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CHAPTER 1

 

I groped for the switch on my bedside lamp, flicked it, and stared at my alarm clock. Five o’clock in the morning. What on earth?

There it was again—the sound that had woken me. Someone was pounding on my front door.

Julia!

I forced myself out of bed and headed for the stairs, grabbing my robe on the way. My sixty-something next-door neighbor was in trouble. That had to be it. The police had been called. No—an ambulance.

As I reached the foot of the stairs, I struggled with my robe, punching at the armholes and finally jamming my hands into the sleeves just before I swung open my front door.

“Holly?” I breathed. My thirty-seven-year-old neighbor from across the street looked fit as a fiddle and wide awake, her long dark hair pulled into its usual sleek ponytail. “Are you all right?”

“Rachel, can you hear that?” She yanked on my arm, pulling me onto my porch. “It’s been going for five solid minutes.”

“Huh?” The only thing I heard at that moment was a dawn chorus of sparrows flitting about my front garden.

Holly put a finger to her lips.

I tilted my head, demonstrating my earnest attempt to listen for whatever had sent Holly racing to my door. “I think I hear bells.”

Holly nodded.

A hint of light played in the sky, but it was a far cry from honest-to-goodness morning. At least to my sleep-addled mind. My alarm wasn’t set to go off for two more hours. “Where are they coming from?” I asked.

“It has to be St. John’s. It’s the closest church, and those are church bells. Five minutes—six minutes now—without stopping. Even Peter heard them, and he sleeps the sleep of the dead.”

“Do you keep your windows open? I didn’t hear a thing.”

“We leave them open a few inches, starting in the spring.” She stepped to her left, in the direction of the bells. “Peter likes the fresh air. I’d rather keep the windows shut.”

“Bells this early is kind of rude to the neighbors,” I said with a yawn. “Even on a Sunday. No church bells before seven, that’s what I say. If it was Easter, I’d understand.”

Holly turned. Her expression told me I wasn’t grasping the significance of bells at that hour of the morning. “Something is wrong, Rachel.”

“What’s wrong?” I said.

“I don’t know. I just know something is wrong. My grandmother always said . . .” She hesitated, seemingly reluctant to finish.

“Said what?”

“Unexplained bells in the dark mean death.” She gave me a weak grin. “I know it sounds silly, but I heard it from her my whole childhood. And she told me stories of how the bells turned out to be true. She would hear bells at night, and at daybreak, she’d find out that someone had died.”

“Bells just mean another angel got its wings,” I said with a smile.

My humor went unappreciated.

Holly Kavanagh didn’t have a superstitious bone in her body. She was a clear-headed, sensible businesswoman, owner of her own bakery, Holly’s Sweets, on Main Street. I’d known her since first moving to Juniper Grove eleven months earlier. But here she was on my front porch, grim-faced as could be, her arms crossed, her fingers digging into her sweater.

“It’s going to mean someone’s death if they keep ringing like that,” I said. “Imagine how the folks living next to the church feel. Is someone pulling the bells? I mean, are they real bells or are they electronic?”

Holly frowned. “That’s a good question. I don’t know about St. John’s.”

“Because if they’re real bells, that means someone has been in the bell tower for the past six minutes, pulling on them.”

Holly sucked in her breath. “Which means something really is wrong. They’re signaling for help.”

“They’d call the police or fire department, Holly, not ring a bell. The church must have a telephone.” I twisted back to my door. “Coffee? I’m not going back to bed.”

“No thanks, I’ve already had a mug. And breakfast.”

“It’s your day off. Why aren’t you sleeping in?”

“I get up at four-thirty on Sundays.” Again Holly turned her face to the sound of the bells. “That’s my sleep-in. If I get up later, it only makes it hard to get up at four on Mondays.”

“Come on inside,” I said. “Let me get dressed, and then we’ll go take a look.”

She spun back. “Yeah?”

“Neither of us are going to rest until we find out why those bells are ringing.”

“I’m sorry, Rachel. I had to tell someone. Peter said I was making something out of nothing, but they were driving me crazy. I kept hearing my grandmother’s words.”

“Don’t be sorry. You know I love a good mystery.”

Holly followed me into the house, making her way to my kitchen while I headed up the stairs. Back in my bedroom, I threw on a light sweater and a pair of jeans, then laced up my hiking shoes. I ran a brush through my hair—an exercise that always, inevitably made my limp brown hair even limper—snatched my phone from the nightstand, and trotted back down the stairs.

Holly was at my back door, holding out my car keys. No coffee for me.

We climbed into my Forester and drove east on Finch Hill Road. Several blocks later I swung left onto Maple Street, and half a minute after that I was at the curb in front of St. John’s. In our little town of twelve hundred souls, nearly everything was a two- or at most five-minute drive from my house on the west side of town—the side of town that nuzzled the velvet foothills of the Colorado Rockies.

The bells were still ringing when we got out of my car and walked to the church’s double doors. If someone was inside, working on silencing them, they were having a difficult time of it.

“Are you here to turn them off?” a woman called out as she strode across the lawn. She wore fuzzy white slippers, and the hem of her pink nightgown peeked from under her knee-length coat. “It’s about time.”

“Sorry, but no,” I shouted back. I yanked on one of the door handles. Then the other. Both were locked. Then I peered through the stained-glass cutouts in each door, straining to see movement inside. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s here yet,” I said.

“No one’s answering in the church office,” the woman said, raising her voice above the din, “but someone called the police.”

I glanced back at the woman. “They did? Over bells?”

She tugged at her coat collar. “It wasn’t me. It must have been someone at the cottage.” She pointed at the stained glass. “Back there, on the other side of the church graveyard. That’s where they are. I could see the flashing police lights from my bedroom. I guess they’re trying to contact the pastor.”

“That’s probably it,” I said, looking at Holly. Her expression was doubtful. And truth be told, I was doubting my own words. Cops didn’t leave their emergency lights flashing over ringing bells or a pastor who didn’t answer his office phone.

The woman waved wearily, said, “Off to bed for me,” and headed back in the direction she’d come from, shuffling off through the dewy grass.

Holly and I set out across the lawn for the back of the building. The church grounds were bordered by stands of junipers and low-growing shrubs, so although I’d driven past the church many times, I’d never noticed a graveyard or any building behind it. It was a new world, full of shadows, spring flowers, and the scent of pine trees.

I saw lights pulsing red and blue, reflecting off granite headstones, and then, as Holly and I walked into a tiny clearing, I saw a Juniper Grove Police SUV and squad car. Two cars, both with lights flashing. This was not good.

I halted, assessing the situation. Four women, one of them draped in a throw blanket and all of them wearing robes, were huddled at the front of what I supposed was the cottage, and a capless Officer Derek Underhill was speaking to one of them. She nodded her head, he nodded his, and he motioned for her to sit on a low stone wall in front of the cottage. She complied, wrapping her blanket more firmly about her shoulders.

“That’s Sophie Crawford,” I said. Though the bells were still ringing, I kept my voice low. “The woman with the red hair talking to Underhill. She’s head librarian at the Juniper Grove Library. She’s helped me with research.”

“I know her too,” Holly whispered.

Another car came into sight, creeping slowly up the drive and pulling up to the squad car. I counted seven cars now, and except for the SUV, they were bumper to bumper on the drive. “That’s the coroner,” I said. How many times had I seen that van of his? “The ambulance will be a couple minutes behind him. You were right, Holly. Something happened.”

The coroner spoke briefly to Underhill and then Sophie. She tilted her head at the cottage, and without speaking to or looking at the other women, the coroner slipped through the front door.

A minute later Chief Gilroy appeared from behind the cottage. He marched to his SUV, popped open the cargo door, then strode purposefully toward the graveyard, a crowbar in his hand.

“James,” I called as he neared. He slowed and gave me an upward chin salute before moving on. He was a quiet, almost reserved man, and never more so than when on the job.

“He’s not surprised to see us,” Holly said.

Daylight was breaking, sending shafts of light slanting through the junipers, promising warmer hours ahead. “I’m going to talk to Sophie.”

We started once more toward the cottage. Hearing our shoes crunch on the gravel drive, Underhill, who had been hovering attentively over Sophie, turned. “Where did you two come from?”

“From the church,” I replied. “We heard the bells.”

“Rachel Stowe?” Still clinging to her blanket, Sophie rose from the stone wall.

“I thought that was you, Sophie. What happened?”

“Something terrible.” Her face went momentarily blank, as though she were fighting to make sense of the awful event that had drawn the police to her home. Seconds later, tears welled in her green eyes. “My friend Lauren Hughes is dead.” She let go of her blanket with one hand and gestured vaguely toward the cottage.

I quickly scanned the scene before me: the gray two-story cottage; the sky-blue front door; pink and white rose bushes tumbling over the stone wall, some in bud, some just beginning to bloom; the other three women, standing now in their own little group; the wooden sign on the wall near where Sophie had sat, on it the words “Wild Rose Cottage” in shades of green and blue.

“She fell out of a second-story window in the back,” Sophie said quietly.

I stared.

“During the night, onto the concrete patio. I thought I heard a scream, so I got up . . . and I found her. A few minutes later, those bells started.” She put a hand to one ear. “They won’t stop.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

Seconds later, the bells ceased. The silence that followed was almost palpable. I had a feeling that Gilroy had introduced his crowbar to the church doors.

“Thank goodness,” Sophie said, letting her hand fall to her lap. “I never thought church bells could be so unnerving.” She turned to Underhill. “Officer, I need to make coffee.”

“Go ahead, but everyone needs to stay in the kitchen,” Underhill replied.

“And Rachel,” Sophie said, her tone pleading, “you need to come inside.” The three women ten or so feet away from us must have known her far better than I did, so why ask me? Sophie had been a great help to my research, but we weren’t close by any means.

Holly sat down next to Sophie. “Was your friend the same Lauren Hughes who subbed at Grant Middle School?”

“Yes, she was.”

“Lauren is, or was, my son Caleb’s favorite teacher, even though she was a substitute,” Holly said. “He loved it when she subbed. She encouraged his interest in astronomy, of all things. Caleb even saved his money and bought a telescope for Christmas last year. He’s going to be heartbroken.”

“This is my friend Holly,” I said, a little late with my introduction.

“Will you come inside too?” Sophie asked. There was that pleading tone again.

“Yes, I want to know what happened. What to tell my son.”

I asked Underhill if he’d mind us staying—he was Chief Gilroy’s senior officer, after all, though he’d grown far less authoritative toward me in the months we’d known each other—and he agreed, provided we remained in the kitchen with the others.

I watched Holly follow the others through the cottage’s blue door, hanging back so I could ask Underhill about his first impressions of the scene. While he’d grown less officious, I’d grown more inquisitive—and bolder in my snooping. But Underhill and I were friends now, and most of the time he didn’t mind my investigative nature. Anyway, he knew there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.

He leaned sideways and whispered, “There’s a little blood on the window frame and sill, and more of it on the shingles outside the window.”

“Like she was being pushed out and fought back?”

“It’s also possible she fell and grabbed for the window, though I think she had too many scratches on her hands for that. A couple broken nails too. She was clawing. And there’s too much blood on the shingles. It doesn’t make sense.”

“You don’t think it looks like an accident.”

He shrugged and headed inside the cottage.

Sophie was already making coffee in the kitchen when I joined Holly and the others at the farmhouse-style table in the adjacent dining area. The table was littered with cell phones, crumpled potato chip bags, empty ice cream cartons, and bottles drained of their wine—at a glance, almost two bottles a person.

One of the women drew a stack of four paperbacks across the table and stared sourly at their spines. She appeared to be a few years younger than Sophie, maybe in her late twenties. Freckles peppered her nose and cheeks, and her light brown hair was long, thick, and expensively highlighted.

I had always felt—quite irrationally—that freckles, like dimples, belonged to open, approachable people, so I introduced myself and asked what the book was, since they all appeared to have the same cover.

“It’s our monthly club book,” she said. She took the topmost book and slung it down the table at me. “It’s a murder mystery called Penelope Falls. I’m Tyra West.”

I angled the cover my way. On it, an artist had drawn a young woman in midair, plummeting to earth from a second-story open window. I nearly gasped.

“I see I’m not the only one who thinks it’s weird,” Tyra said.

The woman seated in the chair opposite mine crossed her arms and exhaled. “It was an accident, Tyra.” She turned her attention to me. “I’m Mariette Shipley, by the way. And your friend”—she threw a forefinger at Holly, sitting to my left—“I know you. You own the bakery downtown. Is that right?”

“Yes, I’m Holly Kavanagh.”

“I’m sorry we’re meeting under sad circumstances. I love your bakery. Oh, I could have your Danishes every morning.”

“Here we go, people,” Sophie said, carrying a tray of blue mugs to the table. She set it down, gently pushed it forward, and took a mug for herself. “Cream and sugar, spoons if you need them.” She sat at the end of the table nearest the kitchen, crossed her legs, and pushed her long red locks from her forehead. She must have risen only fifteen minutes before me, I thought, but though she still wore a robe, her eyes and skin were bright and clear, her hair nearly regal looking.

At the sound of voices and the metallic churn of wheels on concrete, Sophie’s head jerked. “What’s that noise?”

“It’s the coroner,” I said as tenderly as possible. The gurney was on the patio now. Thank goodness no one had opened the drapes across from the table. By the sound of it, the patio onto which Lauren had fallen was just a few feet away, hidden by the blessedly thick fabric of the drapes. I heard muffled voices talking over one another, Gilroy’s too, and I knew he’d work hard to clear the scene, but not before he had examined every inch of it. “They’ll be gone soon.”

“This wasn’t an accident,” Tyra said.

Mariette rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and mumbled something under her breath.

“You always dismiss what I say,” Tyra said. “Why do you do that?”

“Now, Tyra, let’s not make things worse,” Mariette said. “Please try to relax.” She smiled. Was she trying to comfort her friend? I didn’t know, but she came off as condescending. Brandishing her large, straight, and brilliantly white teeth, calling attention to her adorable pixie haircut by toying with a short strand of dark hair at her temple. And condescending is how Tyra took it.

“Make it worse!” she shouted, clutching her blue robe. “Are you awake? Maybe you should go back to bed. Lauren is dead!”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Underhill edge from the living room toward the kitchen.

“Even in your world it doesn’t get worse than that,” Tyra went on. “And quit messing with your hair all the time. It’s a ridiculous habit.”

Sophie held up her hands, palms outward. “Guys, please.”

But Tyra wasn’t finished. “Have you looked at the book cover, Mariette? Did you even read the book?”

“I told you I read it,” Mariette said, pronouncing each word as if it were its own emphatic sentence.

The doorbell jangled and Sophie grimaced.

“I’ll get it,” Underhill said. “It’s a police officer.”

“Another one?”

“Yes, Officer Turner.”

“You’re quiet, Alison,” Tyra said, turning her attention to Sophie’s third guest. “Don’t you think it’s weird Lauren would fall out of a bedroom window? I didn’t fall out of mine.”

Alison pursed her thin lips.

“Well?” Tyra said.

“I’m thinking,” Alison said in a gravelly voice. “I’m deliberating, which is what all of us should be doing, rather than flying off the handle. We’re too close to this right now, too emotional.”

“Of course we’re emotional,” Sophie said.

“Yes, I know, but we shouldn’t jump to the conclusion that someone or something . . .”

“Go on,” Tyra said. “Finish your thought, Alison. It’s only logical.”

Alison fixed her dark eyes on Tyra. “We all had a lot to drink last night. I stubbed my toes twice, just getting up around two and using the bathroom. And Lauren and Sophie fell up the stairs when they went to bed.” She glanced apologetically at Sophie. “Sorry, but you did. We all did.”

Sophie nodded in agreement.

“And so to finish my thought, Tyra, I think we should wait to hear what the police say.”

“And if they say—” Tyra began.

“Then we talk about what might have happened,” Alison said, cutting her off. “There’s no point doing it now. Anything might have happened. Let’s wait and see.” She arched her neck like a swan, as if to say, That’s my final and perfect judgment on the matter.

“I’m just using common sense,” Tyra said. “There were five of us in the house and one is dead.”

“Honestly, Tyra,” Alison said. “Cut it out right now. Take a mug and drink your coffee.”

Oddly, Tyra stopped talking and did just that.

Alison was, I guessed, in her early thirties, like Sophie, but she was sterner than Sophie and clearly the leader of the group. Even more so than Mariette. Alison had even taken the chair at the far head of the table, the seat of power from which she could preside over our gathering. Her voice, her narrow nose, and her blonde bangs cut short and straight across her broad forehead gave her a harsh quality. When she stared, as she was doing now at Tyra, she might have been made of marble.

 I grabbed two mugs from the tray and handed one to Holly. “Can I ask what time you all went to bed?”

Sophie glanced around the table. “About half past midnight?” she asked.

“Twelve forty, exactly,” Alison said.

I eyed the kitchen wall clock, then looked back at Sophie. “So you heard Lauren scream at about four-fifty this morning?”

Sophie considered my question and then readily agreed. “That’s about right. Ladies?”

“That sounds right,” Mariette said. “I heard her scream too, but Sophie got there first. I was in a bedroom downstairs.”

Alison regarded me with suspicion. “Why do you ask?”

“Because Lauren drank the last of her wine at least four hours before she fell,” I said.

Tyra leaned in. “More like five hours. We quit drinking about midnight. I see what you’re saying. How could she be fall-down drunk five whole hours later?”

“She had a lot of wine,” Sophie said.

“The same amount as me,” Tyra said, “and Lauren’s taller. I feel a little sick to my stomach, but I’m not drunk.”

“It wasn’t even good wine,” Alison said. “It was adequate at best.”

“Who else was on the first floor?” I asked.

“Me,” Alison said. “It was me and Mariette in the first-floor bedrooms, everyone else upstairs.”

“Did you make it up the stairs all right?” I asked.

“Fine,” Alison said. “I was kind of groggy, but anyone would be, waking up before five.”

Mariette’s expression was thoughtful. “When I heard the scream, I got out of bed pretty fast. But I sat for a little, wondering if it really was a scream I heard, and then I went up the stairs, ’cause that’s where it seemed to come from. I didn’t fall, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“So you all ran to Lauren’s bedroom first?” I asked.

Sophie shivered involuntarily. “And then we looked out the window and went outside.”

Alison reached for the tray, taking hold of a mug. She dropped a spoon into the coffee and then seized the half-pint carton of cream. “I didn’t go outside, since one look from the window told me she was dead,” she said, pouring a liberal dose of cream into her coffee. She stirred it with vigor, clanging the spoon on the stoneware mug. “I wasn’t about to go outside and take a closer look. And I still say it’s wise not to have this conversation until the police tell us what happened. This will get us nothing but arguments, and I’ve had enough of that.”

“I want to talk,” Sophie said. “I need to.”

“Well, I don’t,” Alison said. “There’s no point, and it’s foolish when we know nothing. What are we going to do, make wild guesses?”

The room fell silent. I reached for a spoon, then stood, walked to Alison’s place at the table, and grabbed the carton of cream. I didn’t care for the woman’s pronouncements. If Sophie wanted to talk, we would talk.

“How old was Lauren?” I asked of no one in particular.

“How old are you?” Alison snapped.

Obviously my carton-of-cream domination move had offended her. “I’m forty-three,” I replied without missing a beat. I almost added, “And twenty-five pounds overweight, so there.”

“Then you’re the oldest one at the table by far,” Alison said.

I smiled. Sweetly.

“Lauren was twenty-eight,” Tyra said. “Same as me. Our birthdays are three weeks apart.”

“Was she married?” I asked.

“No, thank goodness,” Sophie said. “What a terrible thing for a husband to hear.”

“I know she was a substitute teacher, but did she do anything else for a living?”

Alison emitted a tiny, petulant groan. “The police are going to be questioning us soon enough, and their questions will be pertinent.”

