doubted it was much more than police-station vending-machine fare.

Rancourt cupped his hands around his mouth. “Everyone gather around, please.”

I walked toward him, the icy snow snapping beneath my feet. I wished I’d brought hand warmers with me. I’d thawed a little on the bus, but now, after standing outside again, I was chilled to the bone.

“Obviously, folks, the tour is over,” Rancourt announced. “We’re hanging onto your backpacks, Thermoses, and the like for now, but you can pick them up tomorrow afternoon at the station on Falmouth.”

“Why?” Sierra whined.

“For testing,” Rancourt said, leaving it at that. He wasn’t one to explain himself. “We also need your gloves. Officer Bouchard will collect them now.” He handed Bouchard a handful of plastic evidence bags.

I slipped off my gloves, dropping them into the first bag, then watched as the others—save for the gloveless Comeau—did the same. Rancourt wasn’t saying why he was collecting the gloves, but I surmised he planned to check them for the same white powder Nadine had on her fingertips.

After Bouchard handed the sealed and labeled bags to Rancourt, the detective asked Bouchard and the second officer to check all our coat and pants pockets. I understood why, but the intrusion didn’t sit well with Sierra, who began to accuse Rancourt of various constitutional violations.

“You can refuse my request, Mrs. . . . ?”

“Dearborn,” she said.

“You can refuse, Mrs. Dearborn, and that would be duly noted and dealt with subsequently. But I’d appreciate your cooperation.”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” She dug into her coat pockets and yanked out the satiny lining. “See?” Next she unzipped her coat and did the same with her jeans pockets. “Got a good look? Can I wrap up now? I’m freezing.”

“Thank you,” Rancourt said matter-of-factly. He was a hard man to ruffle.

Bouchard walked up to me, and I complied with Rancourt’s pockets order. When the moss I’d collected fell out of my right coat pocket, I bent to pick it up and then showed it to Bouchard. “It’s just moss.”

“I can see that.”

“I harvested it—but only a little. I left more than enough behind for regrowth.” Stop babbling. He doesn’t care about the moss.

“Not that I think you killed anyone,” Bouchard whispered as he glanced at my out-turned pockets.

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” I said, stuffing the moss back in my coat pocket and showing him my jeans pockets.

As the others turned their pockets inside out, the paramedics took Nadine off the bus. I averted my eyes from her body, though they’d covered her with a plastic sheet of some kind. Just half an hour earlier the woman had been full of life. Kind of miserable and nervous, but living and breathing.

For the next fifteen minutes, Rancourt took statements from the other birdwatchers. As he finished with each one, they hopped into one of the squad cars and warmed themselves, and at last we drove off for the community center’s parking lot.

I was with the Dearborns in Bouchard’s car, thankful that Tom and Joel had piled into the other squad car with Comeau.

“I can’t believe we had to stand in the cold all that time,” Sierra sniffed.

Bouchard glanced at his rearview mirror. “Sorry, but we had to get everyone off the bus. It’s a possible crime scene.”

“What crime?” Gavin asked. “The woman had a stroke, if you ask me.”

“Could be,” Bouchard said.

Yeah, right. Nothing about Nadine’s body, or the fact that she’d died so quickly after her last words, said stroke to me, but I stayed mum on the trip back to the community center.

“Remember to pick up your belongings starting tomorrow afternoon,” Bouchard said as he pulled into the parking lot. Sierra hardly waited for the squad car to stop before she opened the door, but Gavin lingered behind and told me once more, in the same vague words he’d used on the bus, that we should talk.

“What did you mean by saying Ray Landry’s writings live on?” I asked him.

“Come over for drinks tonight,” he answered. “About seven?” He gazed at me expectantly, his blue eyes shimmering in his full-moon face. “We’ll talk then? Gotta go.” He slammed the door shut and trotted after Sierra.

Bouchard threw an arm over the back of his seat. “Rancourt wants to talk to you later today. He’ll stop by your house. You going to be home?”

“Yeah, I’m too cold to go out again.” The other squad car pulled in behind Bouchard, and I watched as Tom, Joel, and Comeau got out and made their way to their cars. Comeau threw me a backward glance and gave me what I now thought of as his signature wave: one stately, snide flip of his hand. “Have you ever met Richard Comeau?” I asked.

“Never met him, never heard of him.”

“There’s something weird about the man.”

“So you said.”

“Tell Rancourt he can come over any time today.”

Nadine’s white face and blue lips were before me, dogging my every step to my Jeep. I had assured her she’d be all right, that she was minutes from her car and a safe drive home. Shaking my head, I willed her image from my mind, pressed my key into the Jeep’s lock, and climbed to the seat.

Though I was anxious to see Minette, I drove slowly and cautiously back to my house, not wanting to spin out and end up in some ditch. Anyway, for all I knew, Comeau was following me just out of my view, waiting for me to get stuck so he could ambush me. “What car does he drive?” I said aloud. I wished I’d stayed behind at the community center to find out.

My Jeep churned up my steep, snowy drive with relative ease, thanks to the snow tires I’d bought in January. I parked in my garage and darted into my house through the side door. “Minette? I need to talk to you right away!”

“Kate, Kate.”

I looked to my hutch and saw Minette’s two little fists on the rim of a Wedgwood teacup.

“We’re you taking a nap?”

Her head popped above the cup. She smiled sweetly and nodded, her light brown hair bobbing along with her head. “I was tired.”

“You’re never tired.”

“It’s been winter for a long time. It’s dark and cold.”

“That it is. It makes me tired too.”

She stood inside the cup—all four inches of her—and her pink and ivory wings spread wide behind her. Like butterfly wings, they were in two segments, with a more angular top and a rounder bottom. And though they were as soft as rose petals, I’d learned they were strong—and could propel her through the air at jet speed. She’d saved my life with those wings once. Last October, not long after I’d met her, she’d scared the daylights out of an attacker who to this day believed Minette was a giant, pink, avenging bee.

I hung my coat on a kitchen chair, retrieved the moss from the pocket, and showed it to Minette. “It’s from the Millford Preserve, and it’s still green and fresh.”

“Kate!” she squealed, bringing her hands to her face. “It’s stupendous! It’s like spring flowers in your hand!”

Her childlike delight in my small gift made me laugh, and for a moment, the gloom of the day vanished.

She climbed out of her cup, flapped her wings forward and drifted downward, landing on my open hand. I still marveled at how light she was—not much heavier than the hummingbird that had once perched on my thumb near a feeder. She snatched up the moss and pressed it to her face, breathing deeply of its scent.

“So you think Millford Preserve moss is a delicacy?”

“It’s delicious.” She dropped the moss and tilted her head to one side, listening. “Kate, there’s a car on your driveway.”

“Detective Rancourt was going to stop by. I haven’t told you what happened on the tour.”

“No, not Rancourt. This car has never been here before.”













CHAPTER 5



I looked out the peephole then told Minette to settle herself somewhere inside my fireplace chimney—her customary escape hatch—and stay there until I said otherwise. I knew it was cold up there, but I was worried she’d be trapped inside my house with no real hiding place. Then I made a three-second phone call to my next-door neighbor, Emily MacKenzie, before I opened my front door.

Richard Comeau was wearing the same lizard-like grin he’d sported on the tour bus. Scornful yet obsequious. Obviously, I wondered if I was crazy to open my door to him or, worse, let him into my house, but as usual my curiosity got the best of me.

“Comeau, why are you here?” I stood rock firm at the threshold, not yet inviting him inside. His white car was on the drive, its grill and hood emblem proclaiming it a BMW.

“Mrs. Brewer, may we talk?”

“We did talk.”

“I mean in private.”

“We’re private right now.” No way was I going to make his untimely intrusion easy for him.

“May I come inside for a minute?”

“Why?”

“I know of something that may interest you.”

“You’ll have to give me more than that.”

He chuckled softly. “If I meant you harm, I would already have done you harm, right here at your door. But you see I haven’t.”

“What a comforting thing to say.” I stepped away from the door. “You should know my neighbor will be here in a couple minutes, and Detective Rancourt will be here soon after that. We won’t be alone for long.”

“Merci, Madame.” He bowed ever so slightly and walked into my foyer, eagerly surveying the living room ahead. “Small but charmant,” he said, his voice betraying a bit of disappointment. Had he expected to see fairies buzzing about the furniture? A birdcage full of imprisoned pixies?

I shut the door. “How did you know I live here?”

“Gavin Dearborn.”

“I don’t understand.”

“On the bus. If you recall, he asked if you were at 2000 Birch Street.”

“Oh . . . right.” Was I being paranoid? Comeau was weird and rude, but was he dangerous? Nevertheless, I remained in the foyer, my hand ready to grasp the front door if I needed to evade his clutches. “What can I help you with?”

“May we sit?”

“First tell me why you’re here.”

“Oh, Mrs. Brewer, let’s not—”

“Do you have any idea how creepy it is—you showing up at my door unannounced? And right after we both witnessed a woman dying in front of our eyes?”

The last hint of a smile disappeared. “This is very serious. Otherwise, let me assure you, I wouldn’t be here. Please let me state my case.”

I strode for my kitchen, Comeau close on my heels. “Sit down,” I commanded, pointing at my table. And then, making sure Comeau saw my every move, I pulled a large knife from a drawer and laid it on the counter next to the sink. “Stay seated, and tell me what you want.”

“Goodness me, Mrs. Brewer, you are the cautious one.”

“You bet. For all I know, you killed Nadine Sullivan.” He couldn’t take his eyes from the knife. Good, I thought. Let him know I’m not playing around. Let him think I’m nuts. “I’m tired and I’m busy. Tell me why you’re here.”

His eyes shifted from the knife to my hand near the knife and, finally, to me. “I understand you’ve discovered something unusual.”

“How do you know anything about me?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Then I’m not at liberty to answer your ambiguous question.”

“Mrs. Brewer, I’m not here for fun and games. This is serious.”

“You keep telling me that, but you can’t bring yourself to say in plain English why you drove to my house. Why were you on the tour?”

“To speak with you.”

“I gathered as much.”

The doorbell sounded, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. If Comeau was truly dangerous, introducing him to Emily, who knew about Minette, wasn’t among my brightest ideas. She had never breathed a word about Minette to anyone, even her husband, Laurence, and she was an expert at feigning ignorance of otherworldly creatures, but now I didn’t want Comeau to even know my neighbor existed. I hesitated.

“Will you not answer that? It will put you at ease.”

I picked up the knife.

“There’s no need for that.”

“Like you said, I’m cautious.” I rushed past him, strode for the front door, and flung it open.

“Kate, it’s only me,” Emily said with a laugh, running her fingers through her copper-colored hair. “Are you carving a turkey? I thought you were on a bird tour.”

I put a finger to my lips. “Would you wait in the living room? There’s someone here—his name is Richard Comeau—but he’ll be leaving soon.”

“Um, okay.”

I shut the door and grabbed hold of her arm, leaning close. “If he asks you anything, pretend you know nothing,” I said under my breath.

When I returned to the kitchen, Comeau was at my hutch. I swallowed back the panic rising in my throat. Minette’s favorite teacup, the place where she preferred to sleep at night, was on the top shelf, and it was lined with cotton balls. “Do you mind? Honestly.”

“But of course, pardonnez-moi.” He returned to his seat at the table. “Who was at the door?”

“A friend who’s now in the living room.” Still holding the knife, I sat across from him. “Tell me exactly why you’re here. Or leave. Either one.”

He glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the living room. “If we’re private.”

“We’re private enough.”

“Have you been to the woods across Birch Street?” he asked in a low voice.

I refused to likewise lower my voice. “My husband and I used to forage for berries there. Everyone on Birch Street has walked in those woods. We all love it there.”

“Ray Landry used to take his walks there.”

“Ray was murdered last October.”

“Yes, I know, and I’m sorry.”

“How do you know about Ray? You said you’re from Lewiston.”

“It was in the papers there. Murders often are.”

“I’m rapidly losing patience. Why are you here? Or better yet, don’t tell me why you’re here, tell me who you work for.”

“I don’t work for anyone. What a question! I’m a solo practitioner. There are . . . things in the woods. Not every wooded area in Maine has them. Smithwell is an exceptional center of activity.”

I figured I’d play it dumb. “Do you mean berries? Moss? Are you telling me not to forage? Are you with a state agency? Go ahead and report me, because I happen to know what I do is legal.”

Comeau folded his hands on the table and became quite still. “You’re not being helpful.”

Exasperated, I exhaled loudly and flopped back in my chair. “Helpful? Has it occurred to you that I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re babbling about?”

A new expression crossed his face. He seemed to be mulling over my words, false though they were, and considering that they might be true. “Did you talk to Mr. Landry about the woods?”

“He taught me what grows there—wild leeks and fiddleheads. He showed me which berries were safe to eat and which were dangerous.” I rose. “Unless you can get to your point right now, I have things to do. I’m not in the mood for this after watching Nadine Sullivan die.”

“She looked ill to me. From the start of the tour, I mean. But about Mr. Landry. I thought something different, and perhaps I’m wrong. Mr. Dearborn . . .” Comeau studied his fingernails and then glanced across the kitchen table to the finger-sized clump of moss I’d left there. “Moss?”

“I thought you and Dearborn just met. Is Detective Rancourt aware than you know each other?”

“Did you find this moss at Millford? Such a small, tasty knot of it.”

I didn’t miss a beat. “If you put it in a blender and add milk or yogurt, blend it, then paint the mixture on a pot or brick, you can grow new moss on the surface. It’s charmant.”

“There’s no moss closer to home?”

“I liked the look of this moss. It’s different from what I find in the woods.” I was talking far too much. Explaining too much. Rabbiting on and on as if I had a guilty conscience. A normal person with nothing to hide would have told Comeau to get out minutes ago. “My foraging habits are none of your business. Have you finished?”

“I thought you and Ray Landry were friends, Mrs. Brewer. That’s what I heard from Mr. Dearborn on the bus.”

“We were friends. Ray had a lot of friends.” I left him behind the kitchen and stood waiting for him at my open front door. Allowing the man inside my home had been a stupid move. Comeau had told me nothing, yet he’d accomplished several things: he’d seen the inside of my house, he’d found out I’d foraged in the woods with Ray, and he’d seen the moss. But did that moss mean to him what it meant to me? It couldn’t, could it? Oh, I was getting paranoid.

Comeau sauntered toward my door in that slow-moving, imperial way of his that I now found annoying beyond words. “I’m sorry I have to take my leave so soon, Mrs. Brewer. May I call you Kate?”

“You could have stayed longer if you’d been honest with me.” I extended my hand toward his car on the drive, making it clear he was to keep on walking.

He stepped just over the threshold before he about-faced. “I believe you and Mr. Landry spoke more than you let on.”

“I speak to all my neighbors. Believe what you want. Talk to me when you’ve decided to make sense. Until then, I’ll let Rancourt you called on me.” I pushed hard on the door and it slammed in Comeau’s face.

“Whoa,” Emily said.

I spun back. My friend was now standing where the living room met the foyer, a shock but bemused expression on her face.

“Who’s that guy? And who’s this Nadine Sullivan you watched die?”

“A woman on the tour. Minette?” I marched into the living room and shouted up the fireplace flue. “Minette, this is important.”

“Kate, I’m coming, I’m coming. I have dirty feet.” She drifted downward until she hovered a foot above the embers of last night’s fire. Her pink wings fluttering to keep her airborne, she stuck out her feet and showed me the soot on her soles. “I put my feet down.”

“Never mind,” I said. “Listen to me very carefully.”

“Listening.” Minette flapped her wings forward, shot horizontally into the living room, and landed feet first on top of one of two armchairs by the fire.

“Think hard, Minette. Have you ever heard that man’s voice before?”

“No, never.”

“Are you sure?”

“I would remember. But I know he has a bad voice.”

“He’s a bad man?”

“He’s bad and dangerous, Kate.”

I nodded in agreement. Fairies not only possessed superhuman hearing, as I’d learned from Minette, but they were capable of making spot-on character judgments based on a human being’s tone of voice. I figured that was nature’s way of compensating them for their vulnerable size. “If you ever hear his voice again, you must hide immediately. Don’t take a peek, hide.”

Minette gazed up at me with her luminous green eyes. “Is he very bad? I think he’s very bad, Kate.”













CHAPTER 6



I fixed cheese and ham sandwiches for me and Emily, and while we ate at the kitchen table, I went over the day’s events, from the Dearborns’ creepy comments about Ray to Comeau’s general weirdness and Nadine’s strange death. “She found a note on her bus seat shortly before she died,” I said. “It read, ‘You will drop dead before you leave this bus.’ And she did, Emily. She dropped to the floor of the bus, and I think it had something to do with the powder on her fingers. It was murder, and the killer wanted her to know she was about to die.”

“Has Rancourt called her death a homicide?”

“It’s only a matter of time. Bouchard said Rancourt would stop by my house later today to talk to me. I’ll ask him then.”

Minette, who was standing on my right shoulder, wiggling excitedly as she stared down at the moss, now dropped to the table.

“Eat at least some of that moss now,” I told her. “No use waiting until it dries up. I’ll refrigerate the rest.”

“It’s stupendous, Kate.” She sat cross-legged and tore a bit of moss half the size of her hand from the clump.

Minette still fascinated me, and I loved to watch her. She didn’t eat as often as I did, but when she did, she could put away a remarkable amount of moss, berries, roots, and wild radishes, not to mention buttered toast with jam or maple syrup. Once I’d jokingly told her she had a hollow leg, but the idiom had escaped her—worried her, in fact—so I’d never said it again.

She was a stunning little creature. Her wavy, light brown hair glistened in the light, her wings were pink on the outside, fading to ivory the closer they came to her body, and though she had a high-pitched voice, it wasn’t squeaky or grating. It was soft and smooth, like silk or cream. Although her skin felt and looked like human flesh, it was slightly paler and pinker—but not as pink as her clothes when I’d first discovered her. Last month I’d finally sewn her a pair of warm pants from one of my blue socks. They weren’t stylish, but they were keeping her warm in what was turning out to be a brutal late winter.

Minette was happy to wear the pants, but she refused to let me make her shoes. Now as always, she was barefoot. She told me fairies never wore shoes. It was unthinkable, vulgar.

“I picked that moss in the Millford Preserve,” I told Emily. “Comeau saw it on the table and gave it the evil eye.”

“He couldn’t know you picked it for a fairy.”

“I hope you’re right, but I’m afraid you’re not. Would you ask Laurence if he’s ever heard of a Richard Comeau from Lewiston? If anyone knows who Comeau really is, it’s your husband. Is he home or is he globetrotting again?”

“He’s off to Tunisia next week.”

“Good heavens.”

Laurence MacKenzie, who was in the “construction business”—that was as specific as he got about his work—often traveled to faraway places. Lately he’d also talked a lot about quitting his job. He was tired of the long plane flights and the even longer time away from home. Like me, he was fifty, and Emily, at forty-eight, was tired of spending half the year alone. Her children grown and flown, she was increasingly weary of her empty nest.

In his mysterious former life, before the construction business, Laurence had also traveled, but then it had been to various world embassies. The official line was he’d been engaged in “government work,” whatever that was. He’d never been an ambassador and he’d never been assigned in any official capacity to an embassy, so what he’d actually done in those days was a mystery, even to Emily. Laurence had never discussed the details of his work, especially after one of his tiring overseas journeys. He had complained to her about the paperwork involved, but that’s all. Emily hadn’t minded. What work details he had told her about she’d found boring if not incomprehensible.

Emily often said Laurence’s work had involved planting new embassies, but I liked to think he’d been a spy. And maybe still was. That made infinitely more sense to me. One thing I knew for certain: closed doors opened at the sound of the name Laurence MacKenzie.

“You have two little feet-shaped black smudges on your sweater,” Emily said, pointing at my shoulder.

I angled my head for a look.

“Sorry, Kate,” Minette said. Again she held up her soles for my examination. “I’ll never stand on the shelf in the fireplace again. Ray of the Forest called it the smoke shelf.”

“Smoke shelf,” Emily said. “I’ve never heard that before. You learn something new every day in this house.”

“If Laurence is in construction, wouldn’t he know what a smoke shelf is?” I asked with a grin.

Emily ignored my question. “So basically, your bird tour was loaded with weirdos and a cold-blooded killer.”