“She worked for St. John’s,” Sophie said. “It’s strange the bells would ring right after she died. It’s like the church knew.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

Sophie’s bell comment brought our conversation to a screeching halt, something Alison’s dictatorial decree hadn’t been able to accomplish. Holly gave me a hesitant, sidelong glance. The bells. They were the reason we were sitting at Sophie’s table.

“The church doors were locked when Holly and I arrived,” I began, “so I’m guessing the bells are operated electronically, not by a human bell ringer. Do any of you know how they work?”

“You’re right, they’re not rung in the traditional way,” Sophie said.

“Three stationary bells, no bell ringer,” Alison said. “Most modern churches don’t have actual bell ringers. They have automated strikers.”

So Alison would talk, just not about Lauren Hughes.

“It sounds like you’re familiar with St. John’s,” I said.

“I am,” Alison said. “Sophie and I go there. That’s where we met, at a pancake breakfast two Easters back. Soon after that, we founded our little book club.”

Sophie looked at me over the rim of her mug—rather sheepishly, I thought. “We discovered we have the same taste in books.”

Was she trying to excuse her friendship with Alison? We wouldn’t be friends if we didn’t have the same taste in books.

“Have the bells ever rung this early?” I asked.

“Never,” Sophie said. “And they’ve never chimed this long, either.”

Hearing footsteps overheard, I glanced at the ceiling.

“What are they doing now?” Sophie asked me.

“Just going over Lauren’s room and the upstairs in general. Taking photos, swabs.”

“Swabs?” Mariette sat straight, her alert posture demanding an explanation.

“It’s just a guess. I don’t know for sure what they’re doing.”

Alison sniffed and tried to suppress a smug smile. “But you would have a good idea. You and Chief Gilroy have been dating since, what, Christmas?”

“Thanksgiving,” I said, again not missing a beat. Juniper Grove was a small town, but how would a woman I’d never met know that James Gilroy and I were dating? Granted, he was the police chief, but we cherished our privacy, and Gilroy, being an old-fashioned man—how I loved that—didn’t make grand public shows of his affection, even when he wasn’t on the job. We held hands walking downtown, kissed now and then, hugged. Sometimes he wrapped his arm about my waist when we walked, and I felt like the luckiest woman at the table, old though I might have seemed to Alison.

“They were already up there,” Sophie said. “Why go up twice?”

“They’re being thorough,” Mariette said.

“How exactly do automated church bells work?” Holly asked.

All eyes turned my friend’s way. It was the first she’d spoken since telling Mariette she owned the downtown bakery.

“They’re programmed, like anything electronic,” Tyra replied. “The strikers are mechanical, but they’re operated by an electric box—a controller.”

“Do you go to St. John’s too?” I asked her.

“No, but my parents have been members for almost thirty years, and I’ve been up in the bell tower with them.”

“I’ve been up there too,” Alison said. “It’s fascinating.”

“Is the controller in the bell tower?” I asked.

“Unless they moved it, it’s in the church office,” Tyra answered. “It’s a black box, literally. About the size of a shoe box.”

“Three bells,” Alison said, repeating herself. “They’re stationary. Only the strikers move—with absolute precision. The controller is programmed to strike the bells at set times and for a set amount of time, so someone did something radical to the system for it to go haywire like that.”

“Then no one has to be at the church for the bells to ring?” I asked. 

“But they always are,” Sophie said. “The bells are for services.” She added quietly, “Or funerals. They don’t ring the hours like some bells do.”

I heard a faucet crank somewhere near the patio, then the sound of water spraying concrete. It was Officer Travis Turner, probably. Jobs like that fell to him, the junior officer. He was no doubt trying to make the best of what must have been an ugly scene. I caught Sophie’s eyes, and although I knew she understood what was happening outside, neither of us said a word.

“I like the old way of ringing bells,” Mariette said. “Pulling on ropes, making beautiful melodies.”

Sophie looked toward the living room, watching for Gilroy or Underhill to appear, I thought. I wasn’t even sure if they were both on the second floor.

“Sophie,” I said. I waited for her to look back at me. “Chief Gilroy is the best there is. He’s doing what needs to be done, and as soon as he can, he and the officers will be out of here.”

She bit her lip and nodded. “Poor Lauren.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to tell Caleb about her,” Holly said. “She was wonderful. So encouraging and kind. Just their few interactions made a difference in his life.”

In my peripheral vision I saw Mariette and Tyra exchange skeptical looks. I was about to ask them what part of Holly’s assessment of Lauren they found dubious when Gilroy and Underhill walked into the dining area.

“Ladies, thank you for waiting,” Gilroy said.

“Is it quite all right if we go home now?” Alison said.

“I need to ask you all some questions first.”

“Would you answer a question first?” Alison said. “Was Lauren hurt deliberately or was it an accident? We have a right to know, and if it was an accident, we have a right to leave.”

To my surprise, Gilroy didn’t waver. “We’re treating her death as a homicide.”

Tyra tensed, and Sophie stared numbly at Gilroy.

“How do you know?” Mariette said.

“The fall wasn’t her only injury,” Gilroy said. “That’s all I can say right now.”

Alison snorted. Her lips were pressed in a thin, agitated line, and when she spoke, her voice was laced with scorn. “So we’re not going to find out what happened to our friend? In spite of the obvious fact that if she was murdered, one of us did it? I’d like to know what this injury was. We’re all staying here again tonight. My fiancé is on a hiking trip with Sophie’s husband and won’t be back until Monday night. That’s why we chose this weekend for our book club get-together.”

“And my husband is on a business trip to Italy,” Mariette said, nervously plucking and twisting the inch-long hair at her temple. “I don’t want to be alone in my house with a killer on the loose.”

“It’s no better to be here,” Alison said. “What are we going to do? For heaven’s sake, one of us killed Lauren. I’m not saying she didn’t have it coming, but—”

“Alison,” Sophie groaned.

“I’m being frank,” Alison said.

“If one of us killed her, three of us didn’t kill her,” Tyra said. “If we don’t separate, we’ll be okay. Besides, she was probably the only target.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Alison said.

“How did someone push Lauren?” Mariette said, her gaze wandering to the patio drapes. “She was a strong woman.”

“She was a drunk woman,” Alison said. “She drank more than any of us.”

Though Gilroy must have been anxious to start questioning the women, he let them talk. He stood quietly by, rocking slightly on his cowboy boots. I knew he was learning as much from their banter as he would from a formal interview.

“What about you, Tyra?” Mariette said. “You don’t mind going home, do you? You’re single, so you’re used to being by yourself.”

“Thanks, Mariette,” Tyra said.

“I don’t mean it like it sounds.”

“Yeah, you do.”

“All I mean is you would feel more comfortable alone in your apartment than I would alone in my big house.”

Thunder rumbled softly in the distance, though the morning sun was still shining through the huge window over the kitchen sink. Only Sophie seemed aware of the shifting weather.

“Stay here or go home,” Alison said. “Neither appeals to me. I’m sorry to say that, Sophie.”

Ignoring Alison, Tyra gave Mariette a long, icy look. “Now I know you didn’t read the book. The next victim is a single woman who lives alone in an apartment.”

I rose and wordlessly handed Gilroy one of the paperbacks.

“We meet once a month to discuss a book we’ve read,” Sophie explained. “This is a book club, but we’re also friends, so we make a two- or three-day weekend of it, especially when husbands and Alison’s fiancé are out of town. Penelope Falls is our May book.”

Gilroy impassively inspected the cover, flipped the book over, and nodded noncommittally at Sophie’s words.

Tyra, having expected more of a reaction, was appalled. “You seriously don’t think that’s weird?” she said. “How can you not think it’s weird? It can’t be a coincidence.”

“I’d like to take this with me, Mrs. Crawford,” Gilroy said.

Tyra folded her arms and lifted her chin, pleased with her small victory. Gilroy would take another look at the book.

“Of course,” Sophie said.

Gilroy handed the book to Underhill. “I’d like to use the small room off the living room for questioning. The one with the desk.”

“My office,” Sophie said. “That’s fine.”

Next Gilroy told Sophie and her guests that he and Underhill would talk to them one at a time while the others waited at the table with Officer Turner.

The young officer stepped forward. I hadn’t even noticed his return from the patio.

“You’re separating us to unnerve us?” Alison said.

“No, I’m not. Miss . . . ?

“Miss Alison Francis. That’s exactly how the police operate. Divide and conquer, get people to say things they don’t mean.”

“So you’ve been questioned by the police before?”

“Absolutely not. But I understand how things work.”

Gilroy pivoted sideways and extended an arm toward the living room. “Why don’t we begin, Miss Francis?”

“Do you mind if I change out of my robe first? My room’s on the first floor.”

“Go ahead, but bring your robe and pajamas back with you.”

“Looking for evidence?” Alison sniffed loudly, making her displeasure known, and marched off for her bedroom while Gilroy made his way to what was now the interview room.

Alison was bound to lose any and all verbal jousts with Gilroy, I thought. She just didn’t know that yet.

Sophie pushed back her chair and stood. “Officer, I have to check the downspouts.”

Turner raised a quizzical brow.

“We’re about to get rain,” Sophie continued, “and I have to make sure the downspouts are in place.” She waved her hand. “It’s complicated. Can I check them now, please? I’ll be back in three minutes.”

“I can help,” I said, pushing to my feet. “Is that all right?”

“Yup, sounds good,” Turner said. “Go out the front door, please.”

Turner knew my plan was to chat with Sophie, perhaps get her to spill a few beans. A mystery writer by profession, I’d developed a reputation as a bit of an amateur sleuth—or a snoop, depending who you asked.

Once outside, I paused at the stone wall and took a deep, cleansing breath of air.

“I know they seem petty,” Sophie said, “but they’re not like that all the time, really. They’re friends. We just can’t believe what happened, and those crazy bells didn’t help. Our nerves are frazzled. We were all in tears when we found Lauren. Except Alison, of course. But then, that’s Alison. She doesn’t like to let on.” 

“Why?”

“She hates feeling vulnerable, and showing pain makes you vulnerable, doesn’t it? Some people take it as a sign of weakness and use it against you.”

“When did they all get here?”

“Friday night.”

Thunder sounded again. Sophie rubbed her arms, as if in expectation of a chilly rain, and strode around the wall to her right. “I’ll be glad when I don’t have to check these spouts anymore. There.” She pointed at a raised downspout extension. “The lawn people raise these when they mow and refuse to put them back down.”

“You don’t want water pouring next to the foundation,” I said, nodding my head.

Sophie smiled. “Not until the sale goes through and I’m out of here.”

“You’re selling the cottage?”

“I have to. It’s been in my family for decades, but it’s too much for me now. And the rain we’ve had the past two years? Unbelievable. Come on, let me show you.”

Still dressed in her robe, she led me away from the house, the church, and its graveyard, up a gentle, grassy slope. Ahead of us were the same kind of junipers and shrubs I’d seen when entering the cottage grounds from St. John’s side. Here, too, they formed a barrier, a green wall. Where the ground leveled out, we stopped. Thirty feet ahead were sidewalks, cars, and houses. A humming Juniper Grove that had all but vanished in the still of the cottage grounds.

“No wonder it’s so quiet down there,” I said. “The trees and land are like soundproofing.”

“But look behind you.” Sophie pointed.

I turned. Her cottage sat in a shallow, verdant dish. Talk about vulnerable. Though Colorado’s climate was semi-arid, we occasionally experienced flooding rains, and Wild Rose Cottage had foolishly been built in the middle of a natural collection point. Soft rains would fall harmlessly, soaking into the ground, but heavy rains would race down the slope toward the cottage. Even the church and its graveyard were on higher ground.

“I can see your problem,” I said. “This doesn’t bother your buyer?”

“My buyer is St. John’s,” Sophie said, “and they know all about this.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

Sophie and I quickly checked the remaining downspouts and hurried back to the house, figuring Turner was wondering where on earth we’d gone. Gilroy had finished questioning Alison, and, according to Turner, had nearly finished talking to Tyra when we returned.

“How long does it take to check gutter spouts?” Mariette asked.

“I wanted a tour of the cottage grounds,” I said, retaking my seat at the table. “I’ve never been here before. It’s lovely.”

Sophie went to the kitchen sink and announced she was going to make a fresh pot of coffee.

Turner cleared his throat.

“Coming up, Officer,” Sophie said.

Mariette’s slender fingers, her nails glistening with clear polish, tapped the table. She had changed into a long summery dress, and her robe and pink nightgown were folded neatly in the center of the table. Next to them were two other robes and two sets of pajamas belonging to Tyra and Alison.

“This is probably your last chance to see Wild Rose,” Mariette said. “Sophie’s selling it.”

“Mariette is my real estate agent,” Sophie said.

“That’s why our May meeting was here,” Mariette said, “even though we met here in April and we usually alternate houses every month. We needed to say farewell to the house.” She flaunted her broad, toothy smile. “The sale is a good thing for Sophie, but of course it’s also bittersweet.”

“Sophie,” Holly said, sliding sideways in her seat, “may I ask how old the cottage is?”

“Age was built into the appearance,” Sophie said. She flicked on the coffeemaker and headed back to the kitchen table. “It was meant to look like an old English cottage, right down to the name Wild Rose Cottage. My parents built it forty years ago, and this has been my home since the day I was born.”

“Your parents don’t live here?” Holly asked.

“They died four years ago, and the house was passed to me.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Sophie’s eyes wandered over the kitchen and dining area, from the enormous cast-iron range to the large hutch at the other end of the table, where Alison sat. As her eyes focused first here and then there, she seemed to relive small moments of her past. How sad that one of her last memories of the place would be the death of her friend Lauren.

“I need more coffee,” Tyra announced as she shuffled back to the table and sank into her seat. “Getting interviewed is weirdly exhausting.”

Underhill poked his head in from the living room and motioned to Mariette. “Mrs. Shipley?”

“That would be me.” Mariette grinned—she seemed predisposed to do that, regardless of the circumstance—and accompanied Underhill into the living room and toward Sophie’s office.

I glanced at the kitchen clock. It was just before seven in the morning, my usual rising time on Sundays. I was Julia’s ride to church, and I needed to let her know I wouldn’t be making it this morning. But what were Holly and I to do? Stay awhile longer? Sophie wanted us to, though I wasn’t sure how we could help her. But clearly she was wary of her own friends—understandably, since one of them was a killer.

“Do you need to leave?” Sophie asked. She’d seen me check the clock.

“I need to take care of a few things,” I said.

“Can you come back tonight? Holly too. I’d love to have you for dinner. And your other friend—the one I see you with in the library. I’ve forgotten her name, but we’ve talked.”

“Julia Foster.” I looked from Alison to Tyra. “Are you two staying tonight?”

“We’d originally planned to,” Alison said, “but I’m not sure now. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

“I’m staying,” Tyra said. “The next woman to die in Penelope Falls is—”

“We know, we know,” Alison said, jamming her fingers into her short bangs. “There’s no need to go over and over it.”

“I’d like to know,” I said, once more overriding one of Alison’s proclamations. I stuck out my hand. “Give me another copy of the book, would you? How many victims are there and how did they die?”

Tyra propelled another paperback my way. “Victim two is electrocuted by a toaster in her own apartment. She could have survived the shock, but when it happens, she falls and cracks her skull on her kitchen counter. Victim three is strangled near a church, and the killer kicks her down an embankment into a church graveyard, where she’s discovered the next morning.”

“What?” I could hardly believe my ears. And Alison didn’t think these fictional murders were creepily relevant?

“Yeah, weird,” Tyra said, appreciating my reaction. “And the last victim is shoved from a church bell tower.”

“All the victims are women?”

“Yep. And so is the killer.”

“I’d like to take this book with me, if that’s okay,” I said.

“Sure.”

Sophie’s expression told me she wasn’t convinced of a connection. “Tyra, do you really think one of us is using that book as a murder map?”

“Maybe not,” Tyra said, “but I’m the only one who lives alone in an apartment, and I don’t want to go back there so I can be a guinea pig for my theory.”

She had a point. A small one, but a point nonetheless. Still, her only other options were to stay at Sophie’s cottage or check into a hotel.

“What about the Lilac Lane Bed and Breakfast?” I asked her. “Just until the police find out what happened.”

“Or you can stay here,” Sophie said.

“And lock my bedroom door?” Tyra said.

“Sounds like you don’t want to be alone either, Sophie,” Alison said. “Neither does Mariette. She’s as nervous as a baby chick when her husband’s out of the country. We’re adult women, for heaven’s sake, so let’s behave like we are. Home or here, I really don’t care one way or the other.”

Sophie stood abruptly. “Then go home, Alison. Feel free.”

Alison’s jaw dropped and she spread out her hands, declaring her innocence. “I’m just saying.”

I’d had enough of Alison of the Short Bangs. Getting riled up this early in the morning wasn’t my thing. I wanted breakfast and a decent cup of hazelnut coffee. “What time would you like us for dinner, Sophie?” I asked, speaking for Holly and hoping she didn’t mind. Sunday night was family night at her house.

“Six?”

“You got it.”

 

holly and i made our way back to my car through St. John’s graveyard, walking out of that cool green oasis into the warm May sunshine of the church lawn. It had rained, but only a sprinkle, and now the sun was out again. At the curb, I turned back and saw that the church’s doors were wide open.

“The pastor must be inside,” Holly said. “Gilroy would’ve closed the doors. Is it just me or are you still curious about those bells?”

“It’s not just you.” I tossed my copy of Penelope Falls into my car, took my phone from the center console, and called Julia to let her know I wouldn’t be at home when she knocked on my door for church.

“When we’re done, I need a good cup of coffee,” Holly said, cutting a path across the church lawn. “I didn’t think anything could be worse than police station coffee, but I was wrong.”

“Coffee at my house when we’ve finished here,” I said.

We stepped through the doors—I spotted the crowbar damage at the deadbolt right away—and into a beige-tiled lobby. Ahead was another pair of doors, mostly glass, leading to the sanctuary, and to our left and right were halls that I assumed led to various church offices.

“Go right?” Holly asked, taking off. She was on a mission. Her grandmother’s fear of bells and of what they foretold, though somewhat diminished in Holly—with her it was more intense curiosity than fear—had nevertheless become a part of her.

We found the pastor’s office on the first door to the right. Pastor Kenneth Ackley, a sign outside read. Inside, a red-haired man dressed in jeans and a blue shirt sat with his back to the open door, his eyes fastened on a computer monitor.

I knocked on the doorframe.

He swiveled back, smiled, and rose. “Yes? Can I help you?”

In spite of his harried morning, not to mention my subsequent bumbling explanation of who we were and why we were in his church, he welcomed us into his office and showed us the electronic black box that controlled St. John’s bells.

“We’ve been using this system from MacAllan for eight years, and we’ve never had a malfunction like that,” Ackley said, shaking his head at the box. “I’ve been trying to find the fault in the system, but it’s not there.”

“What do you think that means?” Holly asked.

“There wasn’t an error,” he said. “Someone reprogrammed the box.” He gestured toward a pair of chairs against the office wall, inviting us to sit.

“Why would anyone do that?” I asked, taking one of the chairs.

“The question isn’t only why, but when and how,” he replied, tilting his head for emphasis. In his mid-forties, he had a gentle face and a bit of a paunch, and as he spoke, a strand of red hair fell onto his forehead. He pushed it back and continued. “Though it’s not so hard to break into the system. Not for someone who understands technology better than I do. The next question is, when was it reprogrammed? It could have been any time after last Sunday’s service. I wouldn’t have known, and neither would anyone else. The system operates without constant checking. That’s the beauty of it.”

“How would someone break into the system?” I asked.

“That’s the part of this that concerns me most,” he said. He rotated the monitor on his desk so we could see it. “Someone could have come in here, gone into my computer, and changed the program settings. It’s easy. You open the app, click on the time and day, then click Apply. Anyone with a basic knowledge of computers could have done it.”