“I can’t argue with that.” I took our plates to the sink and checked my watch. “After all that happened on the bus, the Dearborns invited me to their house for drinks tonight. Seven o’clock. Gavin said he knew I was at 2000 Birch because of Ray. He said his writings live on, whatever that means.”

“Did they find something Ray wrote?”

“That’s what I intend to find out.”

When I returned to my chair, Minette let go of the moss and said, “Kate, I must go with you. Those people might be very bad, like the Comeau man. You need me.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“I’m good at hiding.” She scooted forward and laid her pea-sized hand on my thumb. “And I want to see Ray of the Forest’s house again.”

“I’m sorry, Minette. It’s way too dangerous. I think the Dearborns read something Ray wrote about fairies. That doesn’t mean they believe in fairies, but let’s not give them a reason to.”

“But I—”

“We’ll find another way at another time to let you see Ray’s house, but not tonight. And don’t hide in my coat pocket when I go out. I can’t protect you in their house, do you understand? Now that Comeau knows where I live, I’m concerned enough about protecting you in this house.”

“Want my advice?” Emily said. “Don’t invite birdwatching creeps into your home. Why did you let that jerk in?”

“He hunted me down, Emily, and I wanted to know why. And when I find out why, I’m going to tell Rancourt. Comeau knew where I lived before Gavin Dearborn said my street address aloud on the bus, you can bet on it.”

“Hang on a sec. Let me talk to Laurence.” Emily grabbed my cordless phone from the counter near the refrigerator and dialed.

“I thought Laurence was out or I would’ve asked him over when Comeau showed up,” I said. “Comeau would’ve taken one look at him and never darkened my door again.”

Emily put her hand over the phone and looked at me. “But I know what Comeau looks like now, and that’s a handy thing.”

“True.”

“Laurence? Kate and I need some information. Do you know a man named Richard Comeau from Lewiston? He’s in his fifties, tall but kind of scrawny looking, grayish hair? Have you ever run into anyone like that?”

Emily listened, and as she did, she looked my way and shook her head. “Okay, we’ll try to do that. I’m sure he’s still hanging around Smithwell. He was on Kate’s bird tour bus. Yes, we’ll be careful.” She hung up. “I failed to mention the dead body on your bus.”

“I noticed.”

“We don’t know yet if it’s murder.”

“Yes, we do.”

“Where’s Rancourt? You said he was coming over.”

“Bouchard didn’t mention a specific time.” I got to my feet, suddenly full of energy and not willing to wait around for Rancourt to show up. I wanted to know what had happened to Nadine—surely the police knew by now what that powder on her hands was—and I wanted to find out who this Comeau character was. “Do you think Comeau has a record? It’s possible, isn’t it? If I tell Rancourt that he’s harassing me, he’ll look into it.”

“Are you going to the station?”

I snagged my coat from the kitchen chair. “Coming with me?”

“You know I love a mystery.”

“Kate, Kate.”

I looked down at Minette.

“My dirty feet first,” she implored. “Then I must come with you to the police.”

“I guess you can.” I dropped my coat. “Seeing as you’ve agreed to not visit the Dearborns with me tonight. Since I have your word on that.”

Smiling sweetly and, I thought, somewhat mischievously, she nodded her head and flew off, drifting down to one side of my kitchen’s double sink. I tested the water temperature in the faucet, squirted a bit of soap near her feet, and then ran the water in a slow stream while Minette scrubbed the soot away.

Emily propped her elbows on the counter, fascinated by the goings-on. “It’s a fairy bath. I’ve wondered what you do. Do you bathe in ponds or streams in the woods?”

Minette giggled. “Yes, Emily. Fairies are not dirty. We’re clean and bright.”

I turned off the water and set a folded paper towel on the counter. With two flaps of her wings, Minette landed on the towel and then crouched down and dried her feet. “No more foot prints,” she said, “and no more smoke shelf.”

Minette got into my right coat pocket as Emily and I headed out the side door. I’d grown used to carrying her about on my right side. It was a habit for me now, which meant I was less likely to bump into someone or something when she was with me. The thought of that horrified me, but Minette seemed unconcerned. She trusted me utterly. When we were safely in my garage, hidden from neighbors’ eyes, Minette climbed out of my pocket. In one swift and continuous motion, she went horizontal, pressed her feet to my coat, and shot forward—like a swimmer pushing off a wall—and propelled herself toward the back seat.

The Jeep slid a little on some old ice as I backed down the drive, but when we reached the turnaround my husband, Michael, had created years ago, I was at least able to point the vehicle toward the street. Sliding forward was less disconcerting that sliding backward.

“This turnaround was one of the smartest things Michael ever did,” Emily said. “Along with marrying you, of course. I’ve been trying to get Laurence to build something like this for ages. We could use the extra parking room it creates.”

“It allows you to pass on the driveway, too.” Emily had taken to mentioning Michael more—and doing so without apologizing for it, as she had in the past. Last December had marked the one-year anniversary of his death from cancer, and I supposed that yardstick had emboldened her. I’d discovered that most people thought one year was the limit for the worst sort of grief. How wrong they were. Sure, I was sleeping a little better at night, and I wasn’t jumping at unexpected sounds nearly as much as I had in the first eight or ten months after his death, but grief still gripped me. The love of my life had left this earth forever. Grief was a part of me now, like a second skin.

I made a right onto the Bog Road, and as I approached the old train trestle I drove under on my regular route to downtown, I saw a cluster of police cars and a fire truck blocking one lane. I slowed to a crawl and instructed Minette to return to my pocket. “That’s Bouchard directing traffic.”

Emily sat straighten, peering out the windshield. “It looks like every single squad car in the department is there.”

When Bouchard waved me on, I stopped the Jeep and rolled down the window. “Officer Bouchard, it’s Kate Brewer.”

He bent low. “Kate, sorry. I didn’t see.”

“What happened here?”

“It’s Rancourt. It looks like someone ran his car into the trestle. They just took him to the hospital.”













CHAPTER 7



Bouchard told me that Rancourt had been taken to the trauma center at Franklin Memorial in Bangor. The detective’s condition was serious but not life threatening, he said, and then he ordered me to stay away from the hospital. “I’m not kidding, Kate. Stay out of the way and let the doctors do their job. I’ll interview him this evening, and you can see him later.” Bouchard knew me too well.

“Any clue on who did this?” I asked him.

“No, and Rancourt won’t be in any condition to talk to anyone for a while.”

“I was going to tell him that Richard Comeau showed up at my house.”

Bouchard furrowed his brow. “You mean after you got home? Just now?”

“That’s right. He didn’t threaten me, but . . . well, he kind of did. His whole manner is threatening. Anyway, he probably drove down this road not long ago, and it wouldn’t surprise me if he did this. He was in a white BMW.”

“Rancourt was heading in the other direction.”

“What?”

“Rancourt’s car was hit as he was driving toward your house, not away from it, like Mr. Comeau would’ve been.”

I looked to the fire truck ahead, and to where a tow truck was now inching up to the back end of Rancourt’s SUV, trying to secure a winch line to the vehicle without joining it in the ditch. Of course. The accident had happened on the other side of the trestle bridge, with the SUV facing the opposite direction. “I see. Still, Comeau could have turned around farther up the road and gone after Rancourt, right?”

“I guess so.” Bouchard swallowed a skeptical smirk. “But does that seem likely?”

“Yeah, all right, maybe not. Was Nadine Sullivan murdered? I’d like to know if a murder suspect was at my house.”

“What was Comeau doing at your house?”

“He wouldn’t say.”

“What do you mean he wouldn’t say? Did you ask?”

“I couldn’t get anything out of him.”

Judging by the expression on his face, Bouchard was having trouble understanding me. “He said nothing? Then what’s the point of seeing you?”

“I think he may be dangerous,” Emily said.

“He said he knew of something that would interest me,” I added, “but when I asked him what, he said he wasn’t at liberty to say. And he talked about Ray Landry. Remember him?”

Bouchard nodded. “Your neighbor—the guy who was murdered last October. That’s kinda funny.”

The car behind me gave a polite honk, and I put the Jeep in drive. “Was Nadine murdered? Did it have to do with the powder?”

“Rancourt thought it might be fentanyl. Turns out it’s carfentanil, which is a hundred times more potent. I’ll look into this Comeau guy. In the meantime”—he paused and glanced at Emily—“you two ladies be careful.”

Bouchard gestured for me to move on and gave a nod to the car behind mine.

I thanked him and drove off, wondering where to go next since a trip to the police station was now off my list.

Minette stirred in my pocket, and when I glanced down, her head was above my pocket hem. “Kate, someone bad hurt Rancourt.”

“I know.”

“You must be careful. What’s car . . . carfen . . .”

“Carfentanil. I’ve heard of it somewhere.”

Emily retrieved her phone and did a quick search. “It’s used to tranquillize elephants and other very large mammals. It’s been on the streets in Maine for a few years, and the police say it’s become a real problem. And get this. It’s made in both China and Mexico, and most of it flows through Mexico, though you can buy it online direct from China in small amounts.”

“That means it’s easy to get.”

“Easier than it should be.”

I slowed, pulled into the breakdown lane, and stopped. “Anyone on that bus could have had it.”

“Someone might have put it in Nadine’s backpack before the tour.”

“Then why wouldn’t she have touched it earlier, when she rummaged around and took out her camera and gloves? Besides, she complained that someone had been in her backpack after we stopped at the first birdwatching spot.”

“What if it was in there before, and the killer was frustrated that she hadn’t touch it yet, so he moved her backpack?”

I thought a moment. “That’s possible.”

“Yipes,” Emily said, still scrolling the phone’s screen. “It’s so powerful, a speck of it absorbed through the skin can kill you.”

When I saw a red car approach on the other side of the road—driving too slowly, even for the icy conditions—I gripped my steering wheel, ready to take off.

“Who is it?” Emily asked.

“No one I know. I don’t think.” A nervous winter driver? I wondered. Probably. But after seeing what had happened to Rancourt, who was no slouch in the self-protection department, I’d vowed not to let my guard down, no matter how paranoid I appeared. I watched the car until it passed, and only then did I ease my hold on the wheel. “I’m being cautious, that’s all. All three of us are going to be cautious.”

Emily put away her phone and shifted sideways in her seat. “So who are these birdwatchers and what’s their connection to Nadine Sullivan?”

“That’s the question. Do you think Laurence could help?”

“I’m sure he could.”

“Not to take advantage of his friendship.”

“Nah. He loves this kind of thing.”

“That’s because it’s second nature to him.”

“He’s not a spy, Kate.”

“Of course not. Never crossed my mind.” I checked my rearview mirror and pulled into the street. “Let’s stop at the tour company. They have an office downtown. Minette, stay hidden. Don’t poke your head out, even for a second.”

A couple minutes later I turned onto Falmouth Street. Downtown Smithwell was a cluster of brick buildings and clapboard houses centered on Falmouth and four cross-streets—Essex, Front, Water, and Pleasant. A small downtown for a small town, population about six thousand. Funny thing was, the population never varied much. Every year a few aging residents died, and every year a few outsiders moved to town and took their places, most of them in search of a quieter life. In any case, in my twenty years in Smithwell, the town had never altered the sign on Route 2 that read, “Welcome to Smithwell, pop. 5,997.”

I made a left at Water Street, drove a block north, and snagged a parking space in front of a small brick office building. Of the four offices in the building, Wildland Birds occupied the choicest: in front, right on the sidewalk, possessing a large and inviting window allowing sidewalk strollers to view the colorful bird photographs on the walls—and be lured inside. Anyway, that’s what had happened to me when I’d walked past.

A bell over the door sounded as Emily and I walked inside, and we were met instantly by a woman who leapt from her desk chair to greet us. I’d never seen her before. In her mid-thirties, she cared not a whit for fashion over warmth. Dressed in snow boots trimmed in fake fur, baggy jeans, a turtleneck sweater, and an open, threadbare cardigan that hung to her knees, she smiled at us, told us her name was Sophia, and began to peddle Wildland’s upcoming March tour.

I stopped her. “I was on today’s tour.”

Sophia’s face fell. “Oh, holy moly. That. I’m so sorry. How terrible it must have been. Joel was sick about it.”

Seeing no one else around, and wanting to find out where she would lead me without me prodding, I said little in response. “It was awful.”

“That poor woman. Nadine was her name?”

“Nadine Sullivan,” I said.

“We’ve never had that happen before. At least not since I’ve been here, and that’s been almost a decade. People just don’t die on birdwatching tours. If they’re old and have health problems, they’re not even allowed to come because the tourists always hike a little.”

“Nadine was going to ask for a refund.”

“Really?” Sophia glanced about the empty office. “Why? I booked her, and she seemed so happy to be going.”

“She was being harassed. A couple of men on the tour were kind of, well, questionable.”

“Really?” she said again. “I’d like to know about that.” She went back to her desk, took hold of a black notebook, and flipped it open. “Today, today,” she said, running her finger down a page as she walked back  to me. “Here we go. First, Mr. Richard Comeau. I remember him. Hard to forget, actually. Was he a problem?”

“He was definitely a problem,” I replied. The thought that Comeau might be blackballed from the company’s tours because of my response brought no remorse. “He harassed me, too.”

“And you?” Sophia asked Emily.

“I wasn’t on the tour,” Emily said, “but I know this Comeau guy a little, and let me just say I’d never want to be alone with him.”

“We can’t allow that,” Sophia said. “I’ll make a note of his behavior.”

And she did, literally—jotting something I couldn’t quite make out in the notebook.

“Do you know any of the other men and women who were on the tour?” I asked.

I was pushing it, but Sophia seemed the gossipy type, and she hadn’t yet treated me as though I’d overstepped my bounds.

“Tom Roche,” she said. “He’s all right, I suppose. I finally talked him into going on one of our tours.”

“I thought his wife talked him into going.”

“Carrie? No, they’re still getting a divorce. Only their lawyers talk.” She leaned my way, whispering conspiratorially, “He cheated on her, and I heard she’s getting the house and half their bakery business in Old Town. The place flooded in January—frozen pipes in the ceiling—and Tom can’t even open the doors because Carrie insists they sell the bakery and the insurance company won’t pay enough to repair all the damage. Inspectors won’t let him open, so sooner or later he’ll have to sell.”

“Poor man,” Emily said. “But kind of a scoundrel too.”

“Comeuppance,” Sophia said with a wink. “Anyway, I knew he needed a mental break, so I encouraged him to go on a tour.”

I did a little conspiratorial whispering myself. “Can I ask you about Joel Perry?”

“Joel?” For the first time, Sophia seemed a tad offended. “But he’s one of us. He’s been a driver for three years, and he’s a nice guy. One of the best.”

“How is he one of the best?”

“For one thing, he can handle the snarkiest tourist. It doesn’t matter if they’re flatlanders or Mainers—birdwatchers can be a pain in the rear. ‘Where are all the puffins? That’s what I paid for.’ Whine, whine. Like we can control birds in flight. He’s a good driver, too. You could tell, couldn’t you? Didn’t you feel safe, even with the ice?”

“He seemed a safe driver.”

“The past few months have been rough for him too, like Tom.”

“Cheating?” Emily asked.

Sophia frowned. “No, he’s single. Well, divorced. But no, his house in Dexter burned down last December. What a tragedy that was. He’d worked so hard on restoring it and then wham! It was gone in an hour.” She shook her head sadly, as if the event had wounded her personally. “Well, that’s life.” She sighed deeply and wandered back to her desk, signaling a quick end to our conversation. But I had two more questions.

“Sophia.”

She turned.

“Did you know Nadine Sullivan?”

“Never met her. I didn’t sign her up. You either, I think.”

“What about Gavin and Sierra Dearborn?”

“I signed them. They’d been birding before and were looking for a new tour. Nice couple.”

“They just moved here.”

“From Dover-Foxcroft, yeah. They said they needed a break too, but I guess like everyone else on that bus, they didn’t get one.”

“A break from what?”

“Their move. They haven’t been here long, and their old house burned down, which must have been a nightmare.”

I stared.

Unfazed by her own words, Sophia shrugged, rounded her desk, and sat. But when she looked back to me, comprehension dawned. “Well, that’s funny, huh? Seven people and two house fires. What are the odds?”













CHAPTER 8



“How about a million to one?” Emily said, hoisting herself into the Jeep. “Sophia wanted the odds? That’s the odds. Seven people on a bus, and two of them had house fires? Insane.”

I started the engine. “And one of them owned a business that flooded.”

“Yes!”

“Bouchard doesn’t know.”

“You think?”

“He’s a good guy, but he’s inexperienced. He won’t talk to Sophia because he won’t see a reason to. Not like Rancourt would.”

“And right now Rancourt can’t.”

Minette squirmed a little in my pocket and protested the stuffy confines, but I told her to stay hidden until we were safely out of the downtown area.

“Should we go someplace else?” Emily asked.

“Where can we get information on the flood and fires?” I answered. “Joel Perry’s house was in Dexter, the Dearborns’ house was in Dover-Foxcroft, and Tom Roche’s bakery is in Old Town. Or was. But where does Tom live?”

“Laurence can tell us,” Emily said flatly. She strapped herself in. “Head for my house.”

“Are you sure he won’t mind?”

“He’s bored to death, and it’s too cold to work in the yard. Let’s go.”

As soon as we hit Route 2, Minette flew out of my pocket and shot to the Jeep’s console. The day’s feeble sunshine—that weak, white light of a Maine February—hadn’t made a dent in the ice encroaching on the asphalt from the breakdown lanes. Normally I liked winter, but I’d had a bellyful of it this year and could hardly wait for April, cold and rainy as that month could be. The forsythia would be in bloom, and soon after, so would the hardy purple azaleas and rhododendrons. Provided it wasn’t too cold, April in Smithwell was colorful and fresh, like a second breath of autumn.

And for Minette, the forest would come alive in the spring. The first of the wild leeks would pop their heads above the soil, followed by dandelion leaves, sweet fern leaves, and wild carrots. She would forage for delicacies in the woods across Birch Street, and I would follow her there. In August, I’d collect wild blueberries again, as Michael and I had done before he’d passed. 

“Will we talk to Rancourt?” Minette asked me.

“Not today,” I said. “He needs his rest.”

“Did Comeau make his car crash?”

“For now there’s no way to know. It could have been any of them on that bus. Or maybe it was an accident.”

“I don’t like the Comeau.”

“Neither do I, and you won’t be seeing him again if I have anything to say about it.”

I managed to avoid the icy patches on my driveway, thank goodness, so there were no backward-sliding incidents on the way to my garage. I left the Jeep parked outside, and while Emily walked to her house down the flagstone path between our homes, I headed inside mine, Minette once again hiding from view in my pocket.

The second I stepped through the side door, a tingle crept down my spine. Wrong. Gently holding my pocket closed, I whispered, “Stay hidden.”

Minette squeaked.

“Shhh.”

I stood in the open doorway as I scanned the kitchen, leaving myself an escape route. First I saw the tea kettle—on the counter, though I’d left it on the stove. The chairs—moved. The moss Minette had left on the table—gone. And the hutch. Good heavens! The cotton balls I’d placed in Minette’s teacup were now on the shelf next to the cup, and all the teacups had been moved. Each was only an inch or so out of place, but without a doubt they’d been moved. And at that instant, I knew why they’d been moved. Comeau had searched them.

I wheeled back, raced out the door, and made for Emily’s house, dodging the ice along the path. “Stay hidden, Minette,” I commanded.

I punched the doorbell like a lunatic until Laurence answered. “My house was broken into,” I said breathlessly.

“Just now? Is someone there?” He took my arm and pulled me inside. “Did you call the police?”

He was six feet four, with an almost military air about him, and the moment he spoke, I stopped hyperventilating. “I didn’t have time. I just got out.”

“Kate?” Emily hurried toward the door, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “What’s happening?”

“I’m calling the police,” Laurence said.

“What’s going on?”

“Someone broke into my house while we were out.” I hauled Emily into her living room, away from the kitchen and Laurence. “Minette’s still in my pocket.”

“Oh.” She gazed at my right pocket. “Ohhh. That’s a real pickle.”

“Pickle?” Minette said.

I pulled back the top of the pocket, glared at Minette, and put a finger to my lips.

“Laurence will go bonkers if he sees her,” Emily said quietly. “I don’t want to commit my husband to a mental institution. Not until he’s at least seventy.”