The question had to be asked. “Could it have been someone on your staff?”

“No,” he said adamantly. “I’ve worked with the same people for the eight years we’ve had this bell system. I trust them completely. Aside from that, there’s almost always someone in the office. It wouldn’t be easy to sneak in.”

“Who else had access?” Holly said.

“Anyone, I suppose,” he said. “Inside or outside the church.” He reached for his cell phone next to his monitor. “The bell system is on a computer program on a church computer that has minimal security and an embarrassingly easy password. I intend to change it later today. I even have an app on my phone.” The pastor tapped an app button and showed us the program as it loaded on his phone. “I almost forgot about it because I never use it.” He set the phone down again and crossed his arms on his chest. “Someone hacked the system. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

It made a lot of sense, I had to agree. I leaned forward, anxious not to give the poor man yet another jolt. “Did the police tell you about Lauren Hughes?”

Ackley nodded sadly. “Chief Gilroy did. I drove up a minute or two after he broke in.”

“The neighbors were getting antsy.”

“He had to do it, I understand. My wife and I couldn’t hear the bells at my house, you see. We live in the foothills outside of town. First I got a call from a neighbor, and when I was in my car driving to the church, the police called, but service cut out before I could answer. By the time I made it here, they’d fixed the problem. I walked into the lobby just as Gilroy was leaving the office.”

“How did he turn it off?” I asked.

“He flipped a switch on the black box. A simple toggle switch.” Ackley fell silent. For a poignant moment, he appeared stunned by the morning’s events. “Lauren was only with St. John’s for six months. I’ll miss her. The church will miss her.”

“So she wasn’t on staff for eight years?”

“No, she’s the exception. Everyone else, though, eight years.”

“Did she work full time?” Holly asked.

“At least thirty hours a week, sometimes more,” he said. “She organized the office, organized our files, answered the phone, sent out thank-you and sympathy cards, updated our website, and on and on. She was tireless.”

Feeling we’d taken enough of Ackley’s time, I got to my feet. He rose too, and then shook my hand and Holly’s.

“One more thing,” I said. “Sophie tells me St. John’s is buying her land and cottage.”

He brightened a little. “Yes, if all goes right. Some of the land will end up as a parking lot. As you can probably tell, we don’t have much in the way of parking. How is Sophie doing?”

“She’s still in shock, but she’ll be all right,” I said.

I thanked him, started to leave, and then immediately circled back. I’d neglected an important question. “Why do you think the bell system was reprogrammed? Sophie Crawford told me the bells started chiming a few minutes after she found Lauren’s body.”

“Like the bells tolled her death,” Holly said.

Ackley made a face. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

“No, no,” Holly said. “But it gives me chills thinking about it.”

“Which is the effect someone wanted. For whom do the bells toll?” he said with a note of gentle humor. “Do I think Lauren’s death and the bell-system reprogramming are a coincidence? Probably not. Do I think the bells on their own tolled her death? Absolutely not. I have faith, ladies, not superstition. I think when the police find out why the bells were reprogrammed, they’ll find out who killed Lauren.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

Holly and I hadn’t been in my house more than sixty seconds when Julia knocked on the door.

“I want to have Julia’s speed and agility when I’m her age,” I said to Holly as I hurried to let her in. “Keep making coffee,” I shouted over my shoulder.

The instant I opened the door, Julia burst into my living room—all five feet two of her. “It’s all over town,” she declared. “The bells, Lauren Hughes dying at Sophie Crawford’s house, Chief Gilroy breaking down St. John’s doors.”

“Seriously?” I pushed the door shut.

She pointed toward my kitchen. “Is Holly making coffee?”

“Do you have extrasensory perception?”

“I was watching from my window when you drove home,” she explained. She shot for the kitchen, her green cardigan fluttering behind her.

I trailed after her, again wondering at her energy. She’d always been lively, at least in the eleven months I’d known her, but since beginning to date Royce Putnam in February, her enthusiasm for life, and solving mysteries, had blossomed. Royce, too, was a puzzle solver—and avid mystery reader. He was so eager to solve puzzles, in fact, that I’d taken to giving him unedited chapters of my mystery novels for comments.

While Holly filled Julia in on the details of the morning, I made a quick pan of scrambled eggs. I wasn’t going to play with fire by drinking more coffee on an empty stomach. Julia had already eaten, but Holly topped off her early morning breakfast at her house by eating the partial cream puff I’d saved in my fridge.

Holly poured us coffee, and I took my plate of eggs to the table, but before digging in, I showed Julia the cover of Penelope Falls. “The women meet once a month at one of their houses. It’s a combination book club and weekend get-together. That’s their May book.”

“That’s a disturbing illustration,” Julia said. “What do you make of it?”

“Nothing yet,” I said. “But Gilroy took a book with him.”

“Did Lauren die from the fall?” Julia asked. “If I remember right, Wild Rose Cottage is only two stories.”

“You’ve been there?” I asked. I kept forgetting that Julia had lived in Juniper Grove her entire adult life. She was a walking encyclopedia of our tiny town.

“I knew Sophie Crawford’s parents a little,” Julia replied. “Her mother mostly. We talked gardening a few times. Unfortunately, they died in a car accident in Denver some four or five years ago, and we’d lost touch before that.”

“Lauren fell onto concrete,” I said, grimacing at my own words as I imagined the brutality of her fall. “She may have hit her head, but when Gilroy announced they were treating her death as a homicide, he said the fall wasn’t her only injury.”

“He didn’t elaborate,” Holly said, polishing off the last of the cream puff.

I cradled my cup and leaned back in my chair, relishing the aroma of good, fresh coffee. “What other injury could she have had? Underhill told me there were a lot of scratches on her hands and she had broken nails. And he saw blood on the window frame and sill—and more of it on the shingles outside the window. He thought she was clawing on the sill and frame on her way down. But injuries like that don’t necessarily mean she was murdered, and Gilroy didn’t hesitate to call her death homicide. He must have seen something else at the scene that the coroner thought was the real cause of death.”

“I’ll tell you something else,” Holly said, wiping her hands on a paper towel. “I don’t care how much wine she had. You don’t get out of bed after five hours of sobering up, open a window, and magically fall out. I’m sure Gilroy took that into consideration.”

“Tell me more about the bells,” Julia said. “The pastor is sure someone broke into the system?”

“He made it sound easy,” Holly said. “But he also said he trusted the people on his staff, and in the eight years the church had the system, it had never malfunctioned or been hacked. Lauren had worked there only six months, but she would hardly hack the controller to chime her own death.”

“The bells chimed several minutes after Sophie found her,” I said. “And besides, Gilroy was clear that this was murder, not suicide or an accident.”

“But the bells are connected to the murder?” Julia asked.

“Absolutely,” Holly and I said in unison.

“But not in a spooky, superstitious way,” Holly said, looking my way. “Someone planned them to ring at the time of Lauren’s death. It’s a message of some kind.”

Julia’s brows knitted as she listened. “But how can we find out who hacked the . . . the whatchamacallit—”

“Controller,” I said.

“—if anyone in Juniper Grove could have done it?” she finished.

“It was someone at the cottage.” I took my plate and cup to the sink, then turned to face the table, leaning against the kitchen counter. “Sophie, Tyra, Alison, or Mariette. That’s our suspect list.”

“You suspect Sophie?” Holly said.

“Right now, there’s no reason not to. She’s always been nice and helpful to me in the library, but that doesn’t mean anything. We should know that by now. Murderers can put on quite an act.”

Julia leaned forward, tugged down the sleeves of her cardigan, and in a hushed tone said, “Could the pastor have done it?”

“Julia!” Holly said, feigning great offense.

“It had to be someone at the cottage,” I reminded her.

“Oh, yes, yes,” Julia said, patting her cap of curly gray hair. “I don’t suppose the pastor broke into the cottage and shoved the poor girl out the window.”

“He could have changed the timing on the controller,” I said, “but why would he?”

“This is a perplexing one,” Julia said. “Very perplexing. When do we get started?”

“I thought we had got started,” Holly said.

“We have to interview people,” Julia said. “We can’t sit here like sacks of potatoes.”

I laughed. “There’s plenty of time for interviews. Tonight you’re having dinner with Holly and me at Sophie’s cottage.”

Julia’s eyebrows went up. “Oh, am I? Thank you very much for asking.”

“Would you rather stay at home?”

“Not on your life. Anyway, I’d love to see Wild Rose Cottage again. Are the roses still blooming?”

“Loads of them. If it weren’t for the cottage sitting in its own little floodplain, I could see myself living there.” I told Julia and Holly what Sophie had shown me—how her cottage sat in an earthen bowl, vulnerable to heavy rains. “You don’t realize until you walk to higher ground how low the house is. It’s a shame. If they’d built it a few feet higher, only a massive flood could do damage. Still, St. John’s wants to buy it and the land.”

“What will become of the cottage?” Holly asked. “I hope they keep it, even if they have to pave half the land.”

Parking lot, I thought ruefully. That’s what Pastor Ackley had said at least some of Sophie’s land would become. I hated the idea, though parking was probably the best and safest use for land that flooded in rainstorms. But what about a park or garden? Had Sophie chosen to sell her land to the church, or were there no other takers?

“How do we find out the sale price of the cottage?” I asked, looking from Julia to Holly.

“Easy,” Holly said, taking out her phone. “We know Mariette’s the real estate agent, so we find out where she works and just ask. If it’s a public listing, there’s no problem.” She turned her phone sideways and started typing with her thumbs. “Mariette Shipley, real estate, Juniper Grove,” she said. “Here we are. Mountain Real Estate on Main Street. Next we look for the listings.”

“Just think,” Julia said. “Twenty years ago we would’ve had to wait until Monday and drive to Mountain Real Estate. Now we simply look at our phones.”

Holly tapped and scrolled, and a minute later she sucked in her breath and held up her phone so Julia and I could see. “The cottage and 1.5 acres of land are going for $915,000.”

“You’re joking,” I said.

“A note on the page says it’s under contract,” Holly added.

“I’ll bet Sophie’s parents paid off the mortgage on the cottage,” Julia said.

“We could find out,” Holly said.

“If they did,” Julia went on, “Sophie would walk away with nearly a million dollars.”

“Mariette Shipley’s commission will take a bite of that,” I pointed out. “They both stand to make a lot of money.”

Julia pressed her palms to the table and stood. “Sacks of potatoes. Come on, let’s do something.”

“Peter and Caleb are heading to the ballpark today, and I’m on my own,” Holly said. “How about we head downtown? Maybe Officer Underhill is in the mood to chat.”

“If we bring him a drinkable cup of coffee from Grove Coffee, he’ll talk,” I said. “If not him, then Turner.”

“What about Chief Gilroy?” Julia asked.

“Depends on the mood he’s in,” I said. “But he actually likes the station coffee.”

 

we piled into my Forester and headed downtown, our first stop Grove Coffee, not far from the police station. I pulled a twenty from the coin bag in my console and bought three cups of coffee, just in case all three of Juniper Grove’s finest were at the station, and three jelly donuts. I only bought pastries from Grove on Sundays or at night, when Holly’s Sweets was closed. The coffee shop made fair blueberry jelly donuts, which I usually made a mess of eating—I’d been known to get jelly in my hair—but Holly was Juniper Grove’s Queen of Pastries. No one could match her cream puffs, scones, and croissants.

Officer Turner, who was manning the station’s front desk, smiled broadly when we entered. “How did I know you’d be here—and bearing gifts?” he said, eyeing the donut box.

“You know me too well.” I set the coffees and donuts on the desk, right under his nose. “Is Chief Gilroy in?”

“Nope. He’s out with Underhill. Is it all right if I dig in?” he asked, pulling the donut box his way. “I haven’t got much information for you.”

“Be my guest,” I said. “Eat at least one donut. You probably have more information than I have.”

“Could be.” Turner gave his donut a robust bite, and a blob of blueberry jelly oozed out the back and dropped on the desk.

“Napkins are in the box,” I said with a smile.

Grove Coffee’s donuts were bursting with jelly—the shop’s trademark. Big, heavy jelly donuts. I’d learned that last September, during the Blueberry Donut Incident. I’d been growing fond of Gilroy, certain my feelings were not reciprocated, and I’d run into him downtown, right after buying a donut from Grove Coffee. I bit, a glob of jelly fell on my jacket, he called my name, and I turned to meet him. All I could say as I wiped the glob with my fingers and then brushed hair from my face with those same fingers was, “Jelly.” He handed me a handkerchief and never once mocked me. Not then or since. Looking back, I knew that’s when I’d first fallen in love with him.

“So,” Turner said, wiping jelly from his chin, “since the chief is going to tell you anyway, I’ll let you in on the cause of death. Or one of the causes.”

“It’s Sunday,” I said. “Is the medical examiner’s report back already?”

“No, this is what the coroner said at the scene, when I was in the backyard. He found a deep stab wound about an inch wide in the middle of her throat, just above her collar bone. Something sharp and squarish, but he didn’t want to guess. His preliminary thought was the wound would have been fatal by itself. You know what I think? I think one of her so-called friends stabbed her in the throat with something while she was holding on to the window. I wouldn’t stay in that house if you paid me a million bucks.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

 

“What if Sophie is in danger?” I said. We had left the station in a hurry and climbed back into my car, wondering where to go next. We all agreed that one of the women at Wild Rose Cottage was a vicious murderer, and that meant the other women, if they’d chosen to stay overnight at the cottage, were in danger.

“What if Sophie is the danger?” Holly answered.

Maybe she was. I couldn’t be blind to the possibility, though I doubted Sophie would invite friends to her cottage so she could kill one of them. “She was scared, Holly, and she wasn’t faking it.”

“Or she was nervous because she’d just killed someone.”

“You didn’t see her when we went to check on the downspouts. She wanted me to stay. If she’d just killed Lauren, why would she want anyone to stay? Why would she ask us to dinner? I think I know Sophie well enough to say she’s not fragile or easily spooked. Besides, murderers don’t turn their own homes into crime scenes. It’s too risky.”

Holly leaned forward from the back seat. “What we need is a motive. Why Lauren Hughes, and why now?”

“And why the bells?” I said, starting the car. We needed to know more about Sophie, Tyra, Mariette, and Alison. Lauren, too. “Do either of you know anyone who works at St. John’s?”

“No,” Holly said.

Julia shook her head. Then she snapped her fingers. “But I know a woman who goes there. A widow. I met her last month at the church bake sale.” She leaned sideways for a better look at my car clock. “Eleven thirty. I think church services are over, so she should be at home. She lives on Maple, not far from St. John’s.”

“Do you know the house number?” I asked, pulling from the curb.

“No idea. She said she lives next to a house with a tattered couch on the porch. She doesn’t like it. She says it looks hillbilly, but the neighbor is friendly so she puts up with it.”

I found Maple and drove slowly down the street, my eyes wide for an offending couch. “Don’t ever put upholstered furniture on your porch, Julia. I’d have to move.”

“What if I did? You joke, but it’s unsanitary and unsightly. Right there!” She pointed ahead to our left. “That big brown couch.”

“Which side of the couch does she live on?” I asked.

“She has a lovely garden. Or said she did.”

“The house closest to us,” I said, noting the front yard filled with irises and tall, upright peonies. “Only a real gardener stakes her peonies.” I pulled to the curb in front of 207 Maple and turned off the engine. “What’s her name?”

“Beth Lightfoot,” Julia said. “She’s about fifty-five, very sweet, very talkative, lost her husband two years ago. Don’t get her started on gardening or she’ll never let us go.”

We headed up the brick path to her front door, knocked, and waited. “I’m sorry we missed church,” I said.

“Me too,” Julia said. “I always miss the singing if I don’t go. But I suppose murder is a little more important.”

Holly grinned, and I managed, only just, to keep from laughing. “Julia, you have no idea how funny you are sometimes.”

She huffed. “I’m sure that’s a compliment.”

“Could Beth be in her back garden?” Holly asked.

“You two stay here,” Julia directed. She cut across the lawn, turned a corner, and disappeared from view. A minute later she popped back around the corner and waved for us to follow her. Beth Lightfoot was indeed in her back garden, covered in soil from her fingers to her elbows, pruning shears in hand, bags of peat, compost, and wood chips at her feet.

“Hello, ladies,” she said, brushing dirt from the knees of her jeans.

“We’re sorry to interrupt,” I said.

“Not at all. I needed a break.” Hands on her hips, she glanced at the happy chaos about her. Her yard was thick with small fruit trees in flower and neatly pruned flowering shrubs, and there were freshly dug holes in numerous places, spades and shovels alongside them, no doubt waiting for the bagged azaleas that lined her cedar fence. She had turned her tiny parcel of land into a garden paradise.

“It’s gorgeous,” I said. “Really spectacular.”

She smiled appreciatively, her mouth curving into a crooked smile. She was a tall, sturdy woman with dark brown eyes and short graying hair, and she wore a rather tattered flannel shirt and hiking shoes. I liked her immediately.

“So as I was telling you,” Julia said, “we’re trying to find out about Lauren Hughes.”

“Come on, let’s sit down,” Beth said, inviting us to follow her to a small wooden deck next to sliding glass doors. We took seats around her garden table.

“Rachel is friends with Sophie Crawford,” Julia continued.

That was stretching the truth. We had been doing that a lot lately.

“I heard about Lauren,” Beth said. “How strange! She died falling out of a window? That doesn’t sound right, does it?” She glanced about. “Does that sound right to any of you?”

The word that Lauren had been murdered would get out soon enough, I realized, so I decided to be open with Beth, yet without disclosing what Officer Turner had told us about Lauren’s stab wound. “It doesn’t sound right to us either, but Lauren didn’t die from the fall. The police are calling her death a homicide.”

“Oh, my good word,” Beth said. “Poor Lauren. She worked in the church office. Pastor Ackley must be crushed.”

I nodded. “We spoke to the pastor earlier. He was trying to come to grips with her death. Did you hear about the church bells chiming around five o’clock this morning?”

“I did. I was in bed, so I didn’t hear them myself, but I was told they chimed at Lauren’s death.”

The morning’s events had become garbled in their retelling, just as I’d suspected they would. “No, they chimed a few minutes after.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “Still.”

“Still,” I agreed. “There’s a connection between the bells and Lauren’s death. Can I ask you a blunt question?”

She leaned back and crossed her legs. “I’m not delicate.”

“Do you know of anyone who would want to kill Lauren?”

I don’t know what I had expected. Maybe an explosive “How can you ask that?” followed by a portrayal of Lauren Hughes as the angel of St. John’s. That was routine when friends and acquaintances spoke of murder victims, and it was entirely understandable. But rather than erupt in outrage, Beth grew thoughtful. She looked past me to her garden, gauging, it seemed, how to gracefully tell me something unpleasant about Lauren.

“I don’t know about murder, Rachel,” she began. “It’s beyond what I can imagine doing. But Lauren had enemies in the church, I’ll say that. I think even our pastor knew she had enemies, but he treasured her help so much he looked the other way. I’m sure he hoped things would turn around. He’s an optimistic, goodhearted man. Not to paint a wrong picture, because I suppose Lauren had friends too.”

The way Beth spoke—openly because she wanted to help, but reluctantly because she had a distaste for gossip—told me her opinion was valuable and probably spot-on. “What did you think of her?”

Again the careful hesitation before she spoke. “I was wary of her. She was always involved in . . . I’ll just say personal conversations. I don’t know how else to describe it. Whenever there was something going on with someone at church, there was Lauren. If someone was ill or getting a divorce or had just lost a job, there she was, listening to people talk and asking questions. I know that sounds harmless, but I felt in my marrow it wasn’t harmless, because she really didn’t care about people.”

Beth’s last few words were hesitant and emphatic at the same time. She knew how terrible they sounded, but in her heart she believed them. “You had a sense about her,” I said.

“There was something blank in that woman. I don’t care how much she helped in the church office or how many services she went to. I felt it. I think if I’d walked up to her and told her the pastor was dead, she would have shrugged and gone about her duties.”

“Then who at St. John’s liked her?” Holly asked.

“The pastor, but he likes everyone and Lauren was a help to him, there’s no denying that. A couple of the ladies who organized our April bake sale said she was nice, taking over for them when they needed a break, baking more than she needed to, that sort of thing. Let’s see.” She frowned in concentration.

“So not many people liked her,” I said matter-of-factly.

“Honestly? No. Not at church, and I didn’t know her outside of church.”

“My son liked her as a substitute teacher,” Holly said in a quiet voice.

“Are you saying Lauren was nosy?” Julia asked.

“Very,” Beth replied. “She was tell me this, tell me that, all the time.” She made grasping motions with her hands. “I guess it rubbed me the wrong way. She wanted to be at the heart of any news. I know I’m not explaining it right.”

“I think I understand what you’re saying,” I said. “Lauren fed off bad news.”

“Yes, that’s it exactly.”

“Maybe it made her feel alive,” I said. “Or made her feel a part of things. Was she married?”

“No, and as far as I know she didn’t have a boyfriend. She didn’t have close friends, period. And you know what? She didn’t . . .” Beth’s voice trailed off.

“She didn’t what?” I said.

“Nothing, nothing. It’s just rumors, and rumors aren’t truth or evidence. They carry no currency with me.”

“Sophie Crawford was Lauren’s friend, wasn’t she?” I asked. “And the other women at the cottage? Alison Francis, Tyra West, Mariette Shipley?”

“I know Sophie and Alison,” Beth said, “but I didn’t think they were friends with Lauren. They didn’t strike me as friends.”

“Did they sit together in church?” Holly asked.

“Never,” Beth said. “They were cordial but not friendly. Lauren sat by herself, usually near the back. I tried to get her to sit with me once, but she wouldn’t. Sophie sat with her husband, and Alison sat with her fiancé in a different part of the sanctuary.”

“But they were in a small book club together,” I said. “They met every month and spent the night on long weekends. That’s what they were doing at Sophie’s house.”

“That’s surprising,” Beth said with a chuckle. “They’re like oil and water.”

“And Lauren never seemed to be friends with either of them?” I asked.

“I never saw them speak in church,” Beth answered. “They could have been strangers. But you know how it is in church. You sit with the same people every Sunday, and that doesn’t mean you dislike the people you don’t sit with.”

My thoughts began to wander down half a dozen meandering and disparate trails, all of them ending up at St. John’s. It was there I’d discover the motive for Lauren’s murder.

“What do you think about the church buying Sophie’s land?” I asked Beth.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I know they need the space for parking. It’s a growing church. We have a small lot on the north side of the church, but close to half the people on Sunday have to park on the street. Still, it’ll be a shame to see that lovely glade in asphalt. I think they should find another parking lot and shuttle people to services.”

“That’s an idea,” Julia said, perking up.

“But they want land conveniently behind the church,” Beth said. “Though they might keep the cottage as a guest house, from what I’ve heard. I hope they do. All those beautiful roses.”

“Have you heard what the church is paying for Sophie’s property?” I asked. The sale price was public knowledge, but you had to hunt for it.

Beth shook her head. “I’m not officially a church member. I attend, but I never joined, and real estate doesn’t interest me.”

“The land and cottage are going for $915,000,” I said.

Beth stared in disbelief. “I know the price of land and homes have skyrocketed in Colorado, but I thought maybe half that. Where could St. John’s be getting the money?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

“Do you think someone else will die at Sophie’s house tonight?” Holly asked.

The three of us had stopped for lunch at Wyatt’s Bistro after talking to Beth, and though we’d made it through our sandwiches without broaching the possibility that a book-loving serial killer was staying at the cottage, the giant elephant in the room could not be forever ignored.

“I need to read Penelope Falls.” I paused to scrape the last bite of tiramisu from my plate.

“Four women are killed in that book,” Holly said, “and the last is shoved from a church bell tower.”

“Well, that sounds like a darling book,” Julia said. “I think I’ll pass.”

“All the victims fall,” I said, setting down my fork. “The first falls from a window. The second is electrocuted, but what kills her is a fall.”

“Yes, she hits her head on a kitchen counter,” Holly said. “That’s what Tyra said.”

“The third is strangled near a church,” I went on, “and the killer kicks her down an embankment into a church graveyard. The fourth gets pushed out of a bell tower. All falls, and two of them connected with a church.”

“And why were they reading this ghastly nonsense?” Julia asked.

“It’s a murder mystery,” I said. “You can’t have a murder mystery without murders.”

“The question remains,” Holly said. “Will there be another murder at the cottage?”

“They should all go home,” Julia said firmly, wagging her fork. “Lock the doors and keep them locked. You don’t carry on with a silly sleepover when one of the guests has been murdered.”

“But where would Sophie go?” Holly asked. “Her husband is on a hiking trip and won’t return until Monday night. I’d be afraid to stay at the cottage alone.”

Julia’s expression softened. “I didn’t think of that. Of course she wants people to stay with her. So would I.”

“I wonder what would happen to the property sale if something happened to Sophie,” I said. “The property is under contract, it’s not finalized, and she might not have a will.”

“The house and land would go to her husband,” Holly said, “and I imagine he’d continue with the sale to St. John’s.”

“But Sophie’s death wouldn’t benefit the church or Mariette,” I said. “It would probably delay the sale, and I don’t think either party wants that.”

Holly latched on to her ponytail, drawing it over her shoulder and combing it with her fingers, a habit I thought both soothed her nerves and helped her think. “If Sophie was the target, why kill Lauren? I don’t understand that. Of all the women at that cottage you could murder—and I can think of at least two—why her? She’s so sweet and harmless.”

Had Lauren simply been the easiest target? I wondered. Were there other murders to come? Or would Lauren be the sole victim? “I don’t know what it is yet, but something is bothering me about the murder scene. I still don’t understand how someone falls out a window or gets pushed out of it. I can’t visualize it.”

“Is it bothering Chief Gilroy?” Julia said.

“I haven’t talked to him yet.” I wiped my mouth on my napkin and dropped several bills on the table. “Mind if I take you two home before I do that? I can pick you up at quarter to six for dinner at Sophie’s.”

 

after dropping Julia and Holly off at Julia’s house, I drove back downtown for the police station, hoping I’d find Gilroy in. This time Underhill was at the front desk, and he tipped his head toward Gilroy’s office the moment I walked in the door.

“No donuts?” he said with a grin as I walked by. He well he knew me and my methods.

Gilroy glanced up as I approached his open door, but I gave the doorframe a rap anyway. He smiled and waved me in.

“Let me guess why you’re here,” he said.

“I have a sensible reason for asking what I’m about to ask,” I said, taking the wooden chair that was always in front of his desk. “I’m going back to Sophie Crawford’s cottage tonight—along with Julia and Holly, before you object—and, you know, I’d like to not be too”—my hands fluttered in front of me as I looked for the right word—“unaware of the situation.”

“You’d like to be informed,” he said.

“Forewarned is forearmed.”

“It’s Sunday. I won’t get the coroner’s report until Monday.”

“Should I be worried about one of those women?”

“If I said yes, would you listen?”

“Of course I would. But I’d still go to the cottage. Sophie really wants me to be there.”

“We haven’t ruled Sophie out as a suspect.”

“You haven’t?”

“We have, actually, but don’t say anything. Officially, we have to keep all possibilities open.”

It was an odd thing for him to say, and I told him so.

“When I write my final report, it has to be thorough, all possibilities explored,” he said. “You’re not staying overnight, are you?”

“I don’t think so. I hope Sophie doesn’t ask me to.” I smiled at the handsome man across the desk from me. How I loved that face. His dark eyelashes and dark hair—graying here and there, but especially at the temples—his winter-blue eyes and strong, straight nose. He was five years older than me and didn’t look a day of it. But beyond his looks, when I could look beyond them, he was a good man. I used to wonder how I’d been so lucky as to have him fall in love with me, but wondering that went hand in hand with worrying that he’d find someone else. Someone better, without the extra pounds, limp hair, and weird cowlick that looked like a bald spot on the back of my head. If he wanted to leave, he would tell me, no fooling around, and if we married, it would be forever. But he had no intention of leaving. Good grief and thank goodness, he really loved me.

“Rachel.” He leaned forward, crossing his arms on the desk. “Lauren Hughes died as a result of a fireplace poker being driven into her throat, probably while she was holding with all the strength she had to the window sill.”

Back to earth. “That’s awful.”

“Her injury was severe, and the coroner theorizes she grabbed her neck and didn’t protect her head as she fell to the patio. Otherwise, she might have survived the fall.”

“Her head hit the patio?”

“Full force.”

“That’s horrible.”

“That’s one of the women at the cottage.”

“I get it.” I nodded slowly. “I really do, and I’ll be very careful.”

“You can’t trust any of them. Don’t talk to any of them without Holly and Julia present, and tell them to do the same. You have a tendency to trust people and let your guard down. In this case, please be suspicious. And do not stay overnight.”

“You retrieved the poker, then?”

“It was missing from Mrs. Crawford’s fireplace tools. They didn’t have a fire going, so she has no idea when it went missing. It could have been hours before it was used or minutes before.”

“The killer could have grabbed it just before she killed Lauren, while everyone was sleeping.”

“That would have been the smart thing to do. That way, no one would have noticed it was missing.”

“Yes, and she could have put gloves on or wrapped the handle in a scarf or even a sock to protect it from fingerprints.”

“She definitely used something to hold it with or wipe it down with before using it, because you’re right in thinking there aren’t any fingerprints. Just Miss Hughes’s blood.”

“I didn’t see a bagged weapon at the cottage.”

“You were in the kitchen when we removed it.”

“You know she’s selling her cottage and land to the church for $915,000?”

“Yup.”

Of course he did. When I’d first met Gilroy, I’d been sure he was a country bumpkin. Isn’t that what all small-town police chiefs are? How wrong I had been. The man was as sharp as they came. “We talked to Pastor Ackley at St. John’s. He’s convinced someone reprogrammed the bell-ringing system.”

“So am I,” Gilroy said.

“And we talked to Beth Lightfoot, who knew Lauren Hughes from church.”

That piqued his interest. Finally I had information he hadn’t yet unearthed.

“She said a lot of people at church, maybe everyone but the pastor, didn’t like her,” I went on. “She worked hard for him, so he appreciated her. And needed her, I’m sure. Most church positions are filled by volunteers, so I don’t think she was paid much. But she was nosy, apparently, and in a weird way. She asked people a lot of questions and she enjoyed hearing bad news. Gossip.”

Gilroy slumped back in his chair, listening intently.

“Beth made a point of saying that even though Lauren asked people about their lives, she didn’t care about anyone. She said there was something blank in her. Her word. She collected bad news, but she had no feelings for the people affected by that news. Beth didn’t say it outright, but I got the feeling Lauren didn’t have a normal conscience.”

“A conscience. Right.”

“So maybe Lauren stuck her nose where it didn’t belong, and one of the women at the cottage didn’t like it. Either that or Lauren’s nose didn’t have anything to do with it and the murder is connected to the sale of Sophie’s cottage.”

“Could be.”

His investigatory wheels were turning, and when that happened, his sentences shrank.

“But the church is involved somehow. Those bells weren’t a coincidence.”

“No, they weren’t.”

“Pastor Ackley said if we find why the bells were reprogrammed, we’ll find out who killed Lauren.”

“Did he? He may be right.”

“Did you find blood on any of the women’s clothing?”

“None. And we haven’t found gloves.”

It was time for me to go. Gilroy was on full boil, his mind making connections, coughing up questions, throwing out conjectures. “I’ll see you later.”

He glanced up. “Call me tonight, the minute you get home.”

“It won’t be until nine or even ten.”

“If I’m not home, I’ll be here.”

I hesitated briefly at his door. “Turner and Underhill eat your donuts, by the way.” As I scurried out of the station, I shot Underhill a grin.

Back in my Forester, I retrieved a small notebook and pen from the glove compartment and jotted down my next two tasks: find out where Lauren lived and how much she paid for her home, whether it was rent or a mortgage. In fact, I needed basic financial information on everyone who was in that cottage. Money, real estate, and church bells. How were they connected?

I was about to pull from the curb when I thought I spotted Tyra West in my rearview mirror. Throwing my arm across the top of my seat, I turned as far as my monitor-stiff writer’s neck would let me. It was her, shopping bag in hand, walking into the Cow Barn, a western-style clothing shop that stayed open on Sundays. Not seeing the other Cottage Women with her—not that their presence would have deterred me—I turned off my engine and darted across the street.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

Tyra’s face registered surprise when she saw me, but after her initial wide-eyed stare, she recovered quickly. She smiled, and with her thumb and forefinger she pulled her long hair back from her face. And shook it right back again. Luxuriously, as if she were in slow motion. This was a woman in love with her own hair, a sentiment I had trouble comprehending.

“Are you shopping too, Rachel?” she asked.

It would have been harsh to say, No, I’m trying to find out who killed your friend just eleven hours after she was brutally murdered, so I smiled back and said no, I just happened to see her and wanted to talk.

“Talk? That’s all we did this morning. I’m done talking.” She hooked her shopping bag in the crook of her elbow and began to thumb through a rack of western shirts.

“But it seemed to me you and Sophie had much more to say.”

“I pretty much said everything I wanted to. Mostly I was freaked out about our book.”

“And no one else seemed to be. Especially Alison.”

“Weird, huh? But of course Alison rules the conversations and conclusions at our book club meetings, and just about everywhere else.”

“That’s the impression I got. I know Sophie wanted to talk more about what happened.”

Tyra, falsely sensing a kindred spirit, set her shopping bag on the floor and glanced about the store. Seeing no one within earshot, she said, “Alison, Mariette, and Lauren argued last night. I mean bad.” She lifted a shoulder. “To be honest, we all argued, but those three went at it like wildcats. I thought they might smash wine bottles over each other’s heads.”

“What did they argue about?”

“Lauren didn’t think Sophie should sell the cottage. Mariette and Alison said she should and that Lauren should mind her own business. It’s a huge place and a lot of land, and it floods every five years. If she stays there, she’s going to have a major flood one day, not just ponds in her backyard or a little water in her kitchen, like she does now.”

“I don’t understand. Lauren worked at St. John’s, and the church wants to buy the property. The pastor she worked for is hoping the deal goes through. He’s very happy about it. Why wouldn’t she support that?”

“Lauren was hard to figure out. Did she even like the pastor? I don’t know.”

“Have you met him?”

“Yeah, years ago when he showed me the bell tower. He seems like a nice guy, and my parents like him enough.” Tyra fell silent as a customer slipped between us, making her way to the cowboy hats on one wall. Then in a low voice she said, “Maybe Lauren didn’t like the idea of Sophie’s land being turned into a parking lot. She wanted us to hold all of our book meetings at the cottage. She loved how green and peaceful it was.”

“But you alternated houses?”

“Except the past two months. April’s book meeting was at the cottage, but we decided to have our May meeting there too since it would be for the last time.”

“Did you ever meet at Lauren’s house?”

“Once, and we weren’t planning to go back. She’d only been in the book club for five months.”

“Does she own her house or rent it?”

Tyra squinted at me. “She talked about her mortgage once, so I guess . . . Why are you asking?”

I answered her question with one of my own. “Didn’t Lauren want to hold more meetings at her house?”

Tyra considered. “She had the smallest house. I, of course, live in an apartment, so we never stayed at my place. But after we stayed at Lauren’s house in March, Mariette suggested we stick to the cottage, her house, or Alison’s house.”

“Did Lauren know that?”

“Mariette and Alison are not shy about sharing their opinions.” Tyra focused again on the clothing rack, swiping back hangers, holding out a shirt, swiping hangers again. “Look, I know you think it’s weird I’m shopping today, but I have my reasons.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t have to,” she said with a faint smirk.

Fair enough. I suppose my attitude had been clear.

“By the way, I’m not the only one downtown. I saw Alison at Grove Coffee three minutes ago. She escaped the cottage before I did. Why don’t you track her down?” Tyra stopped swiping. “Listen, I didn’t like Lauren. None of us liked Lauren. I don’t really like Alison or Mariette, either, but they’re tolerable once a month. They can even be fun. So I’m sorry for what happened to Lauren, but I can’t pretend I’m devastated.”

“Who invited her to join the book club?”

“Sophie did. But I think Lauren asked her if she could join, and Sophie is so nice she would never say no.”

“Can I ask why you didn’t like Lauren?”

“The same reason none of us did. She had a dark soul.”

When Tyra fastened her eyes on the hangers, I knew our conversation was at an end. I’d have to explore her last comment later. One thing I knew: Lauren Hughes was developing into quite an enigma.

“Are you going back to the house for dinner?” I asked.

“I’m not staying alone in my apartment, so yes,” she said without looking up.

“Do you really think you’re in danger? From everything I’ve heard, Lauren was the only target. You said it yourself.”

“I’m not taking a chance, that’s for sure. See you later.”

On the sidewalk outside the store, I lingered for a moment, pondering Tyra’s assessment of Lauren. She had a dark soul. It was a stunning thing to say about anyone, let alone a substitute schoolteacher and church worker. Did Sophie, Mariette, and Alison dislike Lauren that much? Alison seemed to have a beef with everyone, but Sophie was tenderhearted. Though maybe she had come to regret inviting Lauren to join the book club, or maybe she thought Lauren was trying to throw a monkey wrench into the sale of her cottage. If the church didn’t buy her land with the intent of building a parking lot, what was it really worth? No smart homeowner would pay nearly a million dollars for it.

Holly didn’t share Tyra’s opinion of Lauren. She had raved about the woman’s encouragement of Caleb at school. I looked back through the shop window to see Tyra hooking her bag back on her arm, strolling happily to another clothing rack, and I wondered what Sophie and Mariette were up to. Playing cards? Drinking wine on the freshly washed patio?

Aside from Holly and Pastor Ackley, was anyone mourning Lauren’s passing? I was determined to find out.

A block west of me and across the street I spotted Alison coming out of Grove Coffee, a large paper cup in her hand. Even at that distance, those choppy blonde bangs of hers were distinctive. She headed east down the sidewalk, and I hurried back across the street, catching up with her near the police station. I thought if anyone would open up about Lauren, especially in a negative way, it would be her.

“Alison, hi.”

“I just realized the bakery isn’t open on Sunday,” she said, walking and talking as though we’d been conversing side by side for several minutes. “Why isn’t it?”

“The Kavanaghs take Sundays off.”

She stopped in her tracks, brought to a grinding halt by my simple, commonsense statement. “But, I mean, why? People eat donuts on Sundays.”

“The Kavanaghs work six days a week.”

Alison rolled her eyes and rapidly shook her head. More like vibrated it. “Well, they missed a sale. I was in the mood for sugar. I’ll have to go back to Grove Coffee, and I hate going back over old ground. My car’s down that way.” She pointed straight ahead.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Am I correct in thinking that’s why you ran across the street to meet me?”

There were quite a few things I wanted to say in answer to her question, but I swallowed my mounting irritation and said, “You are correct.”

“Let’s sit up there,” she said, striding off.

I followed and sat beside her on a green bench framed by two barrel pots full of geraniums, impatiens, and petunias in shades of pink and white. Downtown Juniper Grove came alive with flowers this time of year. Store owners vied for the showiest displays, including, I firmly believed, who could grow the grandest hanging baskets.

“Aren’t the flowers beautiful?” I said. “I could sit here forever.”

“I’d be bored to tears.” She took a sip of coffee and glanced about, wrinkling her nose at the beauty around her. “I like Sophie’s roses better. Though they’re not in the best shape since she decided to sell the cottage. I think she gave up on tending them.”

I’d known women like Alison before. Never satisfied, never pleased, and most certainly never impressed. “Are you going back to the cottage for dinner?”