“I had to get out of there, and I couldn’t leave her behind.”

“I know, I know.”

“This really is a pickle.”

“All right, Kate,” Laurence boomed as he walked into the living room.

Startled, I jerked and spun back to face him.

“The police are on their way. You need to sit down and try to relax. It’s under control.”

“Yes.” I sat on the MacKenzies’ well-stuffed armchair. “Thank you.”

“Do you know if they stole anything?” Laurence asked, taking a seat next to Emily on the couch.

“Some moss from my kitchen table.”

 He titled his head as if to ask, Did I hear you right?

“I picked up some moss on my birdwatching trip this morning.”

“Okay.”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “But Laurence, I know Comeau did this. I feel it.”

“The Richard Comeau guy Emily called about? How do you know it was him?”

“No one else would take the moss, for one thing.”

“Is he a moss enthusiast?”

“And my teacups were moved.”

Talk about institutionalization. I was blathering about moss and teacups. Laurence looked about ready to commit me.

“Listen,” I said, “I know how this sounds, but you have to trust me on this. No one else would break into my house and do the things he did in my kitchen. He didn’t even try to hide that he’d been in my house. And—oh no!” I threw my head back and groaned in horror. “My bedroom! I didn’t look up there! He went upstairs, the creep. I know he did.”

“The police will be here any second,” Laurence said in his calmly authoritative voice.

“But not Rancourt,” I said. “I’ll get Bouchard.”

“He’s not that bad,” Emily said. “He means well, anyway.”

“He’s okay when Rancourt is there to lead him, but left to his own devices, he’s lazy. I’ll bet you he doesn’t even look for Comeau. That would mean driving to Lewiston and not clocking out at five for his Italian sandwich at Angelo’s.”

Okay, so I wasn’t hyperventilating anymore, but boy, was I riled up. Afraid and furious and offended as all get-out. How dare Comeau break into my house and paw through my things?

“I hear someone,” Laurence said, going for the front door.

“Could you tell how Comeau got in?” Emily asked.

“The door lock wasn’t broken, but I didn’t exactly hang around to check the front door or windows.” I pulled my pocket wide and peered down at Minette. “You have to stay hidden until I say otherwise. Even when we go back to my house. The police are here.”

She nodded. “Can I have a pickle?”

“Mrs. Brewer.”

I let go of my pocket and jumped to my feet. Officer Bouchard—lucky me—was heading my way, Laurence behind him. Bouchard looked tuckered out, and little wonder. His boss was in the hospital after a nasty accident or criminal attack, and Bouchard and a handful of equally hapless officers were left to solve the murder of a birdwatcher on their own.

“Officer Bouchard. I guess you want to see my house.”

“I’ve got two officers inside now,” he said. “You left your door open.”

I smiled weakly. “I made a quick exit.”

“Don’t apologize. Good thing you did.”

When Emily and Laurence made a move to go with me, Bouchard told them to stay until the scene—by which he meant my home—had been processed. So off I went with Bouchard, dreading what I might find outside of my kitchen. Where else had Comeau gone in my house? Would I have to disinfect the whole place? Had he set a trap for Minette? My thoughts sped to very unpleasant places.

Back in my kitchen, Bouchard asked me to point out anything that looked as though it had been disturbed or damaged and to tell him if anything had been stolen.

“He moved all my teacups,” I said.

Bouchard gave me the same look Laurence had, and when he got close to the hutch, he paid particular attention to the cotton balls. Suddenly, I wished I had thrown them out. “Were these left after the break-in?”

“No, those are mine. For astringent, that sort of thing. They’re very useful.”

“And you’re sure he moved the teacups?”

“I told you Comeau is weird. He was examining them earlier today.”

“Richard Comeau?”

“Of course. I’m sure he’s the one who broke in.”

“What else? Anything taken?”

“The tea kettle was moved, and so were all the chairs.” I figured I wouldn’t mention the confiscated moss. Bouchard was confused enough already. “I haven’t seen the living room or the upstairs.”

In the short time the officers had been in my home, the February darkness had fallen. Bouchard went ahead of me into the living room, turning on lamps with his gloved hands. “There are no obvious signs of vandalism, Mrs. Brewer.”

Surveying the room, I had to agree with the officer. There was nothing missing, not that I could tell on first look, and nothing that was obviously out of place.

And then I saw the fireplace poker.

“Officer.” I pointed. “No way did I leave that poker on the arm of that chair.”

“Don’t touch it.”

Bouchard took the poker in his gloved hand and handed it to another officer. “Bag it.”

Drawing closer to the fireplace, I examined the mantel and hearth.

“Anything else?” Bouchard asked.

“No, I don’t think so.”

And then I saw Minette’s sooty footprints on top the armchair’s seat back—perfect replicas in miniature of human feet. I gasped and threw my hand on the chair, covering them.

Bouchard whipped around. “You see something?”

“No, no.” Oh Lord, no. Comeau saw Minette’s footprints. “I’m just sickened by the thought he was here.”

“It could have been anyone.” When Bouchard turned again and the officer holding the now-bagged poker exited the living room, I rubbed the prints into indistinct smudges with the palm of my hand.

Had Comeau left the poker on the chair so I’d realize he’d seen the prints? I didn’t know a whole lot about the man, but it seemed his style. He was an arrogant bully who took pleasure in intimidating people. And if he couldn’t intimidate them, as he hadn’t me, he took matters a step further.

I could hope that the vile, arrogant man who had invaded my home hadn’t seen the prints and didn’t know about Minette, but that was folly. As I stood by the chair, I wasn’t sure what I would do to fight him off, but I knew I would do something. I would protect Minette at all costs.













CHAPTER 9



While Bouchard and two officers followed me about, I diligently searched upstairs for signs of Comeau, Bouchard admonishing me to look beyond Comeau because someone else might have broken in. There was no way I could tell him why I suspected Comeau, other than to remind him that the creep had come to my house right after Nadine Sullivan’s murder. That was weird enough, wasn’t it? But to say more—to convince him my theory was correct—would entail revealing Minette’s existence, and that I couldn’t do.

If Comeau had been on my second floor, he hadn’t left a trace of himself. As far as I could tell, nothing had been touched in the bedrooms or baths. For the longest time I stood in my bedroom, scanning it methodically, but it looked as it always did. And knowing Comeau, if he had been in my bedroom, he would have delighted in leaving me a sign.

I opened a dresser drawer, and pretending to look for missing clothes, I checked to see that Minette’s old pink shorts—the ones she’d exchanged for my hand-sewn winter pants—were still hidden under my sweaters. They were, thank goodness.

“I don’t think he was upstairs,” I said.

Satisfied, Bouchard and his officers trotted down the steps and walked back to the kitchen. Before Bouchard left, he gave me his card—as if we’d never met—and told me to phone if I discovered anything new. “And think of who else could have broken in,” he said. “Give it some thought. Don’t focus only on Richard Comeau or you might miss pertinent information.”

“Will you at least find out where he was while I was out of the house?”

“Of course.”

I waited until I saw the red tail lights of the squad cars leave my driveway for Birch Street before I released poor, overheated Minette from my pocket. She rocketed to the hutch and landed next to her teacup, letting her legs dangle over the shelf. Her cheeks flushed a rosy pink, her brow damp with sweat, she gripped the edge of the shelf and leaned backward, breathing in the cool air of my house. “Kate, it’s too hot in there. I don’t like it hot.”

“So I see. We’ll have to find a better way for you to get around.”

When she saw the cotton balls piled on the other side of her teacup, her wings went rigid and rose behind her, and though she didn’t flap them once, that mere action lifted her body until she stood ramrod straight. “Did the Comeau man touch the inside of my bed?”

“Yes, but I have more cotton, and you needed a change anyway.” I snatched up the cotton balls, tossed them in the kitchen trash bin, and set her cup on the lowest shelf to remind me to clean it. 

“But he was inside my bed, with his Comeau fingers.”

“He touched a lot of things on this floor. I’ll use a sanitizer.”

Seemingly unconvinced that even industrial-strength sanitizer could do the job, her wings stayed rigid and she remained standing.

I moved closer, until I was only a foot from her and looking directly into her porcelain-flawless, childlike face. “Minette, I’ve been thinking. It’s not safe for you here.”

“In my teacup?”

“In my house.”

“No, I’m safe.”

“Not with Comeau out there. He’ll break in again, and he’ll find you.”

“I’m too fast to find.”

“He’ll try to trap you. And if he can’t do that, he’ll take photographs and others will see you and know you’re here.”

“No, he won’t, I promise.” Her tone grew frantic. “He won’t, Kate. I won’t let him.”

“You need to move back to the forest. Just for now.”

“No, I must not.” Her emerald eyes began to glisten with tears.

“Just until I find a way to stop Comeau. I promise you can come back then.”

“The forest is not my home.”

“You can sleep in your old tree. I’ll bring cotton balls. Michael’s handkerchiefs, too. They’re just your size. You’ll be warm and safe. Comeau won’t be able to trap you there. Your old home is so high in the trees. Remember when you showed me before Christmas? He won’t be able to see you.” I felt tears filling my own eyes, and I willed myself not to cry so as not to frighten her. I wasn’t a crybaby, not normally, but the thought of banishing Minette from my house for even a few days saddened me beyond words. “Please understand. I want to keep you safe.”

“Yes, Kate.” She brushed away her tears before they fell.

“This is only for a little while.”

“Yes.”

“You can stay here tonight. I don’t think Comeau will be back so soon after the police were here. But first thing tomorrow, we—”

“Yes, Kate.” Minette pulled herself into her teacup, curled to a ball at the bottom, and stared straight ahead, her small lips quivering. She’d forgotten all about Comeau’s fingers and how they’d soiled her special cup.

“I’ll find out for sure if Comeau did this, and I’ll find out if he killed Nadine Sullivan, and when I do—and I will—you can come back.”

She turned her head to me. “You’re angry again, Kate. I hear it in your voice.”

“Yes, I’m angry. You bet I am.” I was choosing to be angry. My possibly irrational anger at Comeau—irrational because I had no proof that he’d broken into my house or killed Nadine—would propel me forward. It would fuel me and enable Minette return home sooner. I had two mysteries to solve now: to discover Nadine’s killer and to find out why Comeau was after Minette.

The question was, how had he learned about her? I had a terrible feeling that Ray had let her existence slip, either directly to Comeau or to someone close to him. I knew Ray had told another one of his friends, Irene Carrick, about fairies, but Irene had thought such talk was proof that, at age eighty-one, Ray’s mind was slipping. Perhaps Irene had gossiped about what Ray had said. Sometimes, sharing a secret with one person meant sharing a secret with a hundred.

The phone jolted me from my thoughts. It was Emily on the other end, telling me that Laurence had some information I’d be interested in. Knowing the MacKenzies, they simply wanted to check on me after the break-in, but for that I was grateful. So though I doubted the value of Laurence’s information, I told them come over.

“Can you hide upstairs, Minette?”

She raised her head. “Yes, Kate.”

“I’m sorry to make you go upstairs, but Laurence is coming over.”

Minette stirred herself, extending her wings and stretching out her limbs. “Yes, Kate.”

“Please don’t be angry.”

“I’m not angry. I don’t get angry like you do.”

She took off, and a minute later, Emily and Laurence were at my door.

“Did the creep steal anything?” Emily asked, marching into my living room.

Laurence chuckled. “Slow down, honey.”

Emily slung her coat over the back of the couch and plopped down. “It looks normal to me. Is it normal? And I’m not in the mood to slow down, Laurence. That cretin—a cretin who might be a murderer—broke into Kate’s house.”

“I’m aware that someone broke in.” He sat down next to his wife and fished a folded sheet of paper from his coat pocket.

“You do have information,” I said.

I settled into an armchair, my attention fixed on Laurence.

“So first, I dug up some information on Nadine Sullivan,” he said, unfolding the paper. “Age forty-fix, born in Machias, divorced, one grown child in Boston. She lives in Skowhegan and travels central Maine as an independent insurance fraud investigator. An intriguing profession when you think about the fires and the flood.”

“I told him what Sophie said about the other birdwatchers,” Emily said.

“And then we have Joel Perry. Age fifty-two, also divorced, born in California, living in Dexter. He’s been a tour bus driver for three years, but before that he was unemployed for a while, and before that he was a truck driver for thirteen years, but the trucking company he worked for—out of Bangor—folded. Bankruptcy. You could say he worked his way back to driving for a living.”

“Do any of them have a police record?” I asked.

“Nope.”

“So it’s doubtful Joel burned down his own house.”

“Not a hint of arson. Same for Tom Roche and his bakery flooding. The police never suspected he caused the flooding himself, though he’s still fighting with his insurance company, trying to get more money out of them.”

 “Do you know why?”

“Not yet, but sometimes when a payout is less than expected, the insurance company thinks the insured didn’t take full and proper precautions.”

“I’d like to know if Nadine investigated Tom’s flooding or Joel’s house fire.”

“I’m working on that. I do know that Tom, Joel, and the Dearborns all had different insurers, but like I said, Nadine’s an independent contractor. She might have worked for every insurer in the state.” Laurence went back to reading his notes. “Anyway, Tom Roche is only twenty-seven. Kind of young to own a business, but I’ll get to that in a minute. He was born in Indiana, moved to Maine in his teens, played hockey for the Black Bears when he attended the University of Maine. He was a big deal, but he never went on to a professional career. He lives in Glenburn.”

“Hockey may explain the scars on his face,” I said, “especially the big one through the middle of one eyebrow.”

“He’s getting a divorce, which seems to be a recurring theme among your birdwatchers. And he’s not living with his soon-to-be-ex, Carrie.”

“He likes pretending he is,” I said.

“Maybe he’s having a really hard time dealing with it,” Emily said.

“As for how Tom financed and opened a business in his twenties,” Laurence went on, “Carrie Roche is the answer. It was her money all the way.”

“Tom owns an expensive-looking spotting scope for birdwatching,” I said. “He told me it was a Christmas present from his wife.”

“I’m sure it was—but not this past Christmas. They separated in early November.”

I was amazed at Laurence’s ability to sniff out the personal details of people he’d not only never met, but never heard of. “How did you find out?”

“I have my sources.” Laurence smiled and plunged ahead. “So loss of the bakery was a double blow. Tom can’t afford to supplement his insurance payout and reopen the bakery or start another business.”

“Comeau?” I asked.

“Richard Comeau, age fifty-eight, lives in Lewiston.” He paused. “That’s all I can find out about him.”

I frowned. “Doesn’t that make you suspicious?”

“Not yet, but I’ll let you know. Now we get to Gavin and Sierra Dearborn.”

“I’m seeing them in”—I glanced at my wristwatch—“half an hour. They invited me for drinks, whatever that means. You know they moved into Ray Landry’s old house?”

“Ten days ago,” Laurence said. “Gavin is forty-one, born in Maine, used to live in Dover-Foxcroft. He works as an accountant, but I don’t think that’s his passion. He’s a member of the Central Maine Trail Club, and he’s considered a specialist in alpine plants. Sierra is thirty-nine and a substitute teacher for area schools. Born in Pennsylvania, moved to Maine in her twenties. She met Gavin when he was a guide and she was an accountant in Dover-Foxcroft who liked to hike the Appalachian Trail.”

“You mean they’re not divorced or divorcing?” Emily asked wryly.

“Their house in Dover-Foxcroft burned, but again, there was no hint of arson.” Laurence handed me his notes. “That’s it, but I’m still looking. It’s not much on the Dearborns, so I don’t need to tell you to be careful tonight, do I?”

“I won’t be staying long. Job one is to find out why Gavin said Ray’s writings live on.” I made a face. “What does that mean?”

Laurence’s shoulders rose in a shrug. “It sounds like he found something Ray wrote and he was trying to connect with you, neighbor to neighbor. It could be as innocent as that.”

But I knew the sorts of things Ray liked to write about. Unsolved Smithwell crimes, fairies, and the enchanted woods across Birch Street. By ordinary standards, none of it was innocent.













CHAPTER 10



It was strange being back in Ray Landry’s house, in large part because it no longer looked like his. Ray had been tidy, and he’d always liked practicality and the sparse look when it came to his furnishings. The Dearborns were nearly the opposite. Their living room held three large parakeet cages, a dozen bonsai trees, orchids and ivy plants, books galore, and plump, floral-patterned couches and chairs. Sierra had welcomed me at their door, and I was now sitting on one of those plump chairs, surveying the shocking transformation with a phony expression of admiration planted on my face.

“Red or white?” Gavin asked me.

“Red, please.”

“Good choice. We’ve got an open bottle.” While Gavin attended to the wine, Sierra sat down across from me, arranging pillows behind her back. She was dressed in blue jeans and a red cowl-neck sweater, and her dark, shoulder-length hair was tousled, as if she’d hadn’t combed it since our birdwatching tour.

“So, Kate,” she began, settling in, “you knew Ray Landry?”

Silly question. She knew I did. “Yes, we were friends for a long time. I met him when I first moved to Birch Street about twenty years ago.”

“Our realtor said he died in our house. Not to open old wounds.”

“Yes, he did. In the kitchen.”

“Here you go, Kate,” Gavin said, handing me a wine glass. He sat next to Sierra, cautioning her with his eyes.

“I think she had to tell us, since he was murdered,” Sierra went on. “And it’s fine, Gavin. Kate’s not bothered—are you, Kate? Anyway, in spite of what happened here, the house won us over. We fell in love with it.”

“Poor Mr. Landry,” Gavin said. He took a gulp of his own wine, downing half his glass in one go.

“And poor Nadine Sullivan,” Sierra said. “I don’t think she was much older than I am, and she’s gone. Here one minute, looking for birds, and gone the next. It’s eerie.”

There was an eager, almost hungry, tone to her voice that was inappropriate, given the subject matter.

“She was murdered too,” I ventured.

“Yeah? They think so?” Gavin said. “I haven’t heard anything.”

“I happened to run into one of the cops on the case,” I said.

He scowled. “How did she die?”

“She touched a potent drug that someone put in her backpack.”

Sierra threw her hand up. “Wait. Someone on the bus did it? It really was someone on the bus?”

“That’s the theory.”

Sierra seemed genuine in her surprise. On the other hand, Gavin, I surmised from his reaction, had believed all along that Nadine’s killer had been among us, even though he’d argued with Bouchard about her death, insisting she’d probably had a stroke.

“So Nadine wasn’t paranoid,” Sierra said. “I thought she was.”

Gavin raked a hand through his thick hair and flopped back in his seat. “That’s, um, not good.”

“That we were on a tour bus with a killer?” I asked.

“Yeah, that. And then, um, one of them—that Comeau guy—was in our house after the tour. We let him in, but that was before I knew someone killed Nadine.”

I set down my glass. “This afternoon?”

“Yeah. He might be a murderer. He could’ve been the one, couldn’t he?”

“I don’t like him,” I answered simply. “Can I ask why he stopped by?”

“He said he’d just been to your house,” Gavin said. “We talked for almost an hour. He’s kind of a—”

“Loopy French Canadian guy?” Sierra suggested.

So much for my assumption that Comeau had caused Rancourt’s accident after leaving my place. Instead, he’d been with the Dearborns. And he hadn’t hit Rancourt before coming to my house. Not in that shiny, unblemished BMW of his.

“What did he talk to you about?” I asked Gavin.

Gavin emptied his glass and quickly refilled it with wine. The guy was quite the drinker. “First he apologized for what he said on the bus—about Sierra moving her backpack to the rack above Nadine while she wasn’t looking. Next he started asking us about Ray Landry and this house.”

“Don’t forget our back garden,” Sierra said.

“Yeah, he wanted to see our garden.” Gavin spread his hands, almost spilling his wine. “Covered in snow and ice, he wants to see it? Crazy. There’s nothing to see. But he went out there anyway. I guess I didn’t mind.”

“What’s to mind?” Sierra said.

“It’s crackers, though, babe.”

Immediately, the parakeets in both cages began to chirp wildly.

Gavin let go with a laugh. “I said ‘crackers,’ Kate. Their favorite treat.”

Sierra rose, took a handful of tiny crackers from a bowl between the cages, and fed the birds. Contented now, they ceased their chirping and munched away on their treats.