“Sadly, yes. I’m not going to be the only one who goes home, and Tyra isn’t going to take her chances in her apartment tonight.”

Preliminaries over, I dove right in. “I’d like to ask you about Lauren.”

“You’re wondering why I’m shopping instead of grieving her death? Well, I’m not the only one. Tyra’s off clothes shopping, which is awfully strange, if you ask me. All I wanted was decent coffee and donuts. And to get out of that cottage for a while. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Why didn’t any of you like Lauren?”

Alison pulled in her chin, scowling at my sudden impertinence.

“Am I wrong?” I asked.

She gave a humorless snort. “No, no. To be fair, you’re not. I’m just surprised at your frankness. I thought that was my territory.”

“Tyra said Lauren had a dark soul.”

“For heaven’s sake.”

“Do you disagree?”

She snorted again. “You’re fishing for a motive. One of us thought the dark-souled Lauren needed to be killed, and you want to know why.”

“I’m trying to find out why some people think Lauren was an amazing teacher and others think she was the devil’s apprentice.”

“Maybe her school personality was different. A middle school is a different environment, and she only worked there a few hours a week. That makes it easier to put up a front.”

“You saw a different Lauren at your book club meetings?”

She paused to sip her coffee again. Very slowly. She was choosing her words carefully. “I didn’t dislike her, but I didn’t like her. I was neutral about her. She was an okay person at night, when we sat around telling jokes, drinking wine. Anything more and I didn’t care to be around her. You know how it is, don’t you?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“She was an acquaintance, Rachel. Haven’t you known people who never become more than acquaintances? Lauren was never a friend, and she was never going to be a friend, even if I sometimes called her that. I could have known her for twenty years and still not thought of her as a friend. She was someone Sophie let into the book club for some unknown reason, and someone I send a card to at Christmas because, well, we did that, and once you start doing that, it’s hard to stop. No one wants to be the first to stop sending Christmas cards.”

“Did she have any friends?”

“You might be able to dig up some if you look really hard. Our pastor got along with her, but she worked like a horse for him, so what’s not to like there?”

“Sophie seemed to like her.”

“Sophie is not discriminating in her tastes.”

“Do you know if Lauren thought of you as a friend?”

“She thought about me in exactly the same way as I thought about her.” Alison reconsidered. “I take that back. She disliked me. I hated her nosy questions—she was very clingy with them—and I told her off once. I kept thinking, What are you after? We’re not friends, lady, so stop.”

“What was she after?”

“My opinion? Anything bad or sad. If something was going wrong in your life, she enjoyed hearing it because she could lord it over you and pretend to be the comforting mama. You know? She liked it even better if I had bad news about someone else’s life. Well, one day I told her to stop pestering me, and she never interfered again. You have to be tough with some people.” Alison smiled broadly, her lips stretching ever thinner, and then took another gulp of coffee.

“Good coffee, isn’t it?” I said.

“Not half bad,” she said, looking down at her cup. “Not great, by any means, but better than Sophie’s.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

I drove home, changed into a less-rumpled sweater, and walked next door to Julia’s house. I had pictured her sitting with Holly in her living room, surveying the landscape from her front window as she often did, so I was surprised when Royce Putnam and not Julia opened the door after a single knock.

He grinned and welcomed me inside, greeting me with a hug, as though he hadn’t seen me in weeks. But that was Royce’s way. Kind and not afraid to show it. Gentle but bristling with energy when a crime needed solving. He had turned sixty-nine in April, and he put the lie to the idea that you should slow down in your sixties. And his personality was the perfect companion to Julia’s. My neighbor was sweet too, but when her hackles were raised, the vinegar in her bubbled to the surface. Royce, on the other hand, was a duck. Obstacles and irritations were water off his back.

“We’ve been discussing the Lauren Hughes case,” Royce said.

“And we were beginning to worry about you,” Holly said. “We thought you might have gone back to the cottage.”

“Rachel is one woman who can take care of herself,” Royce said. “Now, about the case.” He motioned for me to sit, clasped his hands behind his back, and began to pace about the living room. Honestly, he was too cute for words, but I resisted saying so.

“I just had a talk with Tyra and Alison downtown,” I said. “And Gilroy.”

Royce came to a halt and wheeled back. “Can you tell us anything? Gilroy first.”

“This doesn’t leave the living room, right?”

Royce grabbed the armchair closest to Julia’s and pushed his sliding black-framed glasses back to their proper place on his nose. “Our word of honor.”

“Lauren was stabbed in the neck with a fireplace poker.”

Holly winced.

“The theory is that she was holding on to the window sill at the time. The coroner’s report isn’t in yet, but the injury was severe, and when she fell, her head hit the patio. Either way, stab wound or fall, she didn’t have a chance.”

“Someone hated that girl,” Julia said. “It wasn’t enough to push her out the window, they had to do that.” Her hand went to her throat.

“Maybe she wasn’t cooperating in her fall the way she was supposed to,” Holly said. “So whoever pushed her was desperate. She took Lauren by surprise, but Lauren grabbed the sill instead of tumbling out and hitting her head. She couldn’t let Lauren drop to her feet because she probably would have survived the fall. So she grabbed the poker.”

I shook my head. “But the killer took the fireplace poker with her to the room. She had to. It belonged with the other fireplace tools in the living room. I think she grabbed it in the middle of the night, fully expecting to use it later.”

Royce raked his fingers through his thick white hair. “We have a ruthless woman on our hands. Someone who would stop at nothing.”

Holly sat forward and laced her fingers around one knee. “What did Tyra say?”

I recounted what Tyra had told me about the argument between Lauren, Mariette, and Alison over the sale of the cottage and about the group’s decision to bypass Lauren’s small home for further club meetings. I finished by telling them what Tyra and the others thought of Lauren—the reason, according to her, that they all disliked her. “Tyra said she had a dark soul.”

Holly bristled. “A dark soul? What a nasty thing to say. I met Lauren. She helped Caleb immensely in the few times they talked. I would have known if she’d had a dark soul.”

“I don’t know what to think of it,” I said. “Alison didn’t have anything good to say about Lauren either. She echoed a lot of what Beth Lightfoot had to say—that she was nosy and liked bad news. And apparently, Lauren wasn’t too fond of Alison.”

“I don’t blame Lauren,” Holly said.

“None of them were broken up by Lauren’s murder,” I said. “They all behaved strangely this morning, though Sophie . . . I don’t know, maybe she was in shock, but she wasn’t heartsick over Lauren’s death, even if she was more friendly toward her than the others. I’m not saying Tyra was right about Lauren, but I think she was telling the truth when she said none of them liked her. I guess we’ll learn more at dinner tonight.”

“About dinner,” Holly said. “Caleb broke his thumb at the ballpark this afternoon, and—”

“How did that happen?” I said.

“The ball hit his thumb instead of the bat. Peter feels terrible.”

“Is it a bad break?” Julia asked.

“No, but it’s painful and swollen to the size of a lemon.”

“You need to stay home,” I said. “Caleb needs pampering. Peter too.”

“Caleb is growing up so fast, I sometimes forget how young he still is,” Holly said, rising to her feet. “I’m off. I’ll talk to you tomorrow morning at the bakery. I want to hear every detail of your dinner.”

After Holly left, Royce, Julia, and I sat quietly for a while, each to our own thoughts. I was imagining first Mariette and then Tyra, Alison, and finally Sophie snatching the fireplace poker, sneaking upstairs, and using it on Lauren. I pictured them committing the act, and I wondered how truly capable a killer each of them was.

“Do you think the murderer will kill again?” Julia asked in an unusually timid voice. My news about the poker had gotten to her.

“I don’t know, Julia, but I’m hoping it stops with Lauren. She may have been the killer’s only target.” I sat forward. “But why? Why was she the target? You don’t kill someone just because you don’t like her. You put up with her or go home or quit the book club. Or make her quit the book club. And you don’t rig church bells to ring after her death. No, she wasn’t killed because she was disliked. She was disliked because she did something to one of those women.”

“What you need is more information,” Royce said. “More pieces of the puzzle, as you always say.”

“Many more pieces,” Julia said. She began to gnaw at her lower lip.

“Royce, would you like to come to dinner at Sophie’s?” I asked.

Julia heaved a sigh of relief. “Oh, I thought you’d never ask. Yes, Royce, please do.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said, a huge grin spreading across his face. “It’s a little past five thirty. When do we go?”

“Now. I need to stop for flowers on the way. We’ll take my car.”

Julia locked up her house, and we all set out for my backyard garage as a light rain began to fall. The garage was more of a shed, really, so I backed the Forester out, allowing Royce to hold the door open for Julia without poking himself on the shovels and spades hanging on the shed’s wall. He held his suit jacket out toward Julia, using it as an umbrella about her shoulders, and helped her into the back seat.

“Where do we buy flowers on Sunday?” I asked, starting for Finch Hill Road. “Anything but roses.”

 

heading up Sophie’s wet gravel drive, I saw four cars parked near the cottage—the same four I’d seen earlier in the day. I didn’t know which was Sophie’s, but the other three belonged to the Cottage Women. They’d all chosen to stay for dinner.

Before getting out, I turned back to Royce. “Stick together, no matter what. Don’t separate and don’t go off exploring.”

“Julia’s safe with me,” Royce said.

Julia gave her gray curls a pat. “I’m trying to convince myself that this is exciting.”

“It’s better than TV,” I said.

I grabbed my bouquet of spring flowers, we walked to the door, and I gave it a loud rap. Mariette, a glass of wine in one hand, answered.

“Sophie can’t come to the door because we murdered her after she made the salad,” she said with a snicker.

 I glared at her.

“Oh, flowers!” she said, snatching the bouquet. “Come on in, I was only joking. Don’t be so serious.” She flashed an inebriated smile at me, but her smile faded when she looked at Royce. “And who are you?”

“Royce Putnam, Julia Foster’s friend,” he answered politely. “And we’re getting a little wet.”

“It’s raining?” Mariette took a sip of wine as she gazed out the front door. She was wearing the same dress I’d seen her in earlier, but this time she was in a pair of high heels. Not the best choice, given the amount of wine she must have consumed. 

“Julia!” Sophie called out as she strode for the door. She elbowed Mariette out of the way and ushered us inside. “I’m so glad you could come. I haven’t seen you in a while. And Rachel, thank you so much for coming.” She leaned in and whispered, “We have to talk when you have a minute.”

“Look,” Mariette said, holding out the bouquet. “Flowers. They’re pretty.”

“How many glasses have you had?” Sophie asked.

“Not enough.” Mariette spun on her heels, nearly tripped over her own feet, and headed into the living room.

“Sorry about that,” Sophie said as she shut the door. “And thank you for the flowers.”

Royce introduced himself again, and I explained Holly’s absence, minus the thumb-like-a-lemon part of the story.

“It’s nice to meet you, Royce,” Sophie said. “We’re all in the kitchen, having a glass before dinner. I’ll offer you some if Mariette left a bottle unscathed.”

Julia gave me a pained expression as we followed Sophie to the kitchen. It was going to be a wild night.

The other women were seated at the farmhouse table when we entered, drinking wine and snacking on large stuffed olives. I smelled chicken or turkey baking in the oven and saw an unopened can of crescent-roll dough on the kitchen counter.

“They brought the flowers,” Mariette said, pointing at the bouquet, which was still wrapped in its cellophane funnel.

Tyra sighed. “We figured that out.”

“Giving credit where credit is due,” Mariette said, playing with a short strand of her dark hair.

“And will you stop that!” Tyra cried.

Sophie, wisely ignoring their chatter, filled a vase with water, unwrapped the flowers, and set them inside. “They’re perfect for dinner,” she said, sliding the vase to the center of the table.

Alison leaned sideways, peered up at Sophie, and sniffed, her tiny nostrils pinching together. “Do you ever take flowers from the church cemetery?”

“Of course not,” Sophie answered.

“I don’t mean from graves, woman, I mean from all the plants and shrubs around.” She waved an arm, as if to indicate the graveyard’s immensity. “All those peonies, irises, and azaleas. I would. I’d need a change from roses every now and then. The cemetery flowers just go to waste otherwise, for heaven’s sake. They rot on the plant. Seriously, though? You’ve never crept into the cemetery at night and snipped a few flowers?”

“No, Alison, I haven’t.”

“But it’s practically your backyard,” Alison went on. “St. John’s wouldn’t begrudge you. We could go there now and get a few. I’m telling you, no one would object. The church is buying your land, and without it, they haven’t got a parking lot to park in.” She seized an olive and plopped it in her mouth, continuing to talk as she chewed. “What would they do without you? It’s not like they can move the church. And yours is prime land, Sophie. Have you heard yet if they’re keeping the cottage?”

“Are we really going to talk real estate again?” Tyra whined.

“No, we’re not.” Sophie leaned in and gathered up the empty wine bottles. I counted three altogether. The Cottage Women had started early.

Mariette swayed to her feet, her cheeks flushed, her eyes alight with excitement. “Let’s get more flowers!” She raised a finger to her lips. “Shhh. It’s after six, and everyone’s gone.”

“Brilliant idea,” Tyra said in a deadpan voice.

“I was joking,” Alison said.

Mariette giggled. “Who’s going with me?”

“I don’t think you should go anywhere,” Sophie said. She went to the kitchen, opened a lower cabinet, and dumped the bottles into a trash bin.

“Think of it as my commission,” Mariette said, wobbling toward the patio. “I’ll take them home with me.” She pulled back the drapes, revealing a sliding glass door. “Ooh, it’s still raining. Anyone coming?” Seeing no takers, she stumbled merrily into the rain, heading for the graveyard.

“Is anyone going to follow her?” Royce said. “She shouldn’t wander alone out there in her condition.”

Alison guffawed. “You make it sound like she’s pregnant.”

“By ‘condition,’ I mean falling-down drunk,” Royce said.

I pressed my lips together, trying not to smile.

“Well, don’t look at me, I’m not going to follow her,” Alison said, glancing around the table. “She’s an adult, and it’s still plenty light out, for heaven’s sake. Let her find her silly flowers. In the meantime, let’s eat.”

“She didn’t take scissors with her,” Tyra said. “What’s she going to do, yank them out of the ground?”

“Knowing Mariette, yes,” Alison said. “Or bite them off.”

“It’s a very good thing she didn’t take scissors,” Julia said, shaking her head.

As Sophie began to pull the glass door shut, the sound of a scream froze her in place.

“What was that?” Tyra said.

“It’s a cat or a fox,” Alison replied nonchalantly.

“It’s neither,” Royce said, pushing to his feet and heading for the patio door.

I followed Royce and stood with him at the open door, and a moment later we heard a shriek of terror—unmistakably human.

“Stay there, Julia,” he called. He dashed out the door and broke into a jog, heading toward the graveyard. I followed, soon overtaking him. Just inside the graveyard I spotted Mariette on the ground, her eyes wide with fear, her hands clamped over her mouth.

At her feet was Pastor Kenneth Ackley.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

Pastor Ackley way lying face up, his vacant eyes gazing at the sky. His shirt was drenched in blood, from his belt to his collar. No one checked his pulse. There was no doubt he was dead.

“I tripped,” Mariette said in a small voice. “I tripped over him.”

“How can this be happening?” Sophie said. She had dashed out the patio door behind me, and now she turned to me, her eyes pleading for an answer.

“Royce, can you call the police?” I said. “And stay with Julia?”

He nodded solemnly and began to make his way back to the cottage.

Tyra and Alison crept hesitantly forward and stood behind Sophie, both of them looking like they might bolt from the scene at any second. I willed myself to take deep breaths and commit to memory everything before me. The pastor’s bloody hands, the rain beginning to wash away the blood. His clothes—khakis and a pale green shirt, different from what he’d worn in his office. No blood on any nearby headstones. Mariette, her right high-heeled shoe off and next to Ackley’s left leg. Shredded lilac blossoms on the ground to my right. The grass—undisturbed except for a shoe-sized patch at Mariette’s feet. And strangely, a large and very wet paperback book in the grass near Ackley’s legs.

 “Someone help me up,” Mariette said, holding out a quivering hand. It was stained a lilac purple.

Sophie went to her, cutting a wide circle around the pastor, but when Tyra moved to help, I told her to stay where she was.

I trained my eyes on the ground, searching for a weapon of some kind, but saw nothing. “We need to step away and go back to the cottage. Don’t touch anything.”

“For heaven’s sake, what would we touch?” Alison said, blinking as rain dripped from her bangs to her face.

Sophie shepherded a hobbling, one-shoed Mariette toward the house, and Alison and Tyra trailed behind, none of them casting a backward glance at me or the pastor. I watched them walk to the patio door, maybe fifty feet away, and then I looked back at the church, which was at least twice that distance from me. Ackley had practically died in Sophie’s backyard.

Back at the patio door, I turned toward Ackley’s body, trying to spot it among the shrubs and headstones. Feeling a hand on my shoulder, I flinched and turned.

“It’s only me,” Julia said. “Come in out of the rain. What are you looking at?”

“I wondered if you could see Ackley’s body from the patio, but you can’t.”

“Especially if you’re three sheets to the wind,” Julia said under her breath, tugging at my sweater so I’d follow her inside.

I backed up to the open door and stood under the eaves. “He could’ve been there for an hour, maybe more. With the rain, it’s hard to tell if the blood dried at all. No one would’ve known he was there unless they went looking for him in the graveyard.”

“But what was he doing there? Was he walking from the church to the house?”

“Maybe. Or the other way around.” I turned and looked past her to the others—the women sitting at the table, talking quietly among themselves, and Royce standing to the side, his eyes on Julia. “I know it was one of them. I think Ackley discovered something. Or he may have suspected the killer from the start but didn’t want to say anything until he had proof. He was investigating who tampered with the bell controller, and I don’t think he had any intention of letting the matter go.”

Had Ackley walked from the church to confront one of the women? Out of charity, he might have wanted her to turn herself in. Or maybe he only wanted to question her and she believed he was getting too close to the truth. And what about Penelope Falls? Perhaps the similarity between Penelope’s murder in the book and Lauren’s murder in real life really was a coincidence.

My thoughts were interrupted by the wail of a police siren. I stepped inside and slid the patio door shut.

“Thank goodness they’re here,” Julia whispered. “One of those women is a cold-blooded killer.” She went to Royce, and he gathered her in a hug.

I studied the women at the table. Sophie’s shoulders were sagging, and she was slumped forward in her seat, elbows on the table, chin in her hands. Ackley had been her pastor. He’d been Alison’s too, but Alison looked more agitated than mournful. Tyra was staring off toward the patio door, her eyes unfocused, and Mariette, who was resting her head on the chair back, obviously needed a towel and a hot cup of coffee.

“I suppose we’re in for another round of interrogations,” Alison griped.

Hearing the doorbell ring, I told Sophie I’d get it, and she gave me a weary nod.

I led Gilroy and Underhill, the latter with a camera strap slung on his shoulder and two umbrellas in his hands, to the patio door and gestured to where the pastor’s body lay.

“Everyone stay where you are,” Gilroy said. “Rachel, will you show the coroner where we’ve gone when he arrives?”

Gilroy and Underhill started for the cemetery. I shut the patio door behind them and told Sophie I was going to brew some coffee. “Mariette, coffee?” I said.

“Black,” she mumbled. “I lost my shoe out there.”

“I’d like a cup too,” Tyra said.

“Can I have paper towels? I’m wet,” Mariette said.

“In case you haven’t noticed, we’re all wet,” Tyra said.

I peeked out the sliding glass door, but Gilroy and Underhill had already disappeared from view. After I got the coffee going, I set a roll of paper towels on the table and wandered into the living room to watch for the coroner’s van. Julia joined me at the window a minute later.

“Where’s Royce?” I said.

“He wants to keep an eye on the women. Or the ‘suspects,’ as he’s calling them.”

“I’ve been thinking, Julia. Sophie and Alison attend St. John’s, and Tyra’s parents attend St. John’s, but what connection to the church does Mariette have?”

“She’s brokering their real estate deal,” Julia said.

“Good point.” I saw the coroner’s van pull up the gravel drive and park close to the cottage. “Do you think it’s possible we’re looking at this all wrong? What if what links the murders isn’t the church? What if it’s the pastor?”

Before the coroner could knock, I let him in. He gave me a tight-lipped smile, and I led him to the patio door, instructing him to head to his right. “You’ll see Gilroy and Underhill as soon as you get to the graveyard.”

Sophie got up slowly, announcing that she didn’t want all of her dinner to go to waste, even if her pecan-crusted chicken had probably shriveled up by now. She tossed the can of dough into the refrigerator, turned off the oven, and pulled out a cookie sheet full of chicken. It did look dry. And a little burnt.

“It’s ruined, but I’m serving it anyway,” Sophie declared as she drew a stack of plates from a cabinet next to the stove. “I need to keep my hands busy.”

“I should have eaten something downtown,” Tyra grumbled.

Sophie let the stack drop to the counter with a clatter.

“All I mean is, I haven’t eaten all day,” Tyra said, brushing back her light brown locks.

“It smells delicious,” Julia said, entering the kitchen and joining Royce near the table.

Sophie turned on Tyra. “I’m sorry my cooking and your dinner were interrupted by the murder of my pastor.”

“I’m sorry about your pastor, but that’s not what I’m saying,” Tyra said with a slight pout. “You know what I mean. I’m hungry, that’s all. All I’ve had all day is coffee.”

Mariette became alert. “Coffee?”

“I’ll get it,” I said. I poured her a cup and handed it to her at the table, figuring the others could get their own cups if they were interested. Clearly Tyra wasn’t, though she’d asked me to fix her some only minutes earlier.

Placing myself between Sophie and the table, I quietly asked Sophie if I could use her restroom. “Do you have one upstairs?” I said.

She nodded knowingly. “Yes, through the living room and then all the way down the hall, last room.”

I headed upstairs and passed two bedrooms and a restroom before coming to the last bedroom on the floor. Sophie had understood exactly what I was asking to see: Lauren’s room.

The scene had already been processed—there was no crime tape blocking my way—so I went inside, scanning first the floor and then the unmade bed and other furniture. There was an open suitcase atop a dresser and an oatmeal-colored cardigan sweater on the bed, and atop a nightstand by the bed were a hairbrush, bottle of astringent, and cotton balls. I went to the window, now closed, dreading what I would see.

Underhill was right about the blood. Though there were a few drops on the sill, there was more blood on the asphalt shingles just outside the window, shielded from the rain by the roof overhang.

It was a tall window, the sill set low in the wall—just above my knees—and I could see how it would be relatively easy to push an adult out of it. Particularly if she were still half asleep or a little groggy from wine. There were a few drops of blood on the floor by the window, but by far there was more blood on the sill and shingles, leading credence to Gilroy’s idea that Lauren was stabbed while dangling outside the window and gripping the sill.

That explained why the women’s clothing showed no blood evidence. Lauren had bled away from the room, outside the window, and the killer, using a fireplace poker, had been able to keep her distance from Lauren. Even the poker itself had helped, I thought, by sealing the injury until Lauren fell.

The rain continued, pattering on the roof’s metal flashing and dripping into the gutters. It would soon make the crime scene a mess, unless the coroner’s team was bringing a tent with them. I bent low and pressed my forehead to the glass, noting the blood pattern outside. It seemed to me that Lauren had been pushed, stabbed with the fireplace poker while clinging to the window, and then pushed again, this time with the poker.

“Rachel?”

I jerked upright and spun toward the door.

“Sorry!” Sophie said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“I keep jumping,” I said, raising a hand to my neck as if to protect it. “I didn’t hear you in the hall.”

“It’s the silent floors,” she said. She went to the bed and sat slowly, almost reverently, and I dropped my hand, willing myself to calm down. “Everyone thinks this is an ancient cottage with squeaky floors and creaking doors,” she added.

“Your stairs are quiet too,” I pointed out. “No one would have heard someone walk up or down them, or walk down the hall for Lauren’s room. Do you think Lauren kept the window open at night?”

Sophie became thoughtful. “Maybe. The weather was nice last night. But I don’t think she would have opened it almost all the way, and that’s what I saw when I ran in here.”

“Had she ever stayed in this room before?”

“At our meeting last month, but that was a cold weekend.”

“I noticed you can see St. John’s bell tower from the window.” I pointed to my left and looked again. The tower sat above the canopy of trees. “Did she choose this room both times?”

“This weekend she did. Last month Alison stayed here. You can also see the bell tower from Tyra’s and my room.”

“You can see the church graveyard, too.”

“Parts of it are visible from every window on this side of the house.”

“Where all the bedrooms are?”

“Yes, it’s a strange configuration. All the bedrooms on this side, the kitchen, living room, a bathroom, a library, and a den on the other. Not your usual house. You can see the graveyard from the kitchen too, if you arch your neck enough.” 

I heard Gilroy and Underhill, their voices rising from the first floor, and knew we should join the others downstairs.

“I wanted to tell you something,” Sophie said, stopping me at the door. “I’ll tell Gilroy too. We all separated this afternoon. I can’t vouch for where Mariette, Tyra, or Alison were, but they all took their own cars.”

“They left right after Holly and I did?”

“No, we all took naps first, for an hour and a half, maybe two.”

“What did you do then?”

“I stayed here. That means they can’t vouch for where I was either.”

“Did you see or hear anything strange?”

“Not really. Well . . .” She took a moment to think. “Someone moved my phone while I was upstairs. I left it in the middle of the kitchen table. I’m always afraid I’ll knock it on the floor, so that’s where I leave it during the day. But when I came downstairs, it was at one end of the table. It’s a small thing, but it’s the only thing I can think of.”

“Would you have heard it ring? Or heard a text tone?”

“No, I keep it on vibrate.”

“Would your friends pry into your phone?”

“Twenty-four hours ago, I would have said no. But now?” She swallowed hard before going on. “I want them to leave the cottage, Rachel. They have to. Tonight.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

Gilroy interviewed the women and then talked very briefly to Royce and Julia, leaving me for last. I went with him to the office on the cottage’s first floor and sat in a small cushioned chair on one side of a white writing desk. He walked around the desk and sank into an office chair on casters, his expression grim.

“The coroner says Ackley’s cause of death is a large stab wound to his abdomen. He bled out, probably very quickly. Of course, that’s preliminary.”

I nodded.

Gilroy rubbed his hand across his chin, over the dark stubble he hadn’t taken time to shave, and leaned back. “You’re wet. Are you warm enough?”

“I’m fine.”

“What time did you get here?”

“Two minutes before six o’clock. Mariette Shipley answered the door. She was drunk. Or pretending to be.”

His eyebrows went up.

“I’ve been thinking about her. Maybe she pretended to trip over the pastor. Let’s say she already knew he was dead and knew his body was going to be found eventually. Doesn’t she look more innocent that way? How could she have killed him when she tripped over him, right?”

“I understand she went to get flowers.” 

“That’s what she told everyone. So I don’t know, James. Maybe she really was three sheets to the wind, as Julia said. Stealing flowers from a graveyard in the rain—it’s the sort of thing people do when they’ve had too much to drink.”

“Did anyone follow her?”

“No one else went outside until we heard a scream.” I told Gilroy everything I could remember about the scene, including the paperback book and the shredded lilac blossoms on the ground. “It looked like Mariette was trying to yank the blossoms off the shrubs. She didn’t take scissors or shears with her, and her hands were stained purple.”

“We found her right shoe near Ackley’s body.”

“That’s right. I saw it there, seconds after she screamed.”

“So either she tripped over him and lost her shoe in the process or she faked tripping over him but was detail-minded enough to remove her shoe so the scene would look genuine.”

“Okay, maybe,” I said with a smile, knowing full well he was almost certainly right in his assessment of the scene. “I see what you’re saying. And she was trying to tear lilacs from a shrub with her bare hands, like a three-sheeted woman would do, and she did drop the blossoms when she tripped.”

“Not that we cross Mrs. Shipley off our list. She might have killed Ackley earlier and started drinking to cover herself.”

“But that’s not likely, I think. What do you make of the paperback book?”

“The pastor was taken by surprise—”

“Because there was no sign of a struggle—no torn-up grass, no blood on any of the headstones.”

“Right. So offhand I’d say the killer used the book to hide a weapon when she approached him.”

Yes, of course. “Did Sophie tell you that everyone separated this afternoon?”

“They took naps and then drove off in separate cars, yes.”

“All of them have a connection to St. John’s,” I said, trying to redeem myself after missing the obvious when it came to Mariette and her lost shoe. “Alison and Sophie attend, Tyra’s parents attend, and Mariette is brokering the real estate deal.”

“And then there are those bells,” he said.

“Ackley was working on who hacked his system. He was very curious and determined. I think he may have discovered something and decided to talk to one of the women at the cottage.”

“You think he was going to or from the cottage when he was attacked? Why come or leave by the patio door? Mrs. Crawford told me that the few times he came to the cottage, it was always by the front door. She’d seen him in the cemetery before, but never going to or from her cottage.”

I pondered his question a minute, imagining the path Ackley might take leaving St. John’s and making his way to the cottage. “Then he was attacked after he left the cottage,” I said firmly. “He said something to one of the women, and she followed him.”

“Via the patio door to the graveyard?”

I sat forward. “When he came, he knocked on the front door, as usual. Then he talked to one of them. She knew he’d figured out what she’d done—or he was getting close to it. Maybe she asked forgiveness, promised to turn herself in. Then she showed him to the patio door. I think it’s a shorter walk to the church if you go the back way. So she pretended to be courteous and let him go out the back.”

Gilroy wasn’t convinced—I knew that skeptical expression—yet he urged me to go on. These days, he valued my thoughts and wanted me to counter his theories with theories of my own. The days of him telling me to go home and stop meddling in his cases were long gone.

“I know what.” I snapped my fingers and sprang to my feet. “She called him out to the patio to talk to him there because the other women were inside the house, taking naps. They could have heard Ackley talk if he’d stayed inside. What was the time of death?”

“Between noon and three this afternoon.”

“That would fit with their nap time.”

Gilroy shook his head. “If he came to the cottage while everyone was sleeping and knocked on the door or rang the doorbell, why would only the killer have heard him?”

I groaned, frustrated by the logistical stumbling blocks that were part and parcel of the case. There were only four suspects, but neither Gilroy nor I had whittled that number down. Four women, and as far as we knew, all of them had a motive to kill—because we had no idea what the motive for either murder was. No one suspect was rising like rotten cream to the top.

With her prickly personality, Alison seemed the more likely killer to me, though “Your Honor, she’s an unpleasant pill” didn’t fly as evidence in a court of law. Sophie seemed the least likely suspect. Not only was she not the killing type, but murdering a friend in her own home and then killing the man who was to be instrumental in buying the home she needed to sell was at a minimum counterproductive. Downright crazy, in fact. The evidence as we knew it, and my instincts, were telling me to eliminate her as a suspect.

Walking to the office window, I gazed out over Sophie’s land, over part of the graveyard and, beyond it, a slice of the church parking lot. It was a shame she had to give up her home, the enormous size of it and its propensity to flood aside. Such a peaceful view. Roses, lilacs, peonies, the church. Even the graveyard was lovely in its own way.

“The murderer wasn’t sleeping,” I said, turning back to Gilroy. “She wasn’t sleeping, and she was looking out her bedroom window. She saw Ackley walking to the house through the graveyard and went out to meet him. You can see parts of the graveyard and church from every bedroom in the house.”

He had wheeled his chair around and was watching me intently.

“I know what you’re going to ask,” I continued. “Why was he walking through the graveyard?”

“Did the killer know he would be?” he said. “How? Did she know he was coming? I don’t think she happened to glance out her window just as he was walking toward the cottage, and I don’t think she gazed out her window for an hour, watching on the off chance that he might appear.”

“Could he have phoned Sophie?”

“Mrs. Crawford didn’t hear a phone ring.”

Underhill knocked on the open door, leaned in, and said, “I found it, Chief. A knife in another part of the cemetery. The killer must have thrown it. There’s no doubt it’s the murder weapon. Turner just got here, and he’s bagging it.”

Gilroy stood abruptly, told me to wait, and exited the office, leaving Underhill at the door. “We talked to Mrs. Ackley,” he told me. “She wants to know if we recovered the pastor’s cell phone. Did you happen to see it before we arrived? She says it has photos of a trip they took last month on it, and they never downloaded them.”

“I didn’t see a phone,” I replied, “and I looked over the immediate area pretty thoroughly. It wasn’t in his pocket?”

“All he had on him was a wallet with about fifty dollars in it.”

“What about the church office? Could it be there?”

“That’s the first place Turner went, but he says there’s no phone there or in Ackley’s car. His wife says he carried the phone with him all the time. As a pastor he had to, I suppose.”

“That’s peculiar.” I twisted back to look out the window, then turned to Underhill again. “Could it be someplace else in the graveyard? Maybe it fell out of his pocket at some point.”

He shrugged. “We’ll look, but so far no dice. I think the murderer took it.”

“If that’s true, what did she do with it? She wouldn’t have hid it in the cottage, knowing you’d look for it.”

“Let’s just say I have a feeling we’re going to search the cottage and grounds like nothing’s ever been searched.”

“And their cars, Underhill. Each one of those ladies took her own car out this afternoon.”

“They didn’t go together?” He shot a look into the living room and then whispered, “It seems like they can’t stand each other. I thought they were friends. They’re spending a long weekend together, and that’s not the sort of thing you do with people you don’t like.”

“Rest assured, they’re miserable.”

“I would be too. Especially”—he eyed the living room again—“with that Alison Francis around. She’s something else.”

“She’s a pill.”

“And she wants to go home. Badly. Every time I walk into the kitchen, I’m afraid to look at her.”

“She won’t turn you to stone, Underhill.”

“Don’t be too sure about that.”

“Sophie wants Alison to leave. She wants all of them to leave before you, Gilroy, and Turner go. She’s scared of them.”

“Yeah, I know she is, but no one’s leaving until we’ve finished our search.”

“I know how to keep Alison happy. Open another bottle of wine.”

Underhill let his hands fall to his sides. “You are joking.”

“Of course I am. Sort of. Did you know they used to give wine to colicky babies? I’ve read it really did the trick.”

Gilroy swung around the corner and into Sophie’s office, retrieved his notebook from the desk, and slipped it into his jacket pocket. “Underhill, Turner is searching the church, and you and I are starting with the cottage grounds and cemetery before it gets dark. Then we move to the cottage.”

“Right, Chief. We’re looking for the pastor’s phone?”

“For anything that could shed light on these murders, but yes, especially Pastor Ackley’s phone. It was taken for a reason. I want to know why.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

Gilroy’s and Underhill’s thorough search of the graveyard and cottage property for Ackley’s phone ended as darkness fell. They moved their search inside, scouring every room in the cottage, but they didn’t find the phone. Gilroy agreed with me that if one of the women took the phone from Ackley—and that was almost certain—she had ditched it, tossing it from her car window or dropping it in a Dumpster downtown.

Officer Turner had joined them as they began their search of the cottage, after carrying out his own hunt in Ackley’s office and other rooms in St. John’s. He had even searched the sanctuary, he told me. And an associate pastor, who unlocked locked doors for him, informed him that, yes, Ackley always carried his cell phone. He’d never known him to be without it.

That left an obvious question. Why had the killer taken the phone? And if Ackley knew there was something incriminating on it, something that would help solve Lauren’s murder, why hadn’t he told Gilroy? Even if something on his phone only hinted at who had hacked his bell-ringing system, he would have said something to Gilroy, I was sure of it. He had impressed me as an open, honest man, and a man who wanted very much to solve Lauren’s murder.

As Turner gathered his camera equipment and took it to his squad car, Sophie began to shoot me nervous looks. I knew she wanted the others to leave, but I couldn’t order them out, and neither could Gilroy or Underhill.

“Are you ladies staying tonight?” I asked, looking across the table from Alison to Tyra and Mariette.

“My husband’s still in Italy,” Mariette said, her voice strong and clear. She had sobered up considerably, thanks to the passage of time and at least two mugs of dark coffee. “I don’t feel comfortable going home, but I don’t feel comfortable staying either.”

“I don’t know,” Tyra said. “It’s dark out, and I don’t feel like driving home. I just want to go to bed.”

“Would you sleep?” Mariette asked.

“I’d lock my bedroom door and be on guard,” Tyra said.

“For heaven’s sake,” Alison said, her thin nostrils flaring.

“Don’t start on us,” Tyra said, jabbing a finger in the air. “And don’t pretend to be calm and above it all. You’re a liar if you do.”

Alison let out a belly laugh.

“You’re sick,” Tyra said.

“Guys, please don’t do this,” Sophie said. “We’re friends, aren’t we? Don’t let the stress of this weekend ruin that.”

It was her role in the group, I thought. Peacemaker. The others could say any unkind they wanted to each other because Sophie would smooth things over. Then they could meet the following month and do it all over again.

Alison wasn’t ready to make nice. “What happened to the Penelope Falls theory?” she asked Tyra. There was a glint in her eye. She enjoyed bullying, especially if she had an audience. “I don’t remember a pastor dying in the book. In fact, none of the victims were male, were they?” She glanced over at Gilroy, who was standing in the kitchen by the sink drinking a glass of water. “Chief Gilroy, did the book offer you any special insights?”

It was a wonder to me that Alison had friends at all, even book-club acquaintance-type friends.

Gilroy set the glass in the sink. “No, Miss Francis.”

Alison waited for more. When she didn’t get it, her pinched lips and nose became distinctly more pinched. “Did you even read it?”

“I skimmed it, ma’am,” Gilroy said.

You couldn’t rile my man. You couldn’t goad him into an argument or get him to say something he wasn’t prepared to say. All excellent qualities in a police chief.

“So did I, and I’m pretty sure no one murders a pastor in it,” Alison said.

“We’re supposed to read these club books, not skim them,” Tyra mumbled.

“Maybe if we picked more interesting books, I would,” Alison retorted.

“Who chose Penelope Falls as the May book?” I asked.

Mariette looked down at her hands, and Alison glared at me as if to say, Are you still here?

“Lauren did,” Tyra said. “It was her first time to choose a book.”

No wonder Tyra had thought the murderer was following the book like a blueprint for murder.

Turner returned to the room, Underhill at his side, and told Gilroy he was packed and ready to go.

“Are you giving up looking for Pastor Ackley’s phone?” Sophie asked.

She seemed desperate for them to stay and continue their search or even their interviews, while the others, it appeared to me, were anxious to have them leave.

“We don’t think the phone is here,” Gilroy said.

“Did you check all the rooms?” Sophie said, rising from her chair. “My office? What about the rose garden?”

“We did, ma’am.”

“It’s not . . .” She chewed anxiously on the inside of her lower lip. “Okay, well, it’s not that I haven’t enjoyed having you all here,” she said, glancing warily around the table, “but I think it’s time to end the weekend. I don’t think it’s right to go on with it.”

“You’re throwing us out?” Mariette said. “I’m supposed to drive home? I can’t even walk to my bedroom.”

“Whose fault is that?” Alison growled. “It’s the same thing every book club weekend. It’s become boring.”

“I would advise you not to drive, Mrs. Shipley,” Gilroy said.

“See, Alison?” Mariette said. “I’m not the only one. Are you listening? Did you hear what he said?” She was alternately massaging her temples and tugging at her short hair. “The chief says no, so that’s it.”

“I shouldn’t drive either,” Tyra said. “I don’t feel so good.”

“I’m just peachy with driving,” Alison said. “Shame we don’t have taxis in this little town.”