“Comeau never said what fascinated him about our back yard,” Gavin said. “He stared at it without saying a word.”

Sierra retook her seat, and laughing, she said, “We have an idea what he found so interesting. Nuts as it is.”

Gavin sloshed his wine as he scooted excitedly to the edge of his seat. He remedied the situation by taking a big gulp. “Okay, this is why I mentioned Ray Landry to you on the bus.”

“I’ve been wondering about that,” I said. I had planned to get Tom talking about alpine plants, hoping it would grease the wheels and he’d open up to me about other things, but I needn’t have worried. His alcohol-loosened tongue was working just fine.

Gavin leaned toward me, blue eyes beaming. “We found something of his. A journal.”

So that was it. “Where? I was here last October, when the realtor was cleaning out the house.”

“Taped to the back of the water heater down cellar,” Gavin replied. “Can I ask you something about Landry? Was he a little, um, touched in the head?”

Be careful, I thought. Ray had been as sharp as any man I’d ever known, and I didn’t want to say otherwise, but I also didn’t want Gavin and Sierra to believe what he’d written in his journal because I had a nasty feeling he’d written about Minette. “He was eighty-one,” I said.

Sierra turned triumphantly to Gavin. “See?”

“That doesn’t mean he was delusional,” Gavin said.

“What did he write?”

With one hand on his wine glass, Gavin opened a drawer in the end table next to the couch and brought out a navy blue notebook. “He had a rich fantasy life. If it was all a fantasy.”

“Oh, Gavin,” Sierra moaned. “My husband likes all things small, Kate, from bonsai and alpine plants to little people no bigger than a minute.”

I struggled to maintain a placid expression. “What do you mean?”

Gavin put his glass on the table, held the journal up—it was stamped with a golden wreath on the cover—and turned to a page. He cleared his throat, readying himself to speak as though he were about to give a recital of some kind. “Three pages in, it says this. ‘I finally found it—or her, I should write. She was afraid at first, and she hid well. But she finally revealed herself to me, saying she had been watching me and that I was kind to the birds, feeding them in winter when berries were in short supply in the forest.’” Gavin looked up. “I’m thinking that’s true. We started using Landry’s bird feeders in the back yard. He had six of them.”

I nodded stiffly. “He liked birds.”

“Then he writes, ‘I wish my grandmother were here to see this. All her stories about the woods in Smithwell were true. When I was a child, I hated when she talked about fairies. It embarrassed me. I want to share news of the little being with someone, but now isn’t the time. Minette is afraid to be found out, and I agree we must be cautious.’ Gavin stopped reading. His eyes fixed on me. “Ray’s writing about fairies,” he said solemnly.

Six months earlier, I might have laughed at him.

Sierra did laugh. “Gavin, for goodness’ sake, you’re scaring Kate. Ray Landry was an old man. And besides, he lived alone.”

So do I, I wanted to say. Did she think everyone who lived alone was ipso facto batty? But for Minette’s sake, I pretended that Ray’s journal perplexed me. “Could he have been writing a book? It sounds like he’s working out a plot, and I know he loved to write. Maybe that’s his writing journal.”

“Taped to the back of his water heater?” Sierra said.

She had a point.

“Have you found anything else he’s written?”

“Just this,” Gavin said.

“I ask because Ray has a son in California who would treasure that journal or anything else you find belonging to Ray.” I emphasized the word belonging just enough to make my point without being rude.

“Oh, naturally,” Sierra said. “I mean, we’re not going to keep that, are we, Gavin? We only found it day before yesterday.”

“Yeah, of course. I was seeing how the water heater was holding up in our cold snap, and there it was. I finished reading it last night, so it was fresh in my mind when I saw you on the bus.”

“But on the bus you said Ray told you I live at 2000 Birch Street.”

Gavin smiled, his chubby cheeks growing chubbier, and he brandished the journal. “Yeah, he wrote about you, how he enjoyed your conversations.”

“He did?” I pictured Ray scribbling in his journal at night, a melancholy image that made me miss him all the more.

“He wrote that you hated living at 2000 on Birch because the number was so ordinary.”

“Oh.”

“He thought it was funny, but in a good way.” Gavin placed the journal in my hands. “Read it for yourself. I considered giving that to Comeau.”

“Shouldn’t we hold onto it?” Sierra said, sounding alarmed.

Still sitting on the edge of his seat, Gavin’s eyes stayed focused on mine. “Kate will bring it back in two days, okay? Then we can mail it to his son. Ray wrote that he debated telling you about fairies, and that the fairies had watched you too. Did he ever say anything?”

“About fairies? No, sadly.” I could answer that question honestly and without hesitation because Ray had never trusted me with his discovery. I’d learned that disheartening piece of news from Minette last fall. “He knew I would’ve worried about him if he had.”

“The thing is, he wrote like a man with all his faculties intact.”

Gavin continued to study me as we talked, looking, I supposed, for any sign that I was lying. I tried my best not to give him one. “You never know when it comes to someone’s private life. Or their imagination.”

“If he’d been delusional, you would’ve known,” Gavin said, “no matter what he talked to you about. He couldn’t have been rational in every area of his life but crazed about fairies in his house and the woods across the street.”

“You sound convinced.”

“Gavin, you’re obsessed with a mythical creature,” Sierra said, giving a lighthearted laugh. “I’m telling you, Kate, he likes anything miniature.”

It seemed the conversation disturbed her, or perhaps embarrassed her, and she wanted an end to it. I decided to help her by forcing a swift change in topic. “Did you hear about Detective Rancourt’s accident? Someone ran him off the road and he’s in the hospital.”

“Was he hurt badly?” Sierra asked.

“Enough to wind up in the hospital, but I was told his injuries aren’t life threatening. I wonder if Comeau had anything to do with it.”

“Speaking of Comeau,” Gavin said, “he thinks there are fairies in Smithwell, too, and he seems to know his stuff.”

Sierra was incredulous. “What stuff is that? The man was a flake. You said so yourself.”

“You didn’t hear most of what he said,” Gavin said. “Two rational people say there are fairies—yeah, mythical creatures—in Smithwell and I can’t dismiss that. There’s a reason there are myths, Sierra. They point to the truth across geography and generations.” His blue eyes darted my way. “Don’t you think so, Kate?”

“I think Ray was my friend, and so I don’t want to say more about his beliefs.”

Sierra nodded sympathetically. “I understand, and I’d feel the same.”

Gavin’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “I can see I’m fighting a losing battle with you two.”

“Well, it’s been a very long day, so I’m going to make an early night of it,” I said as I got to my feet. “Thank you both for inviting me over.” Afraid that Gavin might snatch the journal from me, seeing as I hadn’t supported his position, I told him I’d remember to return it in two days, grabbed my coat by the door, and hurried outside to my car. Early night of it, my foot. I couldn’t wait to get home and crack open Ray’s journal.













CHAPTER 11



Back home, I changed into my pajamas, made myself a cup of chamomile tea, and got into bed. Since Minette wanted to know what Ray had written in his secret journal and it was her last night in the house for a time, I invited her to sit with me while I read. Rather than fly to the pillow I’d arranged for her at my left elbow, she dropped to the end of my bed and then made her way over the hills and valleys of my quilted comforter until she reached a point just below my knees. It was her peculiar way, and I’d come to believe she enjoyed her trek across what must have been for her mountainous layers of bedding.

“When I met you, on that first night,” I said, “I almost locked my bedroom door. Remember? I was afraid you’d sneak in while I was sleeping.”

“I would not,” Minette said. “It’s your private sleeping place.”

“Yes, and your private sleeping place is in that teacup, and I forgot to put new cotton balls in it.”

“It’s all right.” She looked away quickly. “I can sleep on your bed tonight. Then you don’t have to get the cotton.”

“Yes, you can.” I opened Ray’s journal on my lap. At the sound of it, she looked back, and I smiled at her and tried to reassure her with a little banter. “But don’t sleep too close or I’ll roll over on you. You don’t know it, but I’m very fidgety when I sleep. I’ll leave this pillow between us and you can stay on the other side of it.”

“Yes, Kate, I will.”

“What would the Dearborns think to hear me talk now?” I wondered aloud. “What if they have this house bugged? I wouldn’t put it past Gavin. You have to be careful of Gavin Dearborn, too, Minette. He thinks fairies exist.”

“But they do.”

“Yeah, well, he’s not totally convinced, but all that means is he’s out for proof. Let’s see what Ray told him without meaning to.”

“I think I saw that book before, when Ray of the Forest wrote in it.”

“Maybe you did. Come here.” I held up my hand, palm out. She flicked her wings once to rise and a second time to float onto my hand. “If you get on my shoulder, you can see his handwriting as I read it to you.”

Minette squeaked with joy and flew to my left shoulder. Her innocence was such that the simplest things delighted her. Moss, maple syrup, listening to me read while she sat on my shoulder. In one sense she was demanding—without knowing it—because I constantly feared for her safety and tried to keep her existence secret from everyone but Emily, but in reality, she was pure joy to be around. She took pleasure in countless things and did so without guile. Even in the midst of her, well, peppier moments, when she would buzz about my face and insist we do something or talk about something, I enjoyed being around her. She had saved me from my loneliness after Michael’s death.

And now I had to force her out of my house and back to her tree in the woods.

Exhaustion quickly setting in, I leaned back against my headboard and held Ray’s journal closer. “I need to sleep soon, so I can only read a little tonight.”

Minette leaned sideways, reclining on my hair and pulling it about her waist like a blanket. “Then I won’t hear it anymore.”

“Yes, you will. You have to believe me when I say you’ll be back here when I find a way to make Comeau disappear.”

“Disappear?”

“Not literally. I mean, when he’s not a problem anymore. I’ll copy this journal—I’ll take photos of every page—and when it’s safe, I’ll read the rest of it to you.”

“So I can remember Ray of the Forest.”

“We’ll both remember him. All right, here we go.” I flipped ahead, picked a random page, and began to read. “‘Today Minette and I went to the woods.’”

Minette giggled.

“‘She was well hidden in my pocket,’” I continued reading, “‘but I worry about being seen with her, even by a neighbor. Though I don’t think they would hurt her, I can’t be too careful. As soon as we were deep in the woods (she calls it the forest), she flew into the air like a tiny chickadee and started an aerial search for any remaining blueberries, one of her favorite foods. She spotted some bushes a hundred feet off from fifty-plus feet in the air. Her eyesight is something else.’”

“That’s true,” Minette said. “My eyesight is extraordinary.”

“I wish Gavin hadn’t read this,” I said. “It’s too matter-of-fact and detailed to sound crazy. At least he didn’t share it with Comeau.”

“Keep going, Kate.”

“‘While I picked what blueberries I could find, Minette talked to me about her old home in a maple tree and the other fairies in the woods. I’d always wondered why she had left her home and why she had sought me out.’”

“This was the time of leaves turning colors,” Minette said. “A little time before I met you.”

“Around last September, I guess,” I said to her. “We met in late October, when most of the leaves had already fallen.”

“Read more. I like to hear your voice with his words.”

“‘Minette told me something I never would have believed. She said she once had a family, but they were all gone. I asked her where they were, but all she would say was they were gone. I think she meant they were dead, but I couldn’t think what tragedy would wipe out an—”

“No more!” Minette hurtled from my shoulder to the end of my bed. “Close the book, close the book,” she said. “I have to sleep now. We have to sleep.”

“You don’t want me to continue?”

“We’re tired.”

“That’s true.”

“Close the book, Kate.”

Minette appeared so distraught by what I’d read that I immediately put the journal away in a drawer. I could finish reading it later, I thought, when she wasn’t around. In the past I’d asked her about her family and what had driven her from her maple tree home in the woods, but all she’d given me in response to my questions were vague answers and a few hints about some sort of struggle that had taken place between her, her friends and family, and “bad” fairies, as she’d called them.

All this in the woods across the street from my home! A new world, there all along but previously invisible to me, had opened up the day I met Minette. Just thinking of it, I sometimes had to figuratively pinch myself. This new world was real. And now, Ray’s journal was going to open more of that world to me.

I reached over and patted the bed. “Stay right here on the other side of this pillow, Minette. You can lay on top the comforter.”

“Yes,” she said, smiling once more. “I’ll sleep in the fluffiness. Your comforter is like ten thousand cotton balls.”

I flicked off the table lamp and fell into a deep sleep.



i woke slowly to a tickling sensation, like feathers on my skin. When I opened my eyes, Minette was on my pillow, gently brushing my face with her hands and calling my name.

“What on earth?” I glanced at the clock and sat up. Still groggy with sleep, I fixed my eyes on my open bedroom door. “What is it?”

Minette whispered, “Someone is out there.”

I sat motionless, acutely aware of every sound. “Downstairs?” I said under my breath. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Outside. Someone is walking around in the back yard.”

“I’ve had it.” I threw off my comforter, grabbed my robe, and headed for my back door.

At the bottom of the steps, Minette shouted for me to stop, underscoring her insistence by flying at my face, almost knocking me back into the stairs. “Don’t open the door, Kate! You must call the police.”

“Go back upstairs!” I hissed. “Right now. And hide.”

She squeaked. “It’s the Comeau.”

“Now.”

My cell was upstairs, the land line downstairs in the kitchen. I went for the land line. There was no way I was going to sit in my bedroom and wait while some unseen intruder crept up the stairs. I wasn’t a helpless victim in a horror movie.

I dialed 911, hung up, and grabbed a hammer from under my sink. When I heard what sounded like a pot overturn by the back door, I called the MacKenzies. Laurence answered, sounding alert for just past midnight, and told me to go to my living room and not answer any door until I heard his voice.

That man could move like lightning, because less than a minute later, I heard shouts coming from my back yard. I ran to a window, pulled back a drape, and peered into the moonlit darkness. One dark figure was racing for the woods behind my house, and the other—Laurence—was hobbling toward my house.

I didn’t wait to hear his voice before opening the door. “Are you all right?”

“Sorry, Kate. My feet froze and I stepped on something hard.”

“You’re in your slippers!”

He limped into my kitchen and managed to make it to a kitchen chair. “Sorry I didn’t see who it was.”

“Never mind that, your foot is bleeding. I’m calling Emily.”

“It was a man, I know that much. Nosing around your back patio. It’s minus ten out there.”

I dialed Emily and told her Laurence was safe but could use her first-aid skills. The moment I hung up, I heard the faint wail of a siren in the distance. “What did you step on?” I asked, handing Laurence a couple paper towels.

“No idea.” He took off his right slipper, revealing a bloodied big toe. “The man was taller than average, and I think he was pretty thin.”

“Comeau.”

“I wish I’d seen his face. He was wearing a black cap of some kind.”

I was about to ask Laurence what he thought Comeau had been up to on the patio when I heard the doorbell ring.

“I’m here before the police, aren’t I?” Emily said, marching through my door and into the kitchen. “I hear a siren but don’t see any lights.”

“Give ’em a chance, honey,” Laurence said.

Emily sat, stared down at her husband’s toe, and then lifted his foot onto her lap. “It’s not a bad cut. Does it feel broken?”

Laurence wiggled the toe.

“I’m sorry about this, guys,” I said, leaning against the refrigerator. “I got scared.”

“Of course you did,” Emily said.

“What are neighbors for?” Laurence said. “I only wish I could’ve nailed him. I might have if my foot hadn’t frozen up in this blasted cold. What do you want to bet he parked his car on Elm Street?”

I agreed. Elm Street was a seldom-traveled road on the other side of the narrow strip of woods that ran through the back yards in my neighborhood. It was the smartest place to leave a car if you wanted to cause mischief and lower your chances of being discovered.

The siren grew louder and then cut out. “The police are here,” I said. “I only wish it was Rancourt.”













CHAPTER 12



After finally falling into a fitful sleep as the sun was coming up, I rose late the next morning and made a breakfast of buttered toast and maple syrup. The syrup was for Minette, who looked more dejected than I’d ever seen her. We were about to leave for the woods, and she couldn’t return to my house until Comeau was out of our lives, one way or another.

The police had briefly questioned me and Laurence the night before and then taken a cursory look at my back yard. In their eyes, the pertinent question was this: Had the “trespasser”—that’s what they called him—tried to enter my house? I couldn’t say that he had, so they logged a trespassing report, not a Comeau-breaking-in report. Without giving them evidence, I had told them that the trespassing was connected to Nadine Sullivan’s murder, but that didn’t raise a blip on their radar. With Rancourt out of commission, it was clear that solving Nadine’s murder and removing Comeau as a threat was up to me.

Minette sat cross-legged in front of her teaspoon of maple syrup, taking a sip now and then but not saying a word. No matter how I tried to reassure her that she would return to my house, she didn’t believe me. In her mind, I was exiling her in the dead of winter.

“You’ll be safer in your tree,” I said for the umpteenth time.

“But you have to be safe too, Kate.”

“I will be. You heard how fast Laurence got here last night. One minute. Faster than the police. I’ll be fine, and so will you. This will be over soon.”

After breakfast, I coaxed her into my coat pocket and we headed into the woods across Birch Street. It was another bitterly cold day, and on our way to her old tree, I had second, third, and fourth thoughts about my plan to leave her behind. She had always said fairies were sturdy in the cold, and I’d brought cotton balls and two of Michael’s old handkerchiefs to keep her warm, but this was no ordinary February cold snap. It was more like early January, and I worried that I was leaving her to freeze.

A minute into the woods, I halted and told Minette it was safe to snuggle in my coat’s collar. “I want to talk to you,” I said. “Is it too cold for you? Tell me the truth.”

She wiggled out of my pocket and floated upward to my shoulder, nestling between my coat collar and hair. “I’m not too cold.”

“Show me the way to your tree. All the maples look the same to me.”

“Keep walking straight.”

The winter sun was streaming through the branches of the balsam firs and maples—dazzling fingers of pale, white light—and it shimmered on the undisturbed snow over which I trudged. The only sounds were a chickadee in some far-off tree and my boots on the snow.

“It’s beautiful here,” I said.

“You stopped coming to the forest.”

“After Michael died, yes. I’m glad you brought me back.”

“God makes beauty, Kate.”

“Does he?”

“Of course.”

“I suppose you know him personally.”

“Don’t be silly. I’ve never met him.”

Minette didn’t laugh or giggle as she usually did when I said something goofy for her amusement. She was so quiet it made my heart ache a little.

“As soon as this is over, I’ll come back for you.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because you don’t believe me.”

“You don’t believe in all kinds of things, no matter what I say. What’s the difference?”

Every so often the fairy with the voice and face of a child admonished me like a human adult. I stopped dead in my tracks. “So you not believing me is payback for me not believing you?”

“You don’t have to believe me.”

I threw my hands in the air. “I know, I know. Believe in God, he sent you to me, blah blah blah.”

Minette didn’t answer.

“Right, Minette?”

“Yes.”

“Right.” In no mood for a theological argument, I started walking again. “How far away is your tree?”

“One minute.”

When I closed in on Minette’s maple tree, I thought I recognized it from the short but chunky log behind it, which in the fall had been carpeted with mushrooms. The log was at a forty-five-degree angle to the tree and shaped like a fat trumpet. But when I didn’t see the silver ornament I’d hung from one of its branches on Christmas Eve, I wasn’t sure I had the right place. I’d wrapped that ornament hook tight. Then again, we’d had quite a ferocious winter—snow, wind, ice.

“My tree is here,” Minette said.

“Where’s the ornament?”

“It was there when I was looking for winter berries.”

“When was that?”

“Two days before you went looking for birds.”

“Then it should still be here. It didn’t last all January and most of February only to blow away now.”

“I don’t need it.”

“Someone must have taken it. A hiker, maybe. But who would hike this deep into the woods?”

“Never mind, Kate. Give me the handkerchiefs.”

Now that we were at her tree, Minette wanted a quick end to our goodbye, and I couldn’t blame her. I rolled the first handkerchief into a cigar shape and gave it to her, whereupon she shot skyward, a pink blur that seconds later vanished among the towering treetops. Her old home was sixty feet or more high, in a hole in the century-old tree. I’d never seen it, but from what she’d told me, it was smaller than a soup can in depth and circumference, but with a bowl shape at the bottom, protecting her from the elements.

Minette dropped down again, feet first and slowing as she neared my shoulder. I rolled another handkerchief and gave it to her. “The wind must howl up there,” I said.

“I used to put moss over me to stop the wind, but now I’ll put Michael’s cloths and the cotton. I’ll be very warm.”

“You’re trying to reassure me.”

“It won’t be as cold tonight. And tomorrow will be warmer.”

“And you’ll stay hidden all night?”

“Of course,” she said, once more hurtling into the air.

God, this was awful, bleak business. Was I doing the right thing? Would she really be safer here than at my house? I glanced around me, looking for signs of movement in the trees, but all was still. Someone had walked back here, hadn’t they? Minette had seen that silver ornament just two days ago. I searched the ground around the tree but found nothing. It blew off and rolled away, I told myself. Stop with your paranoia.

When Minette returned, I began to give her the cotton balls, and two at a time she took them up to her tree. With the last two clutched to her chest, she told me goodbye.

“If it gets too cold, come down my fireplace into my house,” I said. “I’ll leave it open. Do you understand? Don’t stay here if you’re too cold.”

“I won’t be cold.”

“Baloney.”

Her tiny hands clenched the cotton balls to her chest, and as her eyes filled with tears, she shouted, “Baloney!” and soared off, leaving me standing at the foot of her tree.

I turned and began to walk in the direction of Birch Street, listening for the chickadee’s sweet song and watching for other footprints in the snow. Anything to keep my mind off Minette until I was behind my own front door. If I could find the way home, that is, and not end up closer to Ray Landry’s old house when I exited the woods. The last people I wanted to see were the Dearborns.

Less than a minute later, off to my right, I saw a set of boot prints in the snow—and then two sets, one nearly on top of the other. By the size of them, they’d been made by men’s boots. They looked fresh, too, their outlines well defined, not worn by wind or more snow.

For twenty feet I followed the two sets of prints as they first ran parallel and then separated and met again in a muddle of prints I couldn’t make sense of. Several feet ahead, I caught sight of something glinting in the sun. The ornament! It was unbroken, laying on top the snow. My gaze traveled from the ornament to a boot . . . to a body and face.

Gavin Dearborn.

I gasped and staggered backward.

Was he still alive? I gathered my wits and drew closer. “Gavin?”

But his skin was bone white, and I saw now that though his eyelids were open a slit, his blue eyes were waxen and sightless. The muscles at the back of my neck tightened.

I wheeled back and raced through the woods, zigzagging around logs and tree trunks and barren shrubs, forcing my legs to keep moving, telling myself not to falter, not to hesitate.

Where the woods met Birch Street, I lurched to a stop and looked back, half expecting to see Comeau behind me, chasing me down like a hound of hell.

But he wasn’t there. No one was there.

I darted across the street and then shot to my right until I was at the foot of my driveway. Heaving for breath, I halted again and looked back. There wasn’t a soul in sight.

I slipped twice as I hurried up my driveway. In my kitchen, I went straight for the phone, called the police, and then dropped to a chair at the table. Good Lord, what had Gavin been doing in those woods? And why was Minette’s ornament inches from his body? By the looks of it, he’d been dead for hours. Did Sierra know he was missing? Had she called the police?

Shutting my eyes, I recalled the scene, committing it to memory. No obvious signs of a struggle, aside from the jumbled boot prints. No blood on or around the body. No signs of any injury at all. If it hadn’t been for the bitter cold and his half-lidded eyes, I might have thought Gavin had fallen asleep.

For the second time in twelve hours, a siren’s shriek pierced the silence of Birch Street. At any moment I would face Officer Bouchard or, if I was fortunate, another junior police officer. Somehow I would have to explain why I’d walked so deep into the woods on this cold winter morning and how, in the vastness of those Smithwell woods, I’d just happened to stumble on the body of my neighbor.













CHAPTER 13



Bouchard rolled his eyes. He was tired, probably working overtime, and he was getting rude. “That’s a long way to go for a walk in zero-degree weather, Mrs. Brewer.”

I was “Mrs. Brewer” again. I figured Bouchard, acting in Rancourt’s stead, felt the need to bolster his authority by reinstating formality in his absence. “I walk in those woods all the time, Officer. That’s what they’re there for.” Feeling a little snarky myself, I added, “If you think I killed Gavin Dearborn, arrest me.”

Another eye roll. “I don’t think you killed him, but what you’re saying doesn’t make sense to me.”

“It does if you like to walk.”

“Mr. Dearborn must have enjoyed a brisk walk himself, huh?”

“How long has he been lying out there?”

“I don’t know. We’ll let the medical examiner handle that, shall we?”

Shall we. “How’s Rancourt?”

“Better.” Bouchard closed his notebook and slid it into an inside jacket pocket.

“When will he be released?”

“I don’t know.” He looked down his nose at me as if to say, I’ll be as forthcoming as you are.

Deep down Bouchard was a decent guy, but at times he acted like a smart-alecky jerk.

“I have to talk to Sierra Dearborn,” he said, rising from my couch. He yawned and stretched his arms.

“Did she report him missing?”

“Not that I heard.”

“That means Gavin probably went out early this morning. He wasn’t overdue at home—or not by much.”

“Mmm.”

“But by the looks of him, he died more than an hour ago. Though in this cold, who knows?”

Bouchard headed into my kitchen and acknowledged Emily with a chin nod. She’d heard the siren and sped to my front door. Now she was drinking tea at my table and waiting patiently for Bouchard to leave so she could grill me.

Someone rapped once on the side door then flung it open. An officer stood on the top step. In his hand was an evidence bag, and in that bag was the silver ornament. “We found this about a foot from the body,” he said.

“Christmas in February?” Bouchard said, taking the bag. “Any idea what he was doing with it?”

“Maybe the murderer left it at the scene,” the officer said.

“We don’t know if there was a murderer,” Bouchard countered. “I’ll show it to Sierra Dearborn, see what she says.”

I cleared my throat. “It might be mine.” I pretended to look closer. “Well, yes, it’s mine.”

An angry glint in his eyes, Bouchard said, “Did you foul the crime scene?”

“Don’t be ridiculous! You think I left it there this morning after I found Gavin? I took it out there last Christmas Eve, on the anniversary of my husband’s death. We used to walk in the woods.”

Bouchard looked mortified. “Oh, I see. Sorry, Mrs. Brewer.”

“Didn’t you see it when you found the body?” the officer asked.

It was an entirely logical question, and one for which I was not prepared. “Um, you know . . .” I stared down at my feet. “I ran away fast. And please shut my door. It’s freezing.”

“Understandable you wouldn’t see it,” Bouchard said. He told his officer to wait in the squad car, shut my side door, and fixed his eyes on me. “I wish you’d be straight with me, Mrs. Brewer. All the way. I don’t think you’re being completely straight.”

No, I wasn’t, and not being a total dimwit, Bouchard sensed that I was holding some of my cards close to the vest, but I couldn’t divulge the real reason I’d walked into the woods, could I? What I could do was try to help by telling him everything else I knew. “Did you hear Comeau paid a visit to the Dearborns yesterday, after he talked to me?”

“How would I know that?”

“He inspected their back yard.”

Bouchard scratched his chin. “Huh?”

“He went outside and took a serious look around their back yard. He wouldn’t say why—just like he wouldn’t say why he paid me a visit. Have you talked to Comeau since the birdwatching tour?”

“We’re still investigating.”

“These backyard visits are a common thread. First the Dearborns’ house and then mine.”

“Could be.”

“And Comeau is a common thread in both deaths.”

“So are you.”

“Seriously?”

“I’m just saying, you’re not being logical. If Comeau is a suspect, why can’t you be one?”

“You want me to be straight with you? Well, I am being straight, and you’re not listening. You dismiss everything I say. Rancourt wouldn’t do that. In fact, he’d ask for my opinion and he’d trust it. You won’t even tell me when he’s going to be released from the hospital—and don’t pretend you don’t know.”

His eyebrows arched in surprise. “He’ll be out tomorrow and back to work soon after that. Jeez.”

“Was that so hard?”

“You’re welcome.”

“I need to go,” I said, jabbing a thumb toward Emily. “I have a guest. I can see you’re busy, so I’ll try not to complicate things by murdering anyone else.”

Aware of my snide tone, I gritted my teeth in anticipation of what was to come, but Bouchard simply tipped his police cap and said, “I’d appreciate it.”

I resisted the powerful temptation to slam the side door behind him on his way out.

“Yipes,” Emily said. “What’s happening?”

“Bouchard’s being a twit.”

“I mean, what’s gotten into you?”

“Two murders?”

“Are you sure Gavin was murdered?”

“We both know he was.” When I sat across the table from Emily, I saw Minette’s teaspoon, still half full of maple syrup. “I took Minette to her old tree in the woods this morning and left her there. It’s not safe for her in my house until I can prove Comeau tried to break in last night—or until I can make him go away.”

Emily took a sip of tea, set down her cup, and nodded sagely. “That explains why you took Bouchard’s head off.”

I snorted. “That and the fact that he’s an idiot.”

“You were kind of hard on him. He’s doing his best.”

“His best isn’t good enough.” Beyond the kitchen window, a few snowflakes danced in the wind, and the sun I’d seen flickering through the trees just an hour ago had disappeared behind a blanket of low-hanging clouds. “Minette says she won’t freeze out there, but I’m not sure about that. She’s got cotton balls and handkerchiefs, but nothing else to keep her warm, and she’s fifty or sixty feet in the air. Even if she doesn’t freeze, she’ll be miserable.”

“This can’t be her first cold snap, Kate. She’s fifty-seven years old.”

“That’s not even middle-aged by fairy standards. Where’s Laurence?”

“Out running. Or at least he was when I left.”

“But it’s freezing out there.”

“You were outside.”

“I was wrapped like a mummy.”

“What can I say? He’s a better man than I am.”

I sat forward and propped my elbows on the table. “I just thought of something. It’s, well . . . unkind. But Gavin knew about Minette. I didn’t mention it last night, but I was right about him finding something Ray wrote. It was a journal he found taped behind the water heater, all about Ray discovering Minette. Gavin let me take it home to read it.”

“It mentions Minette by name?”

“Yes, and Gavin is close to believing every word of it. I told him and Sierra that Ray was probably making notes for a novel, but that didn’t fly with Gavin. But anyway, now that’s he’s dead, I feel like Minette is—”

“—safer because he’s no longer a threat to her,” Emily finished. “It’s not unkind. It’s true.”

“But what was Gavin doing with my Christmas ornament? Emily, I put it on Minette’s tree, deep in the woods, where hardly anyone walks in winter.”

“I didn’t know that until the officer showed it to Bouchard.”

“Gavin must have taken it. He was at Minette’s tree.”

“Him or the person who killed him.”

“One or both of them knew where to find her maple tree.”

“Well, you did have an ornament hanging from it.”

Horrified, my hand shot to my mouth. Of course! Now who’s the idiot? “Oh, Emily, I led them to straight to it. What was I thinking?”

“I’m assuming you did it for Minette, and—hello?—if I saw a Christmas ornament hanging in the woods, I’d just think how lovely it was. I wouldn’t say to myself, ‘Oh, I know what that means. A fairy lives in that tree.’ Come on, let’s stop worrying about Minette, put our heads together, and solve these murders. The sooner we solve them, the sooner Minette can come home. Anyway, after what happened to you last night, I can hardly sleep, and Laurence is leaving for Tunisia the day after tomorrow.”

Emily was right. Like snow in the wind, my thoughts were all over the place. I needed to gather the facts of both cases and focus. “Tea,” I said, getting up to fill the kettle. “Get some paper and pens from the drawer.”

Ten minutes later Emily and I were fueling ourselves with cups of almond oolong and staring down at four sheets of paper on the kitchen table, one each for our remaining suspects: Comeau, Tom Roche, Joel Perry, and Sierra Dearborn. On each sheet we had written our reasons for suspicion, including the insurance claims and Tom’s affair. It was pretty thin stuff, most of it without hard evidence. But it was all we had, and somewhere in our notes was the real reason Nadine and Gavin had been murdered.

“Would Sierra murder her husband?” Emily asked.

“Who else knew he was in the woods early this morning?” I replied.

“That’s probably true.”

“Her and Gavin’s house in Dover-Foxcroft was destroyed by fire. Did Nadine investigate the fire for their insurance company?” I tapped the first piece of paper. “Tom Roche cheated on his wife and she’s getting his house and half the bakery, which is a loss anyway because of the flood. The connection to Nadine is that she’s an insurance investigator and may have turned down his full claim.”

“Thus ruining him financially, since his wife has all the money.”

“And then we have Joel Perry. He’s a little old to be driving tour buses for a living, don’t you think? I’m sure he was making tons more money as a truck driver. And then, while he was restoring his house in Dexter, it burned down. Was Nadine the investigator on that?”

“Laurence is still researching that,” Emily said. “What about Comeau?”

“He doesn’t have any connection to Nadine that we can find, and we know almost nothing about him. He’s a ghost.”

“Laurence is still looking into him, too.”

“We know he drives a white BMW,” I said. I told Emily of my discovery that Comeau hadn’t run Rancourt’s SUV off the road. “He was visiting the Dearborns at the time, and when I saw his car, it didn’t have a scratch on it. So who went after Rancourt and why?”

Emily rubbed her forehead, trying to make sense of our goulash of clues. “Where do we start?”

“With Rancourt,” I said. “You know what? I owe him some flowers.”













CHAPTER 14



Emily and I asked for Rancourt’s room number, bought a vase of flowers in the hospital’s gift shop, and took the elevator to the second floor. Lord, I hated Franklin Memorial. I’d walked its antiseptic halls many times, and I could still recall Michael’s room numbers from his several stays. I had d told myself I wouldn’t return until the day they wheeled me in on a stretcher, but life plays tricks on you.

When I saw Rancourt sitting up in bed watching TV, some of the sourness in my stomach disappeared. He looked tired but well, and the bandage on his left temple was no bigger than his thumb. Though the dark circles under his eyes hadn’t faded—in fact, they’d grown worse—his complexion wasn’t as chalky as it usually was. No doubt hospital food was an improvement over his usual donuts-and-chips fare, and besides, he’d probably lost five pounds of water weight to the trauma of the accident.

I knocked on the door jamb and walked in. “You’re looking good, Detective Rancourt.”

“Kate, Emily.” He grabbed the clicker from his bed and turned off the TV. “You didn’t have to visit.”

“Of course we did,” Emily said. “You’re our favorite detective.”

I set the vase on the TV table and told him Bouchard had said he’d be released tomorrow.

“First thing in the morning,” he said. “Unless I can maneuver my way out earlier. I can’t wait to go home. How do people sleep, what with nurses coming in every five minutes to check on your breathing or stab you in the arm with a needle? And thanks for those flowers.” His gaze slid from the vase to me. “I’ve been told you stumbled on another body.”

“In the woods earlier this morning. Gavin Dearborn. I think he was murdered.”

“That I don’t know, but seeing how he was forty-one, I doubt he just keeled over. I also hear that someone paid your back yard a late-night visit.”

“Comeau,” I said firmly.

“Do you have proof of that?”

“He also had a look at the Dearborns’ back yard, only he asked the Dearborns first. With me, he paid an unexpected visit.”

Rancourt scowled. “What was he up to at the Dearborns?”

“He didn’t say and they didn’t ask.”

“Does Officer Bouchard know?”

“I’ve told him everything, not that it’s made a dent.”

“He’s not listening,” Emily said. She looked around for a chair and dragged one out of a corner before sitting in it. “He practically accused Kate of killing Gavin Dearborn. I mean, honestly.”

“Cut him slack,” Rancourt said, fixing the pillows behind his neck. “It’s his first time heading up a murder investigation and we’re short staffed—and that was before I wound up here. And Kate, I was coming to see you when I was hit. I wanted you to know that Comeau might be a dodgy fellow. He’s one of those people who don’t leave a paper trail behind them, like normal folks can’t help but doing. I had the station look into him after Nadine Sullivan’s murder. Everyone else checked out—normal paper trails—but that doesn’t mean they’re in the clear. You know what I’m saying, don’t you? Be cautious.”

I couldn’t believe I was about to defend Comeau, but Rancourt needed to know he wasn’t the one who ran him off the road. “I found out Comeau drives a white BMW. He was at the Dearborns about the time of your accident, and just before that he was at my house, and I didn’t see any damage to the front end of his car. He wasn’t the one who hit you.”

“It was a dark SUV,” Rancourt said, “and it’s possible it wasn’t related to Nadine Sullivan’s death. Don’t worry, we’ll find it soon enough.”

I was glad he was optimistic, but I sure wasn’t. This case—now three cases if you included his run-in with the dark SUV—was moving at the speed of a snail, and Bouchard was too obstinate to follow up on obvious leads. “Do you know if Officer Bouchard has talked to Comeau lately?”

He shook his head. “Don’t know. He’s catching me up to speed later today.”

Not wanting to impinge on his rest or mealtime, I checked my watch. “It’s noon,” I said. “We’d better let you eat.”

“Yeah, thanks a lot. Hospital food. Another reason to get out of here.”

“It’s got to be healthier than the vending-machine junk you eat.”

He lowered his head and eyed us skeptically. “And what are you planning on doing with the rest of your day, ladies? As if I didn’t know.”

“Earlier we talked to a woman named Sophia at Wildland Birds,” I began.

He grunted at me. When would I stop my busybody ways?

“I think she’s going to ban Comeau from their tours. Did you know that Tom Roche, the Dearborns, and Joel Perry all put in insurance claims over the past few months?”

“And Nadine Sullivan was an insurance fraud investigator, yes,” Rancourt said with a sly grin. “You think I’m not keeping up?”

“Not so fast,” I said. “Did you know Joel Perry used to make a good living as a trucker but now works as a tour bus driver?”

“I didn’t know about the trucking job.”

“Thirteen years. Then the company closed down.”

Rancourt ran a thumb and forefinger down the gray stubble on his cheek. “Couldn’t have been easy for him, financially or otherwise. How did you find out? The aforementioned Sophia?”

“Yeah, but we’ll talk about that later,” I said. “You need to rest and eat.”

“Kate, I can’t tell you who you can and can’t talk to, but there have been two murders, and I don’t—”

“So Gavin was murdered?”

“Stabbed in the back, but it doesn’t look like he died right away. The cold was probably a contributing factor, but I’ll know more after I talk to Bouchard.”

“Was he stabbed where I found him?”

“Approximately.”

“He didn’t try to get up or fight back?”

“He couldn’t, Kate.”

Rancourt gave me a look that silenced further questions. Somehow Gavin had been immobilized by his stab wound and left to die in the snow. I didn’t want to know the gruesome details. But as I was about to leave the hospital room, I turned back from the door and said, “Nadine and Gavin were killed in two very different ways.”

“So it seems,” Rancourt said. “All the more reason to watch yourselves.”

Emily and I climbed back into my Jeep and drove a few blocks north for Angelo’s and a couple Italian sandwiches to go. It was strange not having Minette in my pocket, not seeing her scurry around on the Jeep’s floor or fly up to the console. Emily even pulled a sprig of parsley from her sandwich, ready to give it to Minette as she always did, until she realized Minette wasn’t with us.

I took a few bites of my sandwich, as usual dripping olive oil all over the wax paper on my lap, thinking how different our two murders were. One was clean, if you could call murder clean, in that it was hands-off and required no violence. The second was very violent indeed. Sickeningly so. “I don’t believe Sierra stabbed Gavin. I don’t think she hates him, for one thing, and for another, I don’t think she’s physically capable. She’s not weak, but she’s not . . . vicious.”

“The killer was a man,” Emily said with certainty, “and maybe one who knows anatomy.”

“You’re right.” I shivered involuntarily at the picture her words brought to mind.

“My phone’s vibrating,” Emily said, reaching into her coat pocket. “It’s Laurence.”

Emily listened, said a few yeahs, then hung up and turned to me. “Nadine was the investigator on all three claims—Tom, the Dearborns, and Joel. It wasn’t that the insurance companies suspected fraud in their cases, but they payouts were so large they wanted to be thorough and put matters on record. The Dearborns got everything they asked for and Joel got everything he asked for—plus more. Only Tom was denied what he considered full coverage for his bakery. His sprinklers weren’t in working order.”

“So on the face of it, Tom had reason to hate Nadine. But he also had reason to hate his wife.”

“But Carrie Roche is very much alive.”

“Between her divorcing him and Nadine downsizing his claim, he was in serious money trouble.”