“We’ll drive you home, Mrs. Shipley, Miss West,” Gilroy said. “Go on and pack. We’ll wait.”

Her fears allayed, Sophie relaxed and sat again. “Thank you, Chief Gilroy. I appreciate that.”

I could see the tension flow out of her. If she was the murderer, she was a darn good actress.

 “What if something or someone tries to . . . ,” Tyra began. “I mean, I live alone in an apartment and we don’t know who killed Lauren and Pastor Ackley.”

“Officer Turner will go in ahead of you and make sure it’s safe,” Gilroy said. “Keep your door locked, don’t let anyone in tonight, and you’ll be fine.” Despite two murders in one day, Gilroy wasn’t concerned about the women’s safety. One of them was a killer, but if they all stayed in their own homes tonight, they would be safe.

“You’re telling us we shouldn’t let each other in,” Tyra said glumly.

“At least we know who to watch out for,” Mariette said, examining her now-chipped nails.

Alison stood. “My suitcase is already packed, so I’m off.” She started for her bedroom but halted and turned back. “I’m sorry about this, Sophie. You know what? I’m glad you’re moving. You can start fresh, and after a while, you’ll forget about this atrocious weekend. We’ll get together again in June, all right? How does that sound?”

“Sure,” Sophie said. “Sounds good. Goodnight, Alison.”

Sophie’s frail optimism wasn’t persuasive. I thought then that their book club would never meet again, and that was probably for the best.

I walked with Gilroy to the front door, where he was waiting with Turner for Mariette and Tyra. He told me to take precautions, and I told him I’d see him tomorrow. I glanced back toward the kitchen, looking for Royce and Julia, and saw Underhill talking earnestly to the redheaded, emerald-eyed Sophie. Hovering like a bee again, and a little too closely this time. More tellingly, he was completely ignoring the other women.

Royce, with his arm around Julia’s shoulder, led her into the living room. I sidled up to her, calling her attention to Underhill. “I thought he was still seeing Natalie,” I whispered. “Do you know something I don’t?”

“He’s still seeing her as far as I know,” Julia said. She watched Underhill a moment and then clucked her tongue in disapproval. “That man will never settle down if he doesn’t stop being distracted by a pretty face. In this case, a pretty face that could belong to a killer—and a married killer. She’s Mrs. Crawford, and her husband will be home soon. He’s behaving shamefully. I thought he was better than that.”

To be a lesser man than Julia thought you were was stern criticism.

But we had more pressing things to think about. Like two murders. And I couldn’t stop thinking about Ackley’s phone. My instincts were telling me that retrieving it was vital to solving his murder, if not Lauren’s too.

Tyra headed upstairs while Mariette, flat-footing it in her bare feet around the kitchen, held one high-heeled shoe and looked for the missing one. She had to be reminded that it had been bagged and was now evidence in the pastor’s murder. Alison returned quickly from her bedroom and wheeled her small suitcase into the living room, head down, charging forward, almost daring anyone to get in her way. Gilroy held the door open for her, and without acknowledging his gentlemanly act, she fled the cottage. I had no doubt the woman would sleep well, free from anxiety or bad dreams, unlike the rest of us.

“Are we ready to go?” Royce asked me.

The poor man look tired. And hungry. We never did have Sophie’s dry chicken.

“Just one second,” I said. I walked up to Sophie and asked to speak to her alone for a minute. Underhill wasn’t happy with me, I could tell, but his pretty-face gazing could wait. I took Sophie aside.

“I need to ask you four quick questions before I go.”

“I’ll answer as best I can,” she said, a trace of apprehension in her tone.

“Did you know that a lot of people disliked Lauren?”

“Yes.”

“Tyra said Lauren had a dark soul.”

Sophie cringed a little at the words. “I’d say Lauren was calculating. She chose her friendships based on what someone could do for her.”

“But you told me everyone but Alison was in tears when they found her dead.”

“It was a terrible thing to see, Rachel. It was shocking. I wasn’t very close to Lauren, but no one should die like that.”

“Okay, second question. Do you or any of your friends know about the computer program St. John’s uses to control the bells?”

“I knew the bells were computer operated, but that’s the limit of my knowledge, and I don’t think the others know more than I do. Alison knows about the bells, but I don’t think she understands the program. Pastor Ackley did, though. He was computer savvy. He probably could have written the program himself. If he hadn’t become a pastor, he might have gone into computers. The man was amazing.”

“I never would have guessed.” I glanced over my shoulder at Royce and Julia, mouthed, “Just a sec,” and then looked back to Sophie. “My third question is kind of nosy.”

“Don’t apologize. I asked you to come here tonight.”

“Do you know how St. John’s is able to afford your property? Most churches don’t have that kind of disposable income.”

“The church has been saving for years. They’ll have more than enough for a down payment on the mortgage. I didn’t know it, but Pastor Ackley told me they’d had their eyes on my land for a long time.”

“For a parking lot?”

“That’s just for the flood-prone part of my land. St. John’s is going to expand the church itself and build a small house to use as a retreat for missionaries on leave. A lot of them rent their homes or apartments and have to sublet while they’re in the mission field. They have no place to come back to when they come home for a summer off.”

“Oh.” I was taken aback, and pleased, by this new information. “That’s nice. I didn’t know that.”

“Most people focus on the parking lot. Lauren sure did. Frankly, I gave up telling people about the retreat house or explaining why the sale is good for both me and the church.”

I nodded in agreement. “Besides, it’s no one else’s business.”

“You’ve got that right.”

“One last thing,” I said. “Do you have Pastor Ackley’s cell phone number?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

I drove Royce home first, promising him we would talk in the morning. A meeting of the Juniper Grove Mystery Gang—our little group of puzzle solvers, so christened by Holly—was in order.

I was about to drop Julia off in front of her house when she suggested we go over the evening’s events while they were still crystal clear in our minds. From time to time she suffered from bouts of insomnia, especially when we were trying to solve a case, and tonight she was hours away from unwinding.

We were famished, so I made us sandwiches using egg salad I’d whipped up the day before. We devoured them—rapidly—in the kitchen and then headed into the living room. Julia settled into the couch nearest the fireplace and began to jot notes on a yellow legal pad, and I sat on the other couch, working on my laptop. My first order of business was to learn more about the MacAllan bell-ringing system.

Ten minutes into my research, I confirmed what Pastor Ackley had said: almost anyone who worked on computers could have hacked such a controller. Indeed, “hacking” would hardly be the term for it. One of the women could have breached the program on Ackley’s office computer, but it also could have been breached from a home computer—or possibly even a cell phone that had the same app.

I shut my laptop and set it on the next cushion over. “I think one of the Cottage Women got into the bell-ringing program.”

“On the pastor’s office computer?” Julia asked, laying down her pad and pen.

“I’m not sure about that. Sophie said Ackley was computer savvy, but by his own admission his password was too simple. Probably to make things easier on his staff. Doing it from a laptop would require remote access and another level of sophistication, but the upside to that is it could have been done privately and at night, so no one would have noticed repeated attempts at a password or seen the computer seemingly working on its own.”

“Remote access?”

I tapped my laptop. “I use my computer or even my phone to connect directly to another computer. Someone else’s computer, mouse, and keyboard becomes mine.”

“That’s devious.”

“Not necessarily. Say a friend lives in another state and you want to help him navigate a computer problem. You install remote-access software on his computer, and there you are. You control his computer and fix the problem for him.”

As I spoke, I realized I might have stumbled upon the hacker’s method. “I think one of the women installed the remote software, guessed the password, and accessed the computer from home. Something like that. Maybe she didn’t even need a password. I don’t know enough to know exactly how it was done, but from what I’ve learned, even I could manage it after a few hours’ trial and error.”

“So which of the women had the knowledge?” Julia asked.

“For now, I’m assuming they all did. We know Mariette is a real estate agent and Sophie works in the library—you have to use computers at both jobs. But what do Tyra and Alison do for a living?”

I opened my laptop again, navigated to a search engine, and typed in “Alison Francis” and “Juniper Grove,” hoping Alison lived or worked in town.

“It’s frightening what you can learn about people online,” Julia said.

It was a common refrain of hers, and of course she was right, but in this case, I was glad that Alison had an online presence and had left quite an online footprint, voluntarily or not. “She’s a freelance cybersecurity consultant,” I said with a chuckle. “She’s all over the web. There are even reviews of her work, which out of kindness I won’t read.”

“She could hack a computer in the twinkling of an eye.”

“Hold on.” I typed in Tyra’s name, finding it rather quickly on a local website. “Tyra’s on the staff at Brownlee Dental on Blossom Road. I can’t tell for sure, but it looks like she works at the front desk, not as a hygienist or dental assistant.”

“Computers again,” Julia said. “Either one of them. All four of them.”

“And all four of them could have walked into the church office. Holly and I did. If Pastor Ackley hadn’t been there, I could have installed remote software in thirty seconds. I wonder if Ackley discovered remote software. He would know how to find it, and then he’d try to work out who installed it.”

Julia rested her head on the couch back and propped her feet on my coffee table. “Why did you ask Sophie for the pastor’s cell phone number?”

“You heard that?” I asked.

“There’s nothing wrong with my hearing.”

“If Ackley used it all the time, he kept it well charged.”

“So far, so good.”

“If it’s still charged and I dial his number, I can hear his phone ring.”

“I’m sure Gilroy thought of that when he was looking for it.”

“In the graveyard and on the cottage grounds, yes. But Tyra, Mariette, and Alison drove away from the cottage in the afternoon. Tyra and Alison went shopping downtown. I don’t know yet where Mariette went, but I’m going to find out.” I scooted to the edge of the couch. “What if one of them killed Ackley, took his phone, and disposed of it as she drove away? I know it’s a long shot, but I could drive along the usual routes and stop every few hundred feet to dial this number. From Sophie’s place it’s only a mile to downtown, and the killer would’ve thrown it into a field or wooded area, not in someone’s front yard, so the search area wouldn’t be as big as you’d think.”

Julia wrinkled her nose.

“Like I said, it’s a long shot. A hundred to one.”

“Probably. But then again, long odds can pay off.”

Julia had that look in her eye. “What are you thinking?”

She whipped her feet off the coffee table and sat to attention. “Let’s go now.”

“Huh?”

“It’s perfect, Rachel. No one’s out driving or walking. No cars, no noise, and no watchful eyes. We’ll be able to drive slowly, stop, and listen for rings. We can’t do that on a Monday morning.”

“That’s true.” She had me half convinced. “You’re not tired?”

“Do I look tired?” She rose as swiftly from the couch as any sixty-something woman could after ten o’clock on a Sunday night. “I know you’re not tired, so no more dillydallying.”

Royce had encouraged the nascent sleuth in her, and between her insomnia and her desire to surprise him with a discovery, my tenacious neighbor stood a fair chance of finding Pastor Ackley’s phone.

Minutes later we were back in my Forester and out on Finch Hill Road, heading for Sophie’s cottage. I’d brought a flashlight and, optimistically, a plastic sandwich bag with me to use as an evidence bag. Two hundred feet from Sophie’s drive, I swung the car into a U-turn and stopped.

I turned off my headlights and lowered my window, surprised by the heavy scent of lilacs on the breeze. “I didn’t know there were lilacs on this part of the property. Or is that the graveyard? They must be everywhere. What a heavenly smell. When I think of May, I think of lilacs.”

“I didn’t notice them either,” Julia said. “I must have been distracted by all the bodies. Are we really going to talk about flowers?”

There wasn’t another car in sight, and the only lights were dim, golden glows from the windows of Sophie’s cottage and houses across the street. Even the half moon was obscured by clouds.

“You were right,” I said. “It’s so quiet, we might be able to hear the phone.”

Julia rolled down her window.

“Finding it in the dark will be another matter,” I added. I popped open my glove compartment, removed the flashlight, and then dialed Pastor Ackley’s phone number.

We listened but heard nothing. I wasn’t surprised. We were too close to Sophie’s cottage. I drove ahead two hundred feet, dialed again, and stuck my head partway out my window, listening. All I heard was my car engine rumbling. As I continued to let the phone ring, I got out and walked away from the Forester. Still nothing. It struck me that Ackley might have put his phone on vibrate, and if he had, all attempts to find it by dialing would prove fruitless.

Back in my car, I pulled ahead another two hundred feet. Once more I got out and dialed, straining to hear anything other than my Forester and a distant chorus of crickets. I went back to the car, reached inside the window, and turned off the ignition. This time Julia got out too. She patrolled her side of the road, back and forth, stopping now and then, walking again.

“Not here,” I said. Beginning to feel a little foolish, I drove ahead another two hundred feet and repeated the exercise. This time I thought I heard a faint ring.

I threw my hand in the air. “Julia, listen!”

She froze.

“I don’t hear anything,” she said after a moment.

“In that wooded area behind the field,” I said, drawing her attention to a grove of junipers. I trotted back to the car, retrieved my flashlight, and trudged toward the trees.

“Are you trying to show me your superior hearing?”

I waved for her to follow me.

“Are there weeds?” she asked.

I halted and wheeled back. “Julia.”

“I’m just asking,” she said, squinting at the ground.

I handed her my flashlight and she shone it downward.

“Dandelions and bindweed,” I said. “You keep the flashlight.” I continued through the field, Julia trailing behind me and pointing the light in the direction of the trees.

“This is too far from the street,” she said. “She must have gotten out of the car to throw it.”

“That would be smart.”

“Now I hear it.”

As we headed into the grove, the ringing stopped. I dialed the number again, and as we continued, the rings became more distinct.

“This is it,” I said, growing more excited with each step. “It makes sense. This is the only wooded or scrubby area we’ve seen since the driveway.”

Twenty feet farther into the junipers, it sounded as though we were nearly on top of the phone. Julia let the flashlight beam play over the needle-covered ground.

“I saw something!” I said. “There. Back there.”

“This is so exciting,” Julia breathed, scanning left.

I knelt, pivoting on my heels toward the ringing. “Got it!”

“Don’t touch it,” she warned, shining the light over my shoulder at the phone.

“That’s what I brought the sandwich bag for.” I hung up my phone and pulled the bag from my pocket. Turning it inside out, I used it to take hold of the pastor’s phone. Then I stood, examined the face of it in the flashlight beam, and pressed the bottom of the screen through the plastic. “It’s Ackley’s, all right,” I said. “And it’s not locked.”

“This is unbelievable, Rachel. We found a needle in a haystack.”

I grinned. “More like a phone in needles.” I turned the plastic right side out, pulling it over the phone and securing it inside the bag.

Julia turned and aimed the flashlight ahead, through the black pines and toward the car.

“I hear a car,” I said.

“The street’s ahead, Rachel.”

“No, I mean idling. Someone stopped.” We crept forward, staying within the dark shelter of the grove.

At the muffled thud of car door, we froze.

Julia grabbed my arm. “Someone got out,” she said.

I put a finger to my lips.

She let go of me and swung the flashlight in an arc in front of her. I seized it and flicked it off.

I listened, my senses sharp, the sound of my own breathing in my ears.

“She came back to find the phone,” I whispered.

“Who?” Julia whispered back.

I shook my head, hooked my arm in Julia’s, and continued to creep forward, suddenly aware of how the crunch of pine needles signaled our every step. I paused and peered into the semi-darkness. “There’s two of us and one of her,” I said under my breath. “We should wait for her.”

“I don’t hear anything.”

Neither did I. And by now, I thought, whoever it was should have made her way to the junipers. “Maybe she saw our light.”

The instant the words left my mouth, a car door slammed and an engine started.

Leaving Julia behind, I raced ahead, desperate to catch sight of the car. But by the time I made it to the street, it had vanished. I ran to my left and then swung to my right, hoping to see even the silhouette of a car dissolving into the night. It was her, I thought. It was the killer, and we almost had her. “I don’t believe it!”

Looking back toward the field, I saw Julia was making her way toward me, the flashlight illuminating her steps. I joined her at the curb.

“You didn’t see the car?” she asked.

“It was gone by the time I reached the street. She sped out of here.”

Julia ran the light up and down the pavement. “I don’t see any tire marks. We still don’t know who it was.”

“But she knows who we are,” I said. “And she knows what we have.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

Julia cradled our evidence bag on her lap while I drove to the police station on Main Street. I knew Gilroy insisted on having someone man the station until midnight, even with only three officers in the department. And when they were in the midst of an important case, Gilroy, Turner, and Underhill took turns being on call from midnight to seven in the morning. It was just after eleven when Julia and I pulled to the curb and greeted a surprised Derek Underhill behind the front desk.

“We found Pastor Ackley’s phone,” Julia said, setting the bagged phone on the desk.

Admittedly, I felt a twinge of pride in her announcement. We had found the proverbial needle in a haystack.

“No way,” Underhill said. “We looked everywhere. Are you sure it’s his?”

“He didn’t use a pass code,” I said. “Which is a little strange for someone as technologically minded as Sophie said he was. But then again, he probably got a lot of phone calls and messages and didn’t want the hassle of constantly punching in the code. I don’t have one either.”

“You don’t use a pass code?” Julia asked.

“They’re a nuisance.”

Underhill was staring at the phone, angling it this way and that while keeping it in the bag. He glanced up at me. “Where’s the home button?”

I pressed a symbol near the bottom of the phone and the home screen sprang to life. “It’s a newer model, so there’s no button. It’s pressure activated.”

“You don’t even have to swipe it,” Underhill said.

“Nope. He has no safeguards.” I tapped a mail icon. “Now you should be able to see his emails and text messages.”

“Wow. It really is his. This is amazing.”

“It will show five or six missed calls,” I said, “and you’ll see my number alongside them.”

Underhill looked up. “That’s how you found the phone. You dialed it.”

“It was in a small wooded area not too far from Sophie’s cottage. I can show you where tomorrow.”

He nodded, still admiring the pastor’s sleek phone.

“The killer came to get it while we were there,” Julia added.

“Wha—what?” Underhill sputtered. “Who? Which one of them?”

“We don’t know who,” I said. “I ran after her, but I wasn’t fast enough to see.” I recounted our steps, telling Underhill what we had seen and heard, which was precious little. “It had to have been the same person who took the phone from Ackley and threw it into the trees. Only she would know the phone was there without dialing it like we did—and I know we weren’t followed.”

“Now the killer knows we found the phone,” Julia said, her voice fretful.

“I wouldn’t worry, Mrs. Foster,” Underhill said. “She also knows you’d bring it to the police.”

“There may be fingerprints on that phone, but I doubt it,” I said.

Underhill tapped on the email icon through the bag. “Yeah, probably not . . .”

“Anything in his emails?”

“I don’t see any important stuff from Sunday.” He tapped again. “No text messages from Sunday. But I see some vacation photos.”

“Mrs. Ackley will be relieved,” I said. “They’re probably the last photos of her husband. Can I ask you something about your cottage search?”

Underhill laughed and set down the phone. “Seriously, Rachel? You want to ask me about a case? I’m shocked.”

“Very funny. Did Mariette, Tyra, or Alison have laptops?”

“They all did.”

“Now that’s very interesting,” Julia said.

“It’s not surprising,” Underhill said. “Everyone’s got a laptop these days. I’d better call the chief about the phone.”

“You’re not going to wake him up, are you?” Julia said.

“A ringing phone will do that, Mrs. Foster.”

Julia was not smiling.

“I have to, Mrs. Foster. He’ll want to know. This is a key piece of evidence. If I wait until morning, he will not be happy with me.”

“I suppose you’re right. Still, the poor man never sleeps.”

Underhill checked the station clock. “If it makes you feel better, I won’t be going home at midnight like I planned.”

“Now why would it make me feel better to know that you won’t be getting any sleep either? I can tell by looking at you that you’re not getting enough as it is. Just look at the dark rings under your eyes. You look like a prizefighter. And I’m certain you’re not eating well and getting your vitamins.”

“I eat just fine, Mrs. Foster.”