“He must feel like his life is over at twenty-seven. The big shot ex-hockey player facing divorce and financial ruin.”

I wrapped up the rest of my sandwich and dropped it in the plastic bag. “Wait just a minute. There’s an obvious question here, and we’ve been missing it. How did all these people with an insurance connection to Nadine end up on the same tour bus? Joel’s the driver and had to be on that bus. But Nadine lived in Skowhegan, Comeau lives in Lewiston, the Dearborns just moved here from Dover-Foxcroft, and Tom lives in Glenburn. Someone made sure all these people would be on the same Smithwell bus at the same time. This was orchestrated, Emily.”

“Comeau didn’t have a connection to Nadine,” Emily said, “and he’s the only one who didn’t. He was there for you.”

“And maybe the Dearborns.” I put the Jeep in gear and backed out of the parking space. “I’m betting Comeau contacted them before the tour, and I need to find out how and why.”













CHAPTER 15



“How are you doing, Sierra?” I asked. “Is there anything I can do? Can I call anyone for you?”

“I have family coming up from Portland,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here. You can tell me about Gavin. I want to hear from your mouth what you saw.” She moved sluggishly across her living room and then dropped to one of her chairs. “The cops are so closed-mouthed. That Officer Bouche, whatever—”

“Bouchard,” I said, sitting opposite her on the couch, silently rehearsing what I would say about Gavin and how I would ask her about Comeau. I’d dropped Emily at home so she could spend time with Laurence in the waning hours before his trip to Tunisia, so I was on my own.

“That Bouchard is a piece of work. Ma’am this and ma’am that, never really saying a anything that means anything. Tell me, Kate. Tell me the absolute truth. What did you see when you found him?”

If Sierra had killed Gavin, she was doing a masterful job of pretending she knew nothing about the state of his body in the snow, not to mention pretending she cared about him. Her eyes were red, her eyelids puffy. Alone in her house, with no one as an audience, she’d been crying. “I got out pretty quickly, so I didn’t see a whole lot. Gavin looked like he was sleeping on his back.”

Sierra snorted.

“No, he did. I thought he’d fallen asleep and maybe . . . the cold had . . .”

“Got to him and he froze to death? What would he be doing laying in the snow?”

“It didn’t make sense to me, either. I didn’t realize at first that he was dead, but he didn’t look like he’d been in pain.”

“And you didn’t see anyone in the woods?”

“No one.”

“That Bouchard said you’d been out walking and that’s why you found him.”

“I like to walk, and I prefer to walk in the woods rather than along Birch Street because it’s peaceful.”

“Not this morning it wasn’t. They wouldn’t tell me how he died, you know?”

“It takes time for them to make certain. They’ll let you know.”

Sierra fingered the fabric on her arm rest. Her hands were chapped from the cold, her cuticles rimmed with soil.

“Were you outside just now?” I asked.

“I was in the back yard. I wanted to know what Richard Comeau was looking for.”

“Where was he looking exactly? I ask because I think he was in my back yard last night.”

An expression akin to relief came over her face. She had wanted to know what I’d seen in the woods, but having heard me, she wanted to wash my words from her mind and move on. “He was looking around rocks and under pots, like you would for worms. Ray Landry had two dozen pots out there. Gavin didn’t watch Comeau like a hawk, not the way I did. He told me to get away from the window because he trusted everyone, but that Comeau was up to no good. What did he want to search those pots for? And then he came back inside and acted like he hadn’t just searched my yard.”

“He’s a strange man, and possibly a dangerous one. I thought you didn’t mind Comeau messing around in your back yard.”

“It bothered me more than I said in front of Gavin. Did you hear what Comeau said on the bus, about houses revealing their secrets? It made my skin crawl.”

“Sierra, had you ever met Comeau before? Even briefly?”

“Once, yeah.”

Now we were getting somewhere. “When was this? Where?”

“I need coffee.” She rose shakily and started for her kitchen. “Want coffee?”

“Sure,” I said, trailing after her.

The Dearborns’ propensity toward general knick-knackiness hadn’t extended into Ray’s old kitchen, I noticed as I took a seat at their Mission-style breakfast table. The counters were clean and, except for a few stainless canisters, a blender, and a Keurig coffeemaker, free of clutter. Ray would have liked it. Sierra popped a couple pods into the Keurig, and a minute later were again talking about Comeau.

“I met Comeau before the tour,” she said. “In Hannaford’s, two days before. I don’t know how, but he knew who I was.”

“He lives in Lewiston,” I said. “What was he doing in the Smithwell Hannaford’s?”

Sierra gave me a barely perceptible shrug. “He had a cart with groceries in it, so . . .”

“What did he say?”

“He congratulated me on buying the Landry house, said he’d wanted it himself but moved too slowly and didn’t offer enough—or something like that. He was very polite, I remember. He bowed a little when he introduced himself.”

I wanted to ask her how the heck Comeau had known she’d bought Ray’s house and how he’d known to find her in the supermarket, but I knew those vital questions, on the tip of my tongue, would alarm her if I asked them. I took a drink of coffee. Maybe grief had dulled her reason in the matter, but even given her professed distrust of Comeau, it seemed she wasn’t applying logic to their improbable meeting.

“On the bus, Comeau didn’t act as though he’d met you before,” I said.

“Yeah, but that was okay with me. I didn’t tell Gavin I’d run into Comeau before until yesterday.”

“Was he upset?”

Sierra looked confused. “No. It’s not like Comeau threatened me.”

“And you’re sure Gavin had never met Comeau before?”

“I didn’t think so, but you know what? I’m having second thoughts. Gavin didn’t say outright that he’d never met him, and I’ve been wondering why he didn’t react more to Comeau turning pots over in our back yard. Maybe he did know him. My Gavin would’ve shown a stranger the door for doing that, but he gave Comeau free rein and told me to stop watching him because it would make him uncomfortable. It seems . . . not normal, now that I think about it. Gavin was always friendly, but this was beyond . . . I mean, it was different.”

A faraway look in her eyes, Sierra slumped back in her chair and at last took a sip of coffee. It appeared she was beginning to ask herself the questions I’d wanted to ask.

I sat with her for a couple minutes. Neither of us spoke, but I felt the need to keep her company, if only for a little while. There was now no doubt in my mind that Gavin had known Comeau. It was even conceivable he’d invited Comeau over to explore his back yard. Letting him overturn pots like that—it wasn’t something you’d let a stranger do. Maybe Gavin’s love of all things miniature had drawn them together.

I put my cup in the sink and thanked Sierra for taking the time to talk to me. At her front door, I ventured one last question. “If Gavin did meet Comeau before the birding tour, where do you think that might have been?”

“Comeau’s thing for pots and plants . . .” Sierra leaned on the door frame, thinking for a moment before she continued. “They could have met at the Dover-Foxcroft Alpine Garden Society. Gavin isn’t a member, but he’s been to their shows. Unless they met at the Central Maine Trail Club, but Comeau doesn’t look like he could hike more than a mile without collapsing. Other than that, I don’t know.”

“When was the last meeting of the Alpine Garden Society?”

“Oh, about a week ago. Gavin came back kind of—not excited, exactly, but more energetic than usual. I wish I’d asked him why. Will you tell me if you find out anything? You’ve talked more to me than the police did.”

“Sure. Of course.” I thanked Sierra again and headed to my Jeep. Where to next? I wondered. Emily needed to stay at home with Laurence, and Minette, whose insights had guided my amateur murder investigations before, couldn’t help me now.

To my own satisfaction, if no one else’s, I had narrowed down the suspects in both murders to Comeau, Tom, and Joel. Most of all, I suspected Comeau, but I knew my instinctive dislike of him might be leading me astray. I needed information, proof. Laurence was still pumping his contacts for details, but in the meantime, I thought, I’d head back to Wildland Birds and have another talk with Sophia. As much as that woman knew about my three suspects, I had a feeling she knew even more than she had told me. If I took her at her word, she didn’t know Comeau, but she knew an awful lot about Tom Roche, his divorce proceedings, and Tom’s need for a break. The man lived in Glenburn and his bakery was in Old Town—either way, not a quick drive from Smithwell. Why had Sophia coaxed him into taking a birdwatching tour?

Then there was Joel. Being a co-worker, it made sense that Sophia would know about his personal life, but she’d overreacted when I’d asked her about him. But he’s one of us. He’s a nice guy. One of the best. Something wasn’t right there.

I stopped at Angelo’s for two cups of coffee to go, then drove the few blocks to Wildland Birds. Sophia, still dressed in her snow boots, baggy jeans, and tattered cardigan, greeted me with a big smile and a thank-you when I handed her a coffee. She seemed in a cheery mood, which I hoped signaled a fruitful conversation to come.

There was no time to waste, so I jumped right in, starting with news of Gavin Dearborn’s death. But word had already traveled across downtown Smithwell.

“I just heard about that,” she said. “It’s unbelievable. What’s going on? It’s like the tour was cursed. Was it a heart attack? I heard it was a heart attack.”

“The police haven’t said what his cause of death was. How well did you know Gavin?”

“I knew about his house, poor guy, and that he liked birds and plants. We talked when I signed him and his wife for the tour. Sierra! What’s she going to do?”

“Had you met him before?”

“No, we just talked when I signed him. He was a talker, you know? More than his wife.”

“Listen, Sophia. I’m trying to help Sierra, and you seem to be very observant.” I glanced surreptitiously around the office, and Sophia, game for a little cloak-and-dagger fun, followed suit. “Did Gavin have any enemies on that bus? Or anywhere else that you know of?”

Genuinely perplexed, she shook her head. “He seemed like a nice guy. He got along with his wife and everybody else that I saw. Not that I saw much.” She pried the lid from her cup and blew over her coffee to cool it.

“What about Nadine? Did Gavin know her?”

“I don’t know. But why would he?”

“Because Nadine worked in insurance fraud and investigated his house fire.”

“Yeah? Even so, he wouldn’t have hurt her. He and Sierra were really happy with their insurance company. They talked about their fire, said the money they got helped them pay off their house and get an even better one in Smithwell, and that’s where they’d been wanting to live for five years. Gavin said the fire turned out to be a blessing. That’s the same word Joel used—a blessing. He was even happier with his insurance company.”

“Tom Roche wasn’t.”

“Tom had worse problems than his bakery flooding and his insurance company not giving him enough money.”

“His wife?”

“That’s right. If Tom was going to kill anyone”—she threw out her hand—“not that he would, don’t misunderstand. But if he did, it would be his wife. Besides, he didn’t know Nadine would be on the tour. None of them did, except for me and Joel.”

“Why Joel?”

“He thought it would be a good idea to put them together. The Dearborns and Tom, especially. I should have thought of it myself. It’s part of my job. When I told Joel about Tom’s flooding and divorce and all that, he told me to switch him to this Saturday, so—”

“From when?”

“From last Saturday. I called him up and told him I’d overbooked.” Pleased with her crafty move, Sophia grinned. “They’d all had a tough winter, and we like to match people on the tours as much as we can, so it benefits everyone. The birders can make friends—and if they do, they’re all more likely to be return customers.”

“Wait, wait.” I groaned and ran my hands down my face, frustrated as all get-out at having missed this crucial piece of the puzzle. “Did you tell the police Joel had you switch the dates?”

“Why should I? We’ve done it before.” She scrunched up her face. “Though I never say I’ve overbooked. That was a stretch. I say, ‘Would you like to change dates and meet someone who also loves to read?’ That kind of thing. Like I told you, we try to match personalities in our groups, and Joel saw an opportunity. He’s a good guy.”

My mind was racing a mile a minute. Insurance companies, payouts large and small, and three claimants on the same tour bus, thanks to Joel Perry. “Did Joel help any of the other birdwatchers? I mean, did he suggest you change dates for anyone other than Tom Roche?”

“No, but, well . . .” Sophia took an exasperatingly long drink of her coffee. “Then again, Nadine’s date changed. I didn’t sign her, but her name was originally penned in for another day. Then someone drew a line through her name and moved it to this past Saturday. I assumed Beth, my office mate, did it. It’s her handwriting.”

“Is she in?”

“Not today.” Oblivious to my shock at this bombshell, Sophia took another casual sip of coffee. “Want me to call her?”













CHAPTER 16



Feeling like I’d just cracked the case with one conversation, I drove to the police station on Falmouth Street. But before going inside, I called Laurence to see if he could bolster my argument. Convincing Bouchard of my theory would require all the ammunition I could muster.

Laurence answered on the second ring. His contacts had come through for him again, this time with information on Nadine. Word was, the insurers Nadine worked for had been about to cut her loose as an independent contractor. In their eyes, her past few reports had been questionable. She had suggested the maximum payout in four cases and more than the maximum in one—Joel’s—and the companies’ hands were tied by her reports since the claimants could use them if they took the insurers to trial. The one exception was the payout Nadine suggested for Tom Roche’s bakery, which was lower than his insurance company had been willing to pay.

“In Tom’s case, it’s almost as though she was covering herself,” I said. “Do you think it’s possible for a claimant not to know who the insurance investigator is on their case?”

“Oh, sure,” Laurence replied. “You deal with the company, right? The company hires the investigator—if they hire one at all—not you. Though if you were persistent, you could find out.”

“Did you learn anything more about the payouts?”

“The Dearborns’ payout was normal, far as I can tell,” Laurence said. “Joel’s was too much. More than his house was worth, even with the renovations. And here’s the kicker. I looked into who owned the house Nadine gave another big payout to. It was the sister-in-law of Joel’s former employer, the guy who owned the trucking firm.”

“A trail from Nadine to the sister-in-law to the employer and to Joel,” I said. “It’s six degrees of separation.”

“Which can be plenty, unless someone gets cold feet.”

“Thinking you might lose your means of making a living could give you cold feet. Thanks, Laurence. I’m in front of the police station right now.”

“As long as you don’t mention my contacts.”

I laughed. “One day you’ll have to tell me who they are, Mr. Bond, because I haven’t the faintest.” Tempted as I was to ask him what sort of oddball yet brilliant contacts he had, I didn’t want to be sidelined by my curiosity. I had an Officer Bouchard to convince, and that would take time. And probably a fair amount of pleading.

I trotted up the steps and into the station, hoping to make it past the front desk without the guard-dog officer there stopping me. It was not to be. I told him it was vital I speak to Bouchard.

“He’s not in, ma’am.”

“Are you sure?”

“He left for Bickford.”

“Will he be back soon?”

“Um . . .” The guard dog checked his wristwatch. “Not until after dinner, and he might go directly home after that. You can leave a message with me.”

“No, it’s too important.” Voices floated down the hall, and my eyes wandered in that direction.

“Well, let me see . . .”

I looked back to the officer as he was examining a roster of some kind. At least he was trying to be helpful.

“Do I hear Detective Rancourt down there?” I asked.

“He’s not supposed to be here. He just got out—”

“I know about his accident, but it’s important. Would you ask him if he has a moment, please? My name is Kate Brewer.”

The officer worked his jaw a little, clearly disapproving of my impertinence, but he made the call, and a minute later I was seated in Rancourt’s office, telling him everything new I’d learned about Nadine’s murder while he dug into a bag of potato chips. He grunted now and then, his gray brows knitting as he listened.

“I wondered how all those people with insurance claims ended up on the same bus,” I continued. “Turns out Sophia changed Tom’s tour date—on Joel’s suggestion—and another office worker, Beth, changed Nadine’s tour date. Joel told her to switch dates because Nadine wanted the switch.”

Rancourt gave me a small nod of his head. “That puts the alteration is in Beth’s handwriting.”

“Sophia called Beth while I was at Wildland Birds, and Beth confirmed Joel had her make the change. And another thing. Nadine got angry with Joel when he took the threatening note from her. She went on and on, saying all he cared about is money.”

“This jibes with some of what Bouchard told me in the hospital. The last nail in the coffin, I’d say.”

“I thought you weren’t getting out until tomorrow morning.”

“Change of plans. I can be persuasive.”  He shoved several chips in his mouth and brushed his hands together.

“You should wash that down with some vitamins.”

Grimacing with the effort, Rancourt got up, dropped the potato chip bag into a trash can, and took his coat from a rack by the door. “You may have sealed it, Mrs. Brewer. Joel Perry was in Tijuana two weeks ago, something he failed to mention in our interviews. Close to seventy percent of the illegal fentanyl and carfentanil in the U.S. travels through Tijuana on its way to California.”

“Holy cow.” I rose. “What was he doing there?”

“He has a sister in San Diego.”

“Of course! He was born in California.”

Rancourt glared at me, grumbled something about knowing things I shouldn’t know, and slipped on his coat.

I waffled and weaved. “I mean . . . someone told me that . . . at some point. You know, I was on that bus, sitting right behind Nadine, so it’s natural I’d talk to people afterward. Was there any carfentanil on Joel’s belongings?”

“Nothing. If it was him, he was careful. He and Nadine were alone on the bus early on. She was the first birdwatcher to arrive, and the Dearborns were next.”

“Oh. Really?” Boy, had I missed the obvious. If those two knew each other, how easy would it have been for Joel to distract Nadine or even ask her to leave the bus for a moment to get something from her car? “I didn’t think about that. All I knew was that everyone but Tom was on the bus when I pulled into the parking lot.”

“We’re not too shabby at detecting, are we?”

Was he joking around a little or taking a jab at me and my nosiness? A bit of both, perhaps?

“Does it sound to you like Joel had a deal with Nadine? She recommends a big insurance payout, and they both take a cut?”

“We’re about to find out,” he said. “You can pick up your backpack now, by the way. And drive safely on your way home.”

“What about the break-in at my house?”

“We’re on it.”

In a burst of energy, moving speedily for a man who had rammed his vehicle into a train trestle just the day before, Rancourt took off, shouting for an officer named Goodwin to follow.

I pursued them both down the hall and caught up to Rancourt. “Detective, we still don’t know who killed Gavin Dearborn—or who drove you off the road.”

“One thing at a time, Mrs. Brewer.”

He came to a stop at the front desk, already out of breath. “We have a positive lead on the car that hit mine. In Bickford. Someone I collared three years ago, spent eight months in county jail. We just happened to be on the same road. He recognized me, think he lost it.” He stopped to draw a deep breath. “Sometimes hard feelings don’t die out, they fester. Go home, Mrs. Brewer, and thank you.”

Feeling strangely unsettled, I drove for Birch Street. I’d been dead wrong about Rancourt’s run-in with the trestle, thinking at first it was Comeau’s doing, then later, being just as certain that one of the other birdwatchers had done it. With the police close to arresting Joel for Nadine’s murder, I should have been happy. Another killer would be off the streets. But Joel hadn’t murdered Gavin, and neither had Sierra.

Then again, my track record of late was nothing to shout about. Was I so certain Comeau was a killer?

Maybe Ray’s journal would answer some pertinent questions and point me in the right direction. I didn’t buy that Comeau had read about Ray’s murder in the Lewiston papers. He knew Ray from somewhere—or someone—else. After all, he’d taken the trouble to talk to both me and the Dearborns about him. This was a man obsessed.

I parked my Jeep outside my house and entered through my side door, my eyes instantly going to the hutch. It was sheer habit. I always looked for Minette the minute I got home.

After I got the kettle going, I went upstairs for the journal. I’d half expected not to see it where I’d left it, but there it was, in the drawer by my bed. Downstairs in the kitchen, I made herbal tea and sat at my kitchen table, turning to where I’d left off in the journal at Minette’s insistence.

 “I think she meant they were dead, but I couldn’t think what tragedy would wipe out an entire family of fairies,” Ray had written.



Not only her family, but others as well. They were driven out and even killed. It astounds me to think of all that chaos going on in the gentle woods across my street, and none of us humans aware of it. Did the killings happen at night? Were the bodies of the dead flown away? I never saw any bodies, but Minette was very clear that fairies had died, though she didn’t want to talk about it. It was difficult to get details, but she called the chaos and death “Olc.” She even spelled the word for me. This fairy knows the alphabet!

I met Minette in September, and I think this murderous event happened the summer right before. Minette said there were bad fairies, “very bad fairies” were her words, and that they had taken over the Smithwell Forest. They were there when we hunted for blueberries in September, but she said she couldn’t see them or hear them at that time.

Well, why couldn’t it be so? If there are bad humans and human wars, why can’t the same tragedies and evils affect fairies? When I asked her if fairies lived elsewhere in Maine, she said yes, but there were “many” in Smithwell and “not so many” in Portland and Bangor and other places. And she said Smithwell had always been her home. She never wanted to leave, and she didn’t want to turn over her precious woods to these barbarians. “Barbarians” is my word—I chose it because of how Minette quivered when she talked about how her woods had become frightening.

She talked of other frightening creatures too, though I’m not sure “creatures” is the right word because she told me very little about them. Only that they lived in the woods and scared her.

Then she told me that other humans knew about fairies in Smithwell, and some of them were also bad. On more than one occasion she’d seen a man with a net and a birdcage, and he could not have used either for butterflies. She said she had to be most careful when she foraged and took her eyes off her surroundings. A net is a horrible thing to contemplate. I’ve told Minette she must stay in my house and garden and not return to the forest until it can be made safe. But how will I do that? Humans are after her too, and I have no idea how to stop them.



Oh, what had I done? What had I foolishly, stupidly done? I jumped to my feet, bundled myself in my coat, hat, and gloves, and shot out the front door, nearly tripping over my own feet as I raced for Birch Street and the woods.















CHAPTER 17



The snow wasn’t deep, but hidden fallen branches forced me to slow to a jog on my way to Minette’s maple tree. Landing face-first on an old log and then dying of the cold was a real possibility if I didn’t watch my step. But could I find her tree? One woodland maple looked like any other to me, so Minette had always led me to her old home, and now even the silver ornament I’d hung from a branch was gone.

I stumbled and came to a stop, heaving for breath, my heart racing. I needed to get my bearings, to work out how far I was from her maple tree. Scanning the forest, I searched for familiar sights. Following the path of previous footsteps seemed out of the question. A quarter inch of new snow had fallen in the forest. It shimmered on the branches, shining like sugar crystals in the rays of the low, fading sun, a scene both beautiful and bitter. To see Gavin’s prints, as well as mine and those of the police officers and medical examiner, I’d have to stumble on them. There was no spotting them from feet away.

Cupping my hands around my mouth, I called out for Minette and waited, my gaze drifting skyward.

This was madness. Was I anywhere near her tree? What if Comeau was lurking among the pines and he’d heard me call Minette’s name? Take a deep breath and calm down. It’s far more likely you’ll get lost and freeze to death.

Looking for the slightest hint of human movement, I stared into the woods, pivoting to my left and right, even turning back to search the woods I’d just passed through. Seeing nothing, I again shouted Minette’s name.

Nothing.

The only sound was a chickadee calling from a nearby fir and a few brown leaves rustling in the wind.

I walked on, and after a minute, I thought I recognized the trumpet-shaped log behind a maple—the one that had been covered in mushrooms but was now covered in snow. Was this her tree?

Behind me, I heard the distinct sound of boots on the snow, and I froze in disbelief. How had I missed someone in the woods? When I spun back, Comeau was fifteen feet away, smiling at me like the lizard he was.

“What are you doing here?” I shouted.

“Hello to you too,” he replied, giving a tiny bow. “I could ask you the same, non?”

“I live here. You don’t.” I scanned the forest floor for a branch big enough to hurt Comeau but not so large I couldn’t wield it in self-defense. He took a step forward and I stuck out my right hand, commanding him to halt. “Not another inch!”

“Calmez-vous, my dear Mrs. Brewer. I was paying my respects to Mrs. Dearborn after her loss and thought I’d take a stroll before going home. Is that so strange?”

Utter claptrap. “So it’s pure coincidence you ran into me in the middle of the woods?” I didn’t like the idea of taking my eyes off Comeau, but I’d spotted a nice-sized branch a few feet away and decided to grab it. “Stay where you are.”

Comeau chuckled as I wrenched part of the branch free from a withered shrub and then brought it to my chest like a sword.

“If I wanted to hurt you,” he said, palming back his long, gray hair, “you would be hurt.”

“Gee, you know how to make a girl feel at ease.”

“I’ve told you what I’m doing here. Can you return the favor and tell me what you’re doing all alone, deep into this forêt magique?”

“What’s magical about it?” I snapped. My irritation with the man was growing as quickly as my fear of him. He was a coward, speaking as ambiguously as possible so that when I fought back, he could declare I must have misunderstood him. Lord, how I wanted my husband’s old survival pocketknife. Comeau’s smarmy face would crumble at the sight of it. “I’m going back to my house, and you’re going to stay well clear of me.”

“Yes, the light is fading. Look, it’s violet.”

“Don’t mistake me for a frail old woman, Comeau. If you think I won’t fight you and hurt you, you’re wrong.”

Comeau put a hand to his collarbone. “Madame, I have no intention of harming you. I only wanted to talk.”

“I’m done talking with you. I invited you into my home, and then you abused that invitation by invading my home. You don’t think I know it was you? Now you stand here smirking at me, telling me you mean me no harm? Not having the guts to tell me what you’re really after? Move!” I raised the branch.

“Oh, quelle violence!”

“Now!”

“And I only wanted . . . only . . . to talk. And I believe . . . I believe you are aware . . .” He was faltering, uncertain of his next move. Good. I had him rattled.

I strode forward, brandishing my weapon and growling like a crazed bear for good measure. Let him think I’m totally nuts, I thought. That I could actually kill him.

Comeau stepped to the side as if to let me pass, his lips twisting into a sick smile. “Fairies, Madame.”

I sucked in my breath and froze in place.

“Yes, Madame. How is that for honesty? You know what I’m saying. You’ve known all along. The moss by the lake, oui?”

“Moss? You’re crazy.”

“The tiny footprints on the chair too.”

So the creep had broken into my home. Oh God, he’d seen Minette’s sooty prints in my living room. “You’re not making any sense.”

“Finally I say what you’ve been wanting to hear, and this is your reply to me? This is an uneven exchange. I saw the teacup with the cotton balls, like a fair-one’s bed. Delightful.”

“I won’t tell you again. I’ll hit you so hard you won’t . . . you won’t—”

“Know what hit me?” he said with a snicker. “Listen to me for one minute. You can start walking”—he spread his arm out in the direction of Birch Street—“and I’ll keep a good distance as I speak. You can’t deny me that.”

“You’re certifiable,” I said, heading for home and clinging with all my might to the branch.

I passed by him, and to my relief he didn’t start to follow me until I was ahead of him, and then he walked fifteen feet to my left, where I could keep an eye on his movements.

“Mrs. Brewer, I once met a friend of Ray Landry’s. A woman named Irene Carrick.”

Refusing to let on that I recognized the name, I repressed a flinch and kept moving.

“I asked her about fairy lore. You know, of course, that she wrote a small book on the subject. Fairy Lore and Horticulture in Smithwell. I flattered her and she opened like a spring blossom in the sun. She doesn’t believe in fairies, though she’s heard all the stories about these woods. So I asked her who did believe in the little creatures, and she said her friend Ray Landry horrified her one day by letting on that he did.”

“Ray was eighty-one,” I yelled.

“And then I discovered that Mr. Landry had every intention of telling you about his discovery.”

“He never did.”

“Perhaps not, but you and Mrs. Carrick talked about Ray’s discovery. She laughed, but you did not.”

Irene Carrick, you and I are going to have a talk about your gossiping ways. “So what?”

“Et alors, I met Mr. Gavin Dearborn. He believed in possibilities, unlike his small-minded accountant wife. He loved small plants and small things.”

I willed myself to keep moving, to not look his way because I knew he’d see fear in my eyes.

“We met at an alpine garden show. I knew that Mr. Landry once bought an orchid for his fairy.”

My heart was racing. “How on earth do you know such a stupid thing?”

“Mrs. Carrick, of course. He didn’t tell her that was what it was for, but she suspected. As I was going to say, alpine plants are fairy favorites, though Mr. Dearborn didn’t know that. He loved them because he loved them.”

I saw the edge of the woods and quickened my pace.

“Mrs. Brewer, you know what I’m saying is true. Mr. Gavin Dearborn knew. A new house reveals its secrets. He told me about these secrets, and I suspected them, but he wouldn’t show me the evidence of their truth. Did he show you, his neighbor? You can tell me. I’m merely an interested third party. I too have my hobbies. Choses que j’aime.”

Comeau followed me across Birch Street. On the other side of the road, still clutching my branch like a lifeline, I turned to face Comeau. “You’re babbling. Worse, you’re babbling in French.”

“A third of Maine speaks French. You don’t like it?”

“It’s a beautiful language, but coming out of your mouth it’s just another way for you to appear to be something you’re not. Don’t ever come near me again. The police are on to you, Richard Comeau. They’re watching my house, and they’re watching you.”

He laughed and stuffed his ungloved hands in his pockets—the first sign I’d seen that he wasn’t completely impervious to the cold.

“Get into your car and get out of here,” I said, trying to sound more assertive than I felt. Inside, I was quivering.

Thankfully, Comeau gave me another one of his curious bows and walked off toward his white BMW, which I now saw was parked at the bottom of the Dearborns’ driveway.

I dashed inside my house, locking the front door and then checking the locks on the side door, back door, and all the windows. When I came back downstairs, I breathed a sigh of relief when I found Ray’s journal where I’d left it, on my kitchen table.

But before I could even sit down, my doorbell rang. I’d seen Comeau head for his car, and I seriously doubted he’d double back after our confrontation. When I peered through the peephole, I was glad to see Sierra on my front step.

“That freak was at my house again,” she said, pushing through the half-opened door.

“Yeah, I know. We met in the woods just now.”

“What?”

I shut the door. Sierra’s jaw was to the floor.

“Just now. I was taking a walk in the woods, and there he was. He told me he was at your house earlier, paying his respects.”

“I was at your door ten minutes ago.” She wrapped her arms around her chest, hugging herself. “So he said he was paying his respects? That’s garbage, Kate. He was asking me about Gavin again, hours after his body was found. It’s too weird.”

“Did you let him inside your house?”

“Idiot me, yeah. And here”—she reached into her pocket for her phone—“I thought you’d want to see this.”

“Let’s go to the kitchen.” I led the way, tossing my coat over Ray’s journal before she could see it. “Have a seat. What have you got?”

“A photo of Comeau.” She grinned broadly.

“Oh, that’s useful.”

“Thought it might be.” She pulled out a chair and sat. “That police officer, um, Bouche.”

“Bouchard.”

“I called the station. He said he was looking for more information on Comeau. I asked what he meant by that, and he wouldn’t tell me.” Sierra handed me her phone. “I told Bouchard everything I knew about him, but I forgot about this photo.”

There was Comeau by the lake, where we’d first stopped, looking toward Sierra, seemingly unaware that his photo was being taken. Joel Perry was in the background, looking away from the phone’s camera. “You took this on the tour?”

“Yeah, Comeau was looking right at me and had no idea I was snapping him since my phone was partly in my pocket and I was pretending to talk to Gavin.”

“Would you send this to me?” I fished my phone out of my purse and pulled up my number.

While Sierra worked on sending the photo, I gazed out my kitchen window, half expecting Comeau to walk past it and give me one of his reptilian grins. Every fiber of my being told me he was a dangerous man, especially for Minette, but was my near-obsession with him blinding me to other facts? “Sierra, what made you take that photo?”

“Comeau’s a creep. First he finds me in the grocery, and then, on the bus, he talks about my house and secrets, as if Gavin and I had secrets.”

“He meant the rumors about fairies.”

“Oh, brother.” She rolled her eyes and gave me my phone. “Just in case, I wanted a picture to show the police. Something about that guy is trouble, Kate. I feel like . . . I know this sounds unreasonable, but I feel like he’s going to come back again.”

“It’s not unreasonable. Keep your doors locked.”

Alarm filled her eyes. “I wish Gavin was here.”

“I know how you feel.”

“Do you still have that journal? I’d like to read it tonight. It sounds dumb, but it’s the last thing Gavin read, and it would make me feel close to him.”

Though I knew it might comfort her to have Ray’s journal back, I wasn’t ready to let it go. There was too much to learn about Minette. And so I selfishly told her I’d given it to neighbors who had also loved Ray. “I’ll get it back to you tomorrow, if that’s okay?”

“I guess it is. Well . . . all right.”

I thanked Sierra for her help, waited until she backed her car down my driveway and started for home, and then hurried down the flagstone path for the MacKenzies’ house. I had a photo to show Laurence.













CHAPTER 18



“That’s the guy you call Richard Comeau?” Laurence asked.

“That’s him,” I said. “Sierra took it during our birdwatching tour.”

Emily put her hands on her husband’s shoulder and leaned in for a better look at my phone. “Yeah, I’d know that weasel face anywhere.”

Laurence shook his head. “That’s not Richard Comeau. How many times have you met this guy, Kate?”

“I met him on the bus, he’s been to my house—invited and uninvited—and just a little while ago I met him in the woods. Why?”

“He’s thin but never seems to get cold? Peppers his sentences with French?”

“Exactly.”

“Stay away from him,” he said, giving me the phone.

“I’ve been trying to.”

“He followed you into the woods?”

“Either that or he was already there.”

For the first time since Nadine Sullivan’s murder and the break-in at my house, Laurence looked genuinely worried. “His name’s not Richard Comeau. It’s Ignace Surette, and he’s a despicable character.”

I dropped to one of their living room armchairs, and Laurence and Emily joined suit, taking seats on their couch. “He’s a spook, isn’t he? A ghost.”

Emily groaned. “Kate.”

“All right, don’t tell me if he’s a spook, but how do you know him, Laurence?”

“He was born in New Brunswick, though he’s an American citizen now, and the last I heard, he was living in far northern Maine,” he said, skillfully avoiding my question.

“He’s in central Maine now,” I said. We could have been talking about a virus and how far it had penetrated our state. “Why do you think he’s using the name Richard Comeau?”

“He likes to work under aliases. Occasionally he uses more than one at a time.”

“How do you know so much about him? What does he do?”

“Nowadays he works for himself, as far as I know. I don’t think he has any colleagues.”

“He told me he was a ‘solo practitioner,’ whatever that means.”

Laurence’s voice flattened. “From everything I know about him, that’s true. I’ve never known anyone who worked for him or closely with him. He operates alone.”

“How does he make a living?” Emily asked.

“He’s basically a grifter,” Laurence replied. “A scam artist.”

But the expression on his face told me there was a lot more to it than that. Grifters were a criminal nuisance, not a danger to life and limb. I was going to ask Laurence why Ignace Surette had chosen my modest house to break into—I had no money, no gold, nothing of value he could steal—but of course I knew the answer. For whatever reason, he had turned his grifting attentions to the unseen world, the fairy world, and he knew he could do so without repercussions. Hunting fairies wasn’t like stealing. If the authorities knew what he was up to, they would laugh and tell him to carry on.

Still, something didn’t sit right with me. How had Ignace Surette come to Smithwell? How had he found Irene Carrick? I didn’t believe he’d been drawn by her obscure fairy lore booklet. No one outside of Smithwell knew it existed. I’d lived in Smithwell for twenty years, and I’d only learned of it after Ray died and I found the booklet in his house.

I looked up from my faraway ruminations to see both Emily and Laurence watching me, concern etched on their faces. “I’m interrupting your dinner, aren’t I?” I rose and shoved my phone in my coat pocket. “And with Laurence leaving for Tunisia day after tomorrow.”

“You don’t have to go,” Emily said.

“That’s all right, I have my own dinner to fix. One last thing, Laurence. How do you know about Surette? You didn’t say.”

“Didn’t I?”

“You know you didn’t.”

He rose, his tall frame stretching to the ceiling like a fir tree. “I’m still bound by confidentiality agreements, some of them going back years. But I can tell you that Surette worked for two different government agencies at one point. He was probably fired from both, but I don’t know that for certain. He has some connections, few of them trustworthy, and in the past he’s been involved in some pretty weird stuff. My opinion, Kate? Not to leave this room? He’s an autonomous government agent, or he works for one. The question is, which government?”

In the MacKenzies’ warm living room, I felt a chill run down my spine, and in the silence that fell on the room, the only sound was the ticking of a mantel clock.

Emily at last spoke up. “After Laurence leaves, why don’t you sleep here? We’ll watch TV, eat popcorn.”

“I think that’s a terrific idea,” Laurence said, his countenance brightening.

“Okay,” I managed. Minette. That bony snake was after Minette.

“Now I have a question for you,” Laurence said. “Why did Surette break into your house? You must have some idea what he wants.”

Not wishing to break my word to Minette—I’d promised not to tell another soul about her—and knowing that in any case, it was Emily’s place to tell Laurence about our fairy, I laid the fault on my sweet, dead neighbor. “Ray Landry believed in fairies, and so does Surette.”

Laurence scowled.

“Ray said they live in the woods across from our street,” I went on, “and he pretty much told a couple people that he’d met them and had proof of their existence.”

Laurence was incredulous. “Ray Landry? We’re talking about Ray Landry? He was a solid guy.”

“Anyway, Comeau—or Surette—mentioned fairies to me when he followed me into the woods. He thinks I know where they are, and that’s why he broke into my house.”

“Has he gone around the bend?” Laurence said. “I always heard he was off the wall, but this is wacko.”

I shot a sidelong glance at Emily. “So he was looking for proof in my house. Fairy flowers in the house, fairy cages, who knows? He did find the moss I picked up during the birdwatching tour, and he took that as a sign I was feeding fairies in my house.”

“He said that?” Laurence was staring at me, floored by what I was saying.

“In different words, but that’s what he meant.”

“Is he mental?” He marched out of the living room and seconds later marched back in with his phone. “Send me that photo. I’m going to text it to Detective Rancourt. We knew each other when I worked at different embassies.”

“I’d forgotten.” Rancourt had told me that last November, around the time Emily had found a dead body in her back yard. Laurence seemed to know every top gun in law enforcement. “He got out of the hospital a day early, but I’m sure he left the station for the day.”

“No problem, I have his home number.”

Naturally. I texted him the photo. “What will you tell Rancourt?”

“That he needs to pick up Surette and put some pressure on him. It sounds like he’s gone around the bend, and unless he’s stopped, he’ll keep harassing you.”

What Laurence didn’t know was that Surette would hound me not to hound me, but to find Minette—or some other poor fairy. He’d cage her and . . . what? Sell her? Charge money to see her? Put in her some secret government program? My mind reeled at the possibilities, all of them sickening. And Minette was alone and defenseless. “I need to go. Text me if you hear from Rancourt.”

“I’m calling you later tonight,” Emily said as I rushed out her front door.

I dashed inside my house, once more checked every door and window lock in the place, and then stood at my living room window, peering through the parted drapes at the woods across the street. Minette was out there. Hiding high up in her tree, I hoped. But if she was still safe, why hadn’t she heard me when I’d called for her? Her hearing was, in her own words, “magnificent,” and I couldn’t have been that far from her tree when I’d called to her. Was she cold? More snow was on the way tonight—and freezing fog and more of that numbingly frigid wind that whipped around the treetops. Tomorrow, at long last, the bright sunshine would return to central Maine, but tonight . . . I let the drapes fall back into place.

“Kate.”

That voice! My head snapped around. Minette was sitting atop Michael’s old chair by the fireplace. “Minette! You’re safe!” I was overjoyed! “When did you get here?”

“I heard you in the forest. I’m cold.”

Racing to her, I almost fell over the magazine rack by my other armchair. “Are you all right? How long have you been here? Why didn’t you come to me?”

“The Comeau man. I saw him before you did. He’s a bad man, and he wants me.”

“Of course! Oh, Minette, I’ve been so worried about you.” I drew close to her, extending my palm toward her, but she remained seated on the chair back.

“They’re not dirty,” she said, holding up her feet.

“I don’t care! I missed you! I’m just glad you’re back.”

Her tiny chin quivered.

“Minette?”

Instantly, her whole body tensed, and her hands closed into fists. “Baloney!”

Shocked, I drew in my breath and pulled back my hand. “What do you mean?”

“Baloney!”

I had taught her a new word, and she was using it to its full measure. To get back at me. “What’s baloney? Tell me.”

“I told you. I told you I was scared in the woods, but you left me.”

“I’m so sorry.” I sat down on the edge of the chair and twisted back, looking into her eyes. “I’m so, so sorry. But Comeau wants to capture you, do you understand? Capture. He’s a very bad man—worse than I thought. He broke into this house, and he’s going to keep breaking in until the police stop him. You weren’t safe here, that’s the only reason I took you to your tree. I didn’t want you to leave.”

Minette nodded slowly and relaxed her fists. “Do I live here?”

“You’ll always live here. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Buoyed by my words, she smiled and her shoulders bunched around her neck in that childlike way she had. “The Comeau is trying to capture me in the forest, too. Not just here.”

“I know, and that’s why you’re staying with me at all times until the police find him. His real name is Ignace Surette, and he’s a killer, Minette. He killed Gavin Dearborn. I’m sure of it now.”

My text tone sounded from my coat pocket. It was Laurence. Rancourt and the whole Smithwell Police Department were looking for Ignace Surette, alias Comeau, but as yet they didn’t have a lead on where he was. And two more things. Rancourt told him that Joel had crumbled when arrested and had confessed to Nadine’s murder. And the medical examiner believed a man had killed Gavin. It was the force of the weapon, and how the tip of the blade had broken off on entry, that convinced him. Laurence spared me the particulars.

“We’re sleeping with the lights on tonight,” I said to Minette. “And the police had better get their act together and find Surette. Right now.”













CHAPTER 19



I put the kettle on, falling back on my usual medicine for calming my nerves—hot herbal tea. Then I slug my coat over a chair, pulled the kitchen drapes closed, and poured maple syrup into a teaspoon and set it on the table for Minette.

“I’m going to read more of Ray’s journal,” I said, “but I won’t read it aloud unless you want me to.”

Resigned to the fact that I was soon to learn more about her and her past than she wanted, Minette sighed and drifted feet first to the table, sitting in front of the teaspoon. “Ray of the Forest wrote some things I didn’t know he wrote. He listened to everything I ever said.”

“Of course he did. He cared about you.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, tilted back her head, and pressed her peas-sized hands to her mouth.

“Minette, breathe.”

She exhaled loudly and looked up at me. “I miss him, Kate. Like you miss Michael.”

“And we’ll always miss them.” Suddenly not in the mood to make tea, I turned off the kettle and took Ray’s journal into the living room.

I did miss Ray, and reading his journal triggered a host of emotions in me that, for the time being, I would rather have let lie dormant. But I needed to finish the journal and return it to Sierra. She hadn’t said so, but I knew she’d been offended that I’d supposedly loaned it to neighbors without her permission. Then again, the journal was almost as much mine as hers . . . and it really wasn’t hers. It belonged to Ray’s son in California.

“I’ll take photos of these pages,” I said as Minette floated lazily to Michael’s chair. “Remember I told you that? That way I’ll have a copy you can look at later, if you want to.”

“The Ignace Surette man wants it.”

“I know that.”

“He will not,” she said fiercely. “He will not touch it. Where is he? Why won’t the police find him?”

“He’s in the wind,” I said. Seeing her confused expression, I added, “It’s an expression that means no one can find him. He changes his name, kills, moves again, and then disappears.” With Ray’s journal open on my lap, I leaned my head against the chair, the weariness I’d felt for hours settling in. “Did he kill Gavin because Gavin knew about fairies in the woods? Gavin believed in fairies, or said he did, but he never saw them. I guess Surette saw Gavin as a threat to his enterprise.”

“His enterprise,” Minette repeated thoughtfully.

“I hope he doesn’t see Sierra in the same light and . . .” I sat quietly for a minute, wrestling with an unpleasant thought that was gaining feasibility by the second. “Sierra and Gavin,” I murmured.

Minette landed on the open journal. “I don’t like Sierra, even if you do. She traps birds in cages.”

“How do you know that?”

She covered her face. “I was . . . because I was—”

“Drop your hands. Because you were in Ray’s house. You followed me. Minette, why do you keep ignoring what I say? I’m only trying to keep you safe.”

“But Sierra doesn’t tell the truth, Kate. I hear it in her voice.”

“I didn’t need your supersonic hearing to tell me that. She knows more than she’s telling me or the police.”

With a downward flick of her wings, Minette floated to my shoulder, and there she sat, gazing down at Ray’s journal. “Ray of the Forest wouldn’t like Sierra either. Sierra’s not afraid of the Ignace Surette man like she should be.”

“She pretends to be afraid, but she wasn’t bothered by him searching her back yard, and she let him into her house a second time. Or was it just the second time? If you think about . . .” I sat forward with a jolt, letting Ray’s journal tumble to the floor. “Sierra knows Ignace Surette. And he knows her. Oh, how stupid of me! They both said as much. They let it slip.”

“What did they slip?”

“Sierra said Surette was French Canadian. Okay, maybe that was a good guess, given his French, but then Surette said Sierra was an accountant in Dover-Foxcroft. How did he know that? She’s a substitute teacher now. Laurence figured out she used to be an accountant, but Laurence is Laurence.”

“Laurence knows things.”

I sprang to my feet. “If you put those two things together, then, then . . . Minette, why did Sierra give me Surette’s photo? Because she knew I’d focus on him and not on her, that’s why. She wanted to throw me off. But I think they’re in on it together. I actually believed Sierra’s story about him tracking her down in the supermarket! Why would he do that if it was only Gavin who believed in fairies? Sierra’s lying.”

Minette streaked to the ceiling, laughed, and tumbled forward, rolling in the air. “She’s bad! She traps birds!”

“She traps more than that,” I said.

Midair, Minette came to a screeching halt. She straightened and descended quickly to my shoulder, where she sat clutching my hair, leaning into my neck.

“Did you hear Sierra and Gavin talk about anything important after I left their house?”

“For only a butterfly second, Kate. I promise I flew out of the fireplace after that.”

“You’re not in trouble. Tell me what you heard.”

“Gavin said, ‘I felt stupid saying those things to her. You’re the one who’s obsessed with fairyland, not me. Now our neighbor thinks I have a problem. Why did I have to be the one?’ And then the evil bird trapper said, ‘But Gavin, baby, you sound so much more credible when you say it, and you did so well on the bird tour. I really believed you were angry with that Canuck. You could be an actor, baby.’”

“Oh, Minette.” I slapped my hand on the back of my chair. “I could smack myself.”

“Don’t!” She shot from my shoulder to the thumb of my right hand and wrapped herself around it. “I won’t let you!”

“Come here.” I opened my hand, and though she wouldn’t earlier, she now sat on my palm. “I meant I feel foolish for not seeing it before now. And for not talking to you so I could put the pieces together. I was right in thinking Sierra didn’t kill Gavin herself, but I was wrong in thinking she had nothing to do with his murder. She did, she did.”

Hurrying into the kitchen, I dug for my phone in my coat and called the police station downtown, telling them what I knew, repeating my story twice for the apathetic officer on the other end. I ended my call with a plea for him to alert Rancourt. Sierra Dearborn was out of her mind, I said, and I feared she was after me.

I was about to dial the MacKenzies’ number when Minette latched onto my thumb again, this time squeezing it with all her might. “I hear someone. Someone’s coming. It’s the Ignace Surette.”

“Upstairs now! Don’t come down until I say it’s okay.” I finished dialing their number, my heart thumping in my chest. A second later, the front doorbell rang.

“Madame Brewer!”

Where are you, Laurence? Answer the phone! That freak, that man who even Laurence feared, was at my door.

My breathing was now so rapid I began to get lightheaded. The doorbell rang again.

“Kate, it’s just Sierra. I’m at your front door. Please open it. I won’t stay long. It’s just that I really need to read that journal. I’m so lonely for Gavin tonight. Please.”

To my horror, someone began to tug at the knob on my side door, at first gently, then wrenching it angrily. The phone pressed to my ear, all I heard was an end to the ringing and a recording telling me my party wasn’t answering. I was on my own. I dialed 911 and then set the phone on the counter.

“Would you open your side door, s’il vous plait? Return what is not yours?”

“It’s the evil Ignace Surette man.”

I whipped around. Minette was on the hutch, a look of pure fury on her face.

“Go back upstairs! If he sees you, he’ll trap you.”

“He must not come in! I will fight him!”

I yanked open a drawer, grabbed the biggest knife in it, and shouted into my phone that a murderer was breaking into my house. I swung toward the front door. Sierra was still hanging on the bell, ringing it incessantly. I swung toward the back door and took a wavering step in that direction.

Minette barreled toward me, landing on my shoulder and yanking my hair so hard it hurt. “You must not go in the back yard. He will find you.”

She was right. And I couldn’t go out the front or side doors. I was trapped in my house like one of Sierra’s caged birds, and at any minute, Surette would find a way in. He’d hurt me and take Minette. “Over my dead body! We’re going to Michael’s safe room.”

As fast as my shaking legs could carry me, I ran upstairs, raced down the hall, and pulled down the attic stairs. With Minette still clinging to me and me still clinging to my knife, I went up the stairs and hauled the door back up, locking it behind me by sliding a simple bolt across it. Michael had installed it years ago, and I’d chuckled at the time. When will we ever need that, Michael?

I exhaled, collapsed into a heap by the attic door, and began to pant like a hunted animal, all the while trying to hear what was happening over the sound of my own breathing. “Tell me what you hear, Minette,” I whispered. “I can’t hear anything.”

“They aren’t inside yet.” She flew from my shoulder to the attic lock.

I set the knife down. Think. Take deep breaths. Concentrate. What would Michael tell you to do? “Oh, God, I left my phone downstairs.”

“I hear something, Kate.”

I leaned closer to the door, listening. Something crashed and shattered to the floor. “God, help us.”

Inexplicably, Minette darted to the rafters, squealing with delight. 

“Shh! Please, please.”

“No!” She shot back down and hovered in front of me, grinning happily, her eyes shining with joy. “It’s Laurence! It’s Laurence!”

Straining to hear my neighbor’s voice, I raised my hand to silence her.

“The Ignace Surette is gone,” Minette said softly.

“Is he?”

Footsteps sounded on the floor below. “Kate? Where are you? Are you all right? It’s Laurence. It’s safe to come out.”

I moaned in sheer relief, slid the bolt open, and pushed on the attic door. “I’m up here!”

Immediately, Laurence was directly beneath the attic door, looking up at me, smiling. “Come on down, you’re safe. The police will be here any minute.”

I gestured for Minette to hide, but before I could swing my leg onto the first step, she danced over my right hand—the one out of Laurence’s view—tenderly cradled my thumb, and then tiptoed away from the door. Three steps down, my head still in the attic, I leaned sideways and mouthed, “I’ll be back.”













CHAPTER 20



Emily and I finished our coffees in silence, watching a dozen small birds dive and tumble at the lights on the mast arm of a traffic pole across from Angelo’s parking lot. It seemed to me their acrobatics were a dance of joy for the first truly bright and sunny day in February. Or maybe they sensed the coming spring.

“Do you think Rancourt is awake now?” I asked.

Emily lifted her wrist. “My watch says nine o’clock. He’d better be.”

Safely tucked away under a light blanket on the back seat of my Jeep, Minette giggled, her laughter like a tinkling bell.

“The birds are happy,” she said.

“Don’t stick your head out too much.”

“No, Kate.”

I set my coffee in the cup holder and started the car. We were off to the police station to pick up my birdwatching backpack, give Rancourt some gummy vitamins I’d bought at Hannaford’s, and find out from Rancourt if Maine State Troopers had managed to capture Ignace Surette.

Last night Laurence had been watching—or patrolling, Emily said—Birch Street from his living room window when he’d seen a fancy white car turn up my drive, setting off his finely tuned spy-like internal alarm system. He had told Emily to stay inside and not answer the phone or door in case the intruder decided to pay a visit to their house too. Taking my spare house key with him, he moved in the shadows between our houses until he came to my front door.

Sierra was easy. He grabbed her at the door and she wilted like bad lettuce. He warned her into silence, took her inside, and caught sight of Surette as he was breaking through my side door. Hence the sound of something shattering on my floor. It turned out to be a ceramic canister on the kitchen counter. In his attempt to grab Surette, Laurence had to let Sierra go, but the police caught up with her at her house. There was nowhere else for her to go, really. The car Laurence had seen was Surette’s white BMW. He took off in it, leaving Sierra stranded.

“I should buy a cake while we’re downtown,” I said. “Something chocolate for Laurence. No, donuts. That’s it. When I think of what could have happened if he hadn’t shown up. It terrifies me.”

“Me too,” Emily said.

“Me three,” Minette said.

Emily shifted in her seat, facing backward. “I can’t believe Laurence didn’t see you. I still think he’d have a heart attack if he did. He’d keel right over. He has no problem traveling the world, even to dangerous places, but fairies? He’d die of fright.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. “I didn’t keel over, and Laurence’s world is so much stranger than mine ever was. Spies and—”

“Kate, seriously.”

“So how come he knows Ignace Surette, a government agent?”

“He knows tons of people.”

“Anyway, my world was plain vanilla ordinary before I met Minette, and I didn’t die of a heart attack. Laurence comes from a world I can hardly imagine. The kind of world you read about in spy novels.”

“Where are the gummy bears?” Emily said.

Any mention of spies and Laurence caused Emily to roll her eyes. If that didn’t work on me, she changed the subject.

I exited the parking lot and drove a few blocks south to the station. “What time is Laurence leaving tomorrow?”

“At eight o’clock.”

“A civilized hour for once.”

“We’ll have time for breakfast.”

Emily stayed in the car with Minette and I jogged up the steps to the station, gummy bears in hand, walked to the front desk, and asked for Rancourt. A minute later the detective came toddling down the hall.

“Well, Mrs. Brewer, I didn’t expect to see you so early.”

Not wanting to give him the gummy bears in full view of the desk officer, I asked if we could talk in his office.

“We haven’t caught him yet,” he said, waving for me to follow him.

He offered me a seat and shut his office door.

“I didn’t expect you to find him this soon,” I said.

“He’s probably out of the state by now,” Rancourt replied. He settled like an overstuffed sack of potatoes into his chair. “That should be some comfort. He’s not foolish enough to go back to your house.”

Not right now, I thought. But what about later? “Is Sierra still locked up?”

“We let her go late last night, after questioning her. We can’t hold her for knocking on your door.”

“But she and Ignace—”

“Let me continue. I think you’re onto something with those two, and believe me, we haven’t finished questioning her. If she and this Surette or Comeau or whatever his name is, conspired to murder Gavin Dearborn, we’ll find the evidence. She was with him last night, pounding down your door, wasn’t she? That’s not the brightest move. She’s going to crack like an egg.”

Rancourt was trying hard to reassure me, and for the most part, he was doing a good job. I wasn’t afraid of Sierra. But Surette was another matter, and I prayed he would give up his hunt and I’d never see him again. What really set me on edge was I couldn’t tell Rancourt why Surette was likely to return.

“When we talked, Sierra was very intent on pointing the blame at Surette,” I continued, “even though I think they were working together. But she knew she could be found and he could disappear without a trace.”

“Not quite without a trace.”

“Then where is he? Where’s his paper trail?”

“We’ll find him. This is Maine, not Tajikistan. Did you hear Joel Perry confessed?”

“Yes, Laurence MacKenzie told me. Joel bought the carfentanil in Tijuana?”

“He was going to buy it online from China, but he was afraid we’d trace an online purchase, so he took a quick and innocent-looking family trip to San Diego with a side trip to Tijuana. Turns out Nadine Sullivan was sick of their arrangement. It was making her a nervous wreck, sure she’d be caught. She wrote favorable insurance reports, and he and his friends pocketed the money—giving some to her in return. He received a percentage. But she was about to blow the whistle, he knew it, and he panicked. Of all the dumb plans I’ve seen, his takes first prize. It was only a matter of time before the thing fell apart.”

“When did Joel put the drug in her backpack?”

“Right after she first boarded. He’d crushed it, put it in a small plastic bag, and when he distracted her by having her look at the map he’d taped by the steering wheel, he poured it in. He expected her to touch it right away, but somehow she didn’t touch it until later.” Rancourt rubbed his tired eyes and took a long drink of coffee.

“Oh, I’ve got something for you,” I said, setting the bag of gummy vitamins in front of him.

“What’s this?”

“Vitamins. Gummy bear vitamins.”

He squinted at me through puffy eyelids.

“You can even snack on them. Don’t overdo it, though. You don’t want a vitamin overdose.”

For a second I thought he’d laugh, or even rake me over the coals for being a flake, but his expression softened and his lips curved into a good-humored smile. “Well, I’ll be. Gummy bear vitamins—who’d have thought? I love gummy bears. Thanks.”

Victory! I settled back in my chair.

“I’ve got a question for you, Kate.”

“Sure.”

“You know they record 911 calls, right?”

“I never thought about it.”

“When you called, you didn’t hang up.”

“That’s right. I put the phone on the counter.”

“So the line stayed open.” He laced his fingers on top of his desk.

“I guess it would.”

“The operator had me listen to the tape. There’s you shouting that a murderer is breaking in, then something I couldn’t quite make out. A radio or the TV, maybe? Then I heard you say, ‘Over my dead body. We’re going to Michael’s safe room.’ Then there was more radio or whatchamacallit sounds. Who’s we, Kate? Was there someone with you?”

I had to think fast—and just as quickly, I needed to unfreeze my undoubtedly frozen expression. “You know it was just me and Laurence at the house when you came.”

“That doesn’t quite answer my question.”

“There wasn’t a single other human being in the house. Except for Surette, who was breaking in at the time, I take it. Did you pick up his voice?”

“Yep. And Mr. MacKenzie’s.” Rancourt wasn’t satisfied with my answer, but being a good man, and trusting me, I think, not to be a bad woman, he graciously let it go.

“Just one more thing,” he said. “Mrs. Dearborn chattered on about you taking a book or diary or something of hers. I asked her to explain, but all of a sudden she clammed up. Have any idea what she was on about?”

Shrugging, I said, “I don’t have anything that belongs to her.”

Technically, I was telling the truth. In reality, I was lying. But no good could come from Rancourt knowing about Ray’s journal or, worse, reading it. What a firestorm that would start.

“Well, I’ll leave you to your work,” I said. “Where do I pick up my backpack from the tour?”

“Front desk has it. We’ll talk later.”

Except for his broad and genuine smile, he might have been warning me that he was bound to find out what had really gone on in my house. Perhaps he was in a way. “You’ll let me know if you find Surette?”

“Will do.” He took a pair of scissors from a drawer and started to cut open the gummies bag. “Thanks again. This is my style of health food.”

I climbed back into my Jeep and recounted for Emily what Rancourt had told me about Joel, Sierra, and Surette. “Joel’s going away for a long time and Sierra’s not a threat, but Surette’s still a ghost in the wind.”

Emily didn’t try to talk me out of my worry. She too knew Surette would be back. Not soon, but he’d be back.

But I wasn’t going to wait passively for him to show up. I planned to do a little hunting of my own, and I was pretty sure Laurence would jump at the chance to help.

“Off to Hannaford’s to get donuts for Laurence?” I asked.

“And me,” Emily said.

“And me. Syrup too, Kate.” Minette flew to the Jeep’s console and I quickly shooed her back, afraid someone walking by would see her.

“You like to live dangerously, little fairy,” Emily said. “Kate, you need a box for her to hide in when you’re in the car.”

“You know what keeps her safe?” I said, sticking my key in the ignition. “It’s like Minette says. You can tell people they’re not seeing something even when it’s right in front of their faces, and they’ll believe it. If it’s not normal for them, it doesn’t exist. I was the same way, refusing to believe there was another world around me.”

“That’s true, you refused,” Minette said. “And you’re angry a lot.”

Emily gave a boom of a laugh and I angled back in my seat, glaring at Minette. “And you’re going to tell me about your past and your secrets, right? Ray’s journal is mine now. This is not a one-way street any longer.”

The picture of innocence and honey, Minette said, “Yes, Kate. I promise you.”

“Aww, how sweet,” Emily cooed.

“Sweet? You didn’t see her when Ignace Surette was trying to break through my side door. She was scary, let me tell you. A warrior fairy.”

Taking my words as high compliment—which was exactly as I intended—Minette hid her face in her hands. When she at last dropped them, she looked me square in the eyes. “We will talk soon, Kate, and I’ll tell you what happened to my family and friends.”

“You trust me enough?” Even to talk about Olc? I added silently.

She climbed up on the console again and dove into the folds of my coat. “Always, Kate. Always. Forever.”



FROM THE AUTHOR
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