To my eyes, the normally trim Underhill had put on a little weight, but not wanting to impede Julia’s progress, I said nothing.

“Donuts for breakfast every day? I don’t call that eating right,” she said. “And what do you have for lunch? More donuts? A cold sandwich at best? You need proper meals, and that means hot meals.” She was in full grandmother mode. Disappointed in Underhill’s flirtations she may have been, but she cared about him. We both did.

“You know it’s hard to eat right when you’re on the job,” Underhill said.

I saw my opening. “Does Natalie ever cook for you?”

He didn’t flinch, and he didn’t hesitate to answer.

“Sometimes, but to tell the truth, she’s not a great cook. She’d be the first to admit that. And I’m not so hot myself. We go to Wyatt’s every once in a while, but that can get expensive.” He leaned his arms across the desk. “You’ll be happy to know she’s brought dinner to the station, Mrs. Foster. Only a few times, but she tries. Anyway, it doesn’t matter if she can’t cook.”

“Because you care about her?” Julia asked. “Care about her more than you care for other women you run into? Women you meet, say, while you’re on the job?”

Underhill was either confused or flustered. I couldn’t tell which. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “I guess so. I gotta make that call.” He straightened, grabbed the station phone, and dialed Gilroy.

On that awkward note, I said goodbye for both of us and dragged Julia out of the station and into my car.

“Well, that was subtle,” I said, sticking my key in the ignition.

“That young man doesn’t need subtlety, he needs a rolled-up magazine on the head and a good wake-up call. What is he thinking? Sophie is a married woman.”

“He wouldn’t break up a marriage, Julia. He’s just infatuated by her green eyes.”

“Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t, but he needs to smell the coffee. He’ll be in his forties before he knows it.”

“And end up like me?”

“That isn’t what I meant, Rachel. It’s not your fault that scoundrel ex-fiancé of yours left you at the altar.”

“Not exactly at the altar. Thank goodness it never got that far.”

With a bit of a jolt I realized I hadn’t thought about Brent in weeks. The man who had deserted me on the eve of our wedding almost thirteen years ago, the man whose loss I’d mourned for years, the man whose memory had driven me to Boston for seven years in an attempt to erase him from my past. I hadn’t dreamed about him or tried not to hate him or battled his sudden and unwelcome appearance in my thoughts at the oddest moments. Hallelujah, I hadn’t thought about him at all.

“It’s about time,” I said aloud.

“I didn’t mean what it sounded like,” Julia said.

She gave me a sorrowful, stricken look, quite out of proportion to what she had said to me.  

I laid my hand on her arm, anxious to reassure her. “It’s all right. If I’d married Brent or anyone else along the way, I never would have met James Gilroy.”

“And you wouldn’t be living in Juniper Grove. That good-for-nothing would have moved you to Denver. It doesn’t bear thinking about.”

“So let’s not talk about him.”

“All right.”

“I mean ever again.”

“Really?”

“It is so over.”

Julia brushed her hands together, knocking the soot of his memory from her palms, proclaiming a forever end to the topic. She understood exactly what I was saying. “Now you’re talking. Move on, shake the dust from your shoes, forget the past. The finest man in Juniper Grove loves you—what could be better? Now let’s talk about Officer Underhill and Natalie. We need to come up with a plan.”

I laughed as I pulled from the curb. “What would I do without you, Julia?”

 

i dropped julia off in front of her house before pulling into my garage. We had discussed Underhill briefly and come to the conclusion that there wasn’t much we could do but watch him ogle the gorgeous and married Sophie until Lauren’s and Ackley’s murders had been solved. We both liked Natalie, but more than that, Underhill’s previous relationships, if you could even call them that, had never lasted long, while his relationship with Natalie—lasting three months or more, we didn’t know precisely how long—had broken records. In our opinion, that made her worth pursuing.

My plan was to go to bed immediately. That way, I could wake at a decent hour in the morning. But I was restless after the night’s excitement, my thoughts tumbling, my mind searching for answers. So although I did hop into bed, I took with me a yellow legal pad, a pen, and the notes Julia had jotted on her notepad before our phone hunt. It was time to sort out what I knew and hunt for a connection between Pastor Ackley and Lauren Hughes.

I wrote down the victims’ and suspects’ names, and beneath them, the places where they worked and everything I knew about their jobs, their likes and dislikes, and their character traits. Personality—psychology—might hold the key to solving the case, and frankly, I hoped that it did, because the concrete facts weren’t helping.

Julia had written a question on her yellow pad: “What do the victims have in common?” And beneath it were the words “St. John’s, St. John’s office, Sophie and other women, both work in church office, cottage sale (one hates, one likes).”

St. John’s was the obvious link between the two victims, but what if they were connected by the killer, not the church? What if the church was incidental? Did one of the Cottage Women have reason to kill both Ackley and Lauren?

Then again, if St. John’s was the link, why was it? Did the real estate deal play a part?    

It struck me that Lauren’s murder had been planned but Ackley’s murder was a crime of opportunity, carried out on the spur of the moment. One of the women had seen him as a threat, perhaps for the first time, or he had presented himself as a threat, showing up at the cottage, unannounced, maybe, saying he’d discovered something.

I knew in my bones that was it. He’d walked to the cottage to tell the killer what he’d discovered, and the proof of his discovery was on his phone.

Please turn yourself in to the police. It’s the right thing to do. It will go easier for you, and I promise to stand by you. I could see Ackley saying that. And I could see him turning his back on his murderer, walking away into the graveyard, trusting that his words had made a good impression upon a woman who was deep down in her soul a decent person.

And then I could see her call to him. See her approach him, smiling, her knife hidden from view in the pages of a paperback book. I squeezed my eyes shut.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

I woke Monday morning to the sound of rain drumming on the roof. In retaliation, I turned over and pulled the comforter to my chin. Two minutes later, my downstairs phone rang.

Groaning, I flopped on my back and glared at the ceiling.

And the phone kept ringing. 

I forced myself out of bed, satisfying my impulse to strangle someone by grumbling aloud all the way down the stairs. Who on earth had the nerve to call so early in the morning? Didn’t they know it was raining? That people slept in on rainy days? That I’d hardly slept at all?

As I reached for my land line—in awe that it had rung fifteen ridiculous times—I caught sight of the clock on the microwave. It was 9:40. For crying out loud.

Holly was on the other end of the line. She was at Holly’s Sweets, dying to tell me that Turner had been spilling police beans while making a later-than-usual donut run. He had told her there were no fingerprints on Ackley’s phone—it had been wiped clean—and an associate pastor at St. John’s said it was strange that no text messages from Sunday were on it since Ackley received twenty or more texts a day on his phone and he never deleted them right away. They were a reminder of people he needed to talk to, prayers that needed to be said.

Most telling of all, the killer had removed the phone’s SIM card, making retrieval of deleted messages difficult if not impossible if the service provider couldn’t help. Because there was wifi in the police station, they hadn’t at first noticed that the card was missing. Ackley’s phone and computer were now with a tech expert, but there was no guarantee he could help.

After I hung up, I dressed, ate a quick breakfast of scrambled eggs, and called Sophie at the cottage. Could we meet at Grove Coffee in fifteen minutes? There were things I needed to know about her friends, and only she could tell me. Thinking it wise to stay mum on the subject for now, I didn’t mention that Julia and I had found Ackley’s phone.

There wasn’t a spot in Juniper Grove that was more than fifteen minutes from any other spot in town, so when I pulled in front of Grove Coffee, Sophie was waiting for me at a small table by a rain-streaked window. I ordered a large coffee with cream and joined her.

“I’m afraid I need to be nosier than last time we talked,” I said, warning her that I was going to pry into her life and the lives of her friends, especially Lauren and Pastor Ackley. But that was the only way this case would be solved, I was certain. Who were the victims as people? What linked them? Why would anyone kill them? Foolishly or not, I’d written Sophie off as a suspect, so I felt no apprehension about asking her questions.

“Go right ahead, Rachel. I won’t sleep until the killer is found.” She spooned brown sugar crystals from a small bowl into her black coffee. “I’ll answer any question you have.”

“Can we start with the night of the murder? Do you remember how long it took you to get to Lauren’s bedroom after you heard her scream?”

“Probably thirty seconds. I wasn’t sure what I heard—I may have heard two screams—and then I wasn’t sure where the sound was coming from. I was just waking up, so I was a little out of it and wobbly on my feet.”

“Tyra came next?”

“A few seconds after me. Then Alison came up the stairs, and Mariette was right behind her.”

“So any of them could have killed Lauren and made it back to their bedroom before you came out of yours?”

Sophie chewed her lower lip, mulling over the question. “It wouldn’t have taken more than ten seconds for Mariette or Alison to make it back to their bedrooms, and for Tyra, maybe five seconds. I wouldn’t have seen any of them.”

I nodded. It was a big house, but all the bedrooms were within a quick sprint of the staircase. “I also need to ask about the sale of your property. Did Mariette suggest the $915,000 asking price?”

“Actually, she suggested an even million dollars after looking at the comps. You know, comparable properties. That was my first asking price. St. John’s wondered if I’d mark it down a little, and I agreed. They were ready to buy, I liked what they planned to do with the land, and I was more than ready to sell. Mariette wanted to come back with an offer of $975,000, but there’s hardly a difference between that and a million.”

“Is the sale still on?”

“As of this morning. Closing is in two weeks.”

The more I heard, the more legit and innocent the sale looked. I blew across my coffee to cool it and took a sip. “Is the cottage coming down?”

“I think it has to since it sits on the lowest part of the property. It’ll be sad to see it go. It’s where I grew up and where my parents made a life together. All my memories are there.”

I understood that. I’d lost my own parents far too early, and soon after, I’d had to sell their home—the home I’d grown up in. But the small inheritance they had left me allowed me to buy a house in Juniper Grove and write mysteries for a living, and I knew they would have liked that.

“Mariette stands to make a lot of money on the sale,” I said.

“More than sixty-four thousand dollars.” Sophie gave a wry smile. “She’s got more than the usual amount of paperwork to file, though.”

“Tyra said Mariette and Alison argued with Lauren over the sale the evening before she died.”

Sophie turned to the window and stared out at the rain. “I regret that argument. It got nasty.”

“Were you involved in it?”

“No, but I should have put a stop to it.” She cradled her coffee cup, as if for comfort, and inhaled the rising steam. “I’ve wondered if the argument led to the murder. Mariette and Alison went after Lauren with their claws out. So did Tyra. And I have to admit, I let them. It was satisfying. But I think I could have saved her. Maybe.”

She glanced up at me, hoping, it seemed, that I would dispute the idea and dash it with logic to the rocks. I took a stab at doing just that.

“From what I’ve heard, Lauren was her own worst enemy. She was trouble, even murder, waiting to happen. I don’t believe an argument caused her death. Her death was planned before the argument, down to St. John’s ringing bells. Argument or not, she would have died early Sunday morning.” 

“I hope you’re right, Rachel.”

“I know I am.” I smiled. “And no, I don’t always say that. Sometimes I’m wrong.”

“Thanks.”

“Now, about your pastor. The police think he died between noon and three in the afternoon yesterday, which is about when you were all napping. Did you wake up at any time? Maybe hear someone come in or out of the cottage? Or hear someone in the graveyard?”

“When my head hit the pillow, I was out for almost two hours, and when I woke up, everyone had left. Their cars were gone. I was kind of hoping they wouldn’t come back.”

“Do you know why Ackley was walking through the graveyard?”

“Chief Gilroy asked me that. Sorry, I don’t know. Maybe he saw someone on the patio.”

That was a possibility I hadn’t considered. I’d thought that the killer had left the cottage to meet Ackley, but perhaps it had been the other way around. Ackley had seen the killer—or rather, the woman he suspected of being the killer—first.

“Or he might have been looking at the land,” Sophie offered. “The church is still deciding the extent of the parking lot, and Ackley wanted to add a little more room around the retreat house. To make it nicer.”

“If Lauren had lived, could she have stopped the sale of your property?”

“I don’t see how. Unless maybe she spread rumors about my property. And to face facts, she’d probably already done that. She was adamantly against me selling, and it wasn’t only because of the parking lot. I think she saw herself living in the cottage one day, but if it belonged to the church, she could never buy it.”

“Can you tell me more about her? You said she was calculating. How so, exactly?”

“It’s hard to put into words. She liked being in people’s business. She knew who was having marriage troubles, who was getting a divorce, who was in financial trouble, who was in the hospital—and I don’t mean she wanted to pray for them. She just wanted to talk about them.”

Sophie was echoing Beth Lightfoot’s opinion, almost word for word. “So she was a gossip?”

“Succinct and accurate. But she was an extraordinary gossip. She lived for gossip.”

“Did everyone know that?”

“Most people, I think.”

“Then why would anyone tell her anything important?”

Sophie sat forward, rapping her nails on her coffee cup. “After a while they didn’t talk to her, Rachel. She just knew things.”

“Hold on a minute.” I was dumbfounded. Why hadn’t Sophie or Beth brought this up before? “She knew what was going on in the lives of people at St. John’s without them telling her? People avoided talking to her about their personal business but she knew anyway?”

Sophie nodded and took a sip of coffee. “Everyone knew not to talk to her.”

I almost slapped the table. “Lauren was a gossip who knew things about people at church?”

Sophie nodded again.

“People avoided her, knew enough not to tell her about their lives, but she knew about them anyway?” I asked again. Good grief.

Her eyes narrowing, Sophie said, “You’re asking how she knew.”

“Exactly.”

“No one talked to her about themselves or about anyone else. She didn’t hear things from other people, either.” The obvious was beginning to dawn on Sophie. “She may have learned one or two little things from talking to people, but somehow she knew way too much.”

I took a large, fortifying gulp of coffee. “Lauren worked in the church office. She had access to files, donation records, emails from church members, maybe even office talk about who was in trouble with what.”

Sophie was crestfallen. “Spreading gossip, and in a church. I didn’t think it was that bad.”

“It’s worse than you think.” I drained the last of my coffee and asked Sophie to drive me to Lauren’s house—the one too small for book club meetings. I needed to see it.

“We don’t have to drive out there.” She grabbed her purse from the back of her chair, retrieved her phone, and clicked a few buttons. “Mariette’s selling it. She has inside and outside photos on the web.” Sophie handed me the phone.

Lauren’s little hovel, the one Mariette and Alison had so disdained, was selling for $329,000.

“Lauren put it on the market four days before she died,” Sophie explained. “It’s not that Mariette swooped in this morning.”

“Do the police know about this?”

“I’m sure they went to her house. You can see the For Sale sign in the photos.”

“It’s a cute house and pretty garden,” I said. “Why was she selling?”

“She wanted a bigger place. She had one in mind on the south side of town.”

“Do you know how much it was?”

“About thirty thousand more than her house.”

“Could she afford it? From what I’ve seen of Juniper Grove prices, they’ve skyrocketed since I moved here.”

“Like the rest of Colorado,” Sophie said.

“Aside from being a substitute teacher and working at the church, did she work anywhere else?”

She shrugged. “That was it. I think she only subbed ten or twelves times a school year. Social sciences, English—whatever they needed. Mostly she worked at the church. But Mariette told me the bank preapproved Lauren’s loan, and Lauren told me she had savings.”

Astonishing. On a sub teacher and church salary, the twenty-eight-year-old Lauren Hughes had planned to buy a big Juniper Grove house. It made no sense. In fact, it made no sense that she owned any house in town.

“Are her parents alive?”

“Yes, in Wyoming.”

“So no inheritance. Do you know when she bought her house?”

“Not too long ago. She was pretty new to Juniper Grove, and she’d only been at St. John’s for three months. It’s funny she was selling so soon.”

“Where did she live before?”

“Wyoming, I think. She may have lived with her parents. We never talked about it much.”

There was a monster of a suspicion raising its ugly head in my mind. I needed to talk to Beth Lightfoot again—and get some crystal clear answers this time. That woman knew far more than she had wanted to tell me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

“I think I know why you’re here,” Beth said, waving me inside her home. Intrigued by her greeting, I wiped my wet shoes on her inside doormat and then followed her through the foyer to a hall, reminding myself as I turned left and entered her kitchen not to act like a tourist staring at a skyscraper. The place was stunning. White cabinets to the ceiling, white quartz countertops, stainless steel appliances, a huge center island. It could have been a showroom, yet it was warm and welcoming.

At one end of the kitchen, beneath a row of windows, was a breakfast nook. It was clear Beth spent a lot of time there, even though a house that size undoubtedly had a formal dining room. The nook’s little white table was piled high with gardening magazines and catalogs, and next to them were notebooks, pens, a garden diagram, an empty teacup, and a plate bearing the remains of some kind of flaky pastry.

“I was about to make more herbal tea. Can I make you a cup too?” she asked, taking the blue-and-white cup from the table and making her way to the counter nearest the sink.

“No thanks,” I replied. “Is this an okay time? I wanted to ask you about Lauren.”

“I figured you would,” she said, keeping her back to me. “I wasn’t entirely open with you, and I think you know that.” She set a stainless kettle on her stainless range and then took a seat at the table. She was wearing her down-in-the-dirt gardening uniform—hiking boots and another nearly threadbare flannel shirt—and there was dirt under every nail. I had to hand it to her. I occasionally paid people to do the heavy lifting in my garden, but she did it herself.

“You didn’t want to gossip about Lauren,” I stated flatly.

She tucked a short strand of graying hair behind one ear. “Now that Pastor Ackley is dead, I wish to goodness I had. It makes me sick to think of him dying alone, and in such a violent way. And in a cemetery of all places! But after Lauren’s death I thought, it’s over and no one can bring her back, so why speak ill of the dead if it’s not going to help? I never thought anyone else would die. I was truthful in what I said to you, about her not having friends and being nosy and not caring about anyone, but there’s more to it than that.”

Hearing the kettle on the boil, Beth headed for the counter, drew a box of teabags from a cabinet, and dropped a bag in her cup before pouring the water. She brought the cup to the table—taking her time, working up the courage to speak—and delicately set it there before again taking her seat.

“My husband died two years ago,” she said. “And afterward, I remembered every cruel thing I’d ever said to him during our marriage. All the nitpicking, stupid, unkind words. They played over and over in my head.”

Not knowing what else to say, I told her I was sorry.

“It’s fine, Rachel. He was no paragon of virtue himself. He was as human as I am. What I’m saying is, death has a way of weeding out the unimportant and telling you to start again. To be the woman you intended to be but never really tried to be because you didn’t think about life ending one day. I was a gossip like Lauren. Not quite as energetic and wide-ranging as she was, mind you, but a gossip. When I lost Randall, I vowed to stop gossiping and nitpicking. I vowed to him and to God. I said I would tell the simple truth when asked, if necessary, but I would never gossip—and that means never filling in details or speculating on people’s motives. We don’t really know what’s in another person’s heart, do we?”

“We sure don’t,” I said. More and more, I liked this woman.

“But Pastor Ackley has been murdered, and what I know about Lauren may help the police find the killer.” She interrupted herself to jiggle the teabag in her cup and then gingerly take a sip. “I only suspect. I don’t know. I don’t have evidence for my suspicions.”

Even now it was hard for Beth to say the words. So I helped. “Lauren was a blackmailer.”

She gaped at me. “How did you know?”

“She was beyond nosy, by all accounts she was ruthless, people avoided her, she worked in a church office, giving her access to a lot of personal information, and she had way too much money for her age and occupation.”

“How long have you known?”

“I didn’t even suspect until fifteen minutes ago. I needed confirmation from you.”

“But I can’t confirm it, Rachel. She didn’t blackmail me, and no one at church has ever told me they’ve been blackmailed.”

“But you believe she was blackmailing others at St. John’s?”

“There’s a difference between belief and knowledge. I’m as certain as can be without knowing. But . . .” She strengthened her resolve with another sip of tea. “I saw Lauren standing next to an office vent Wednesday before last, listening. It was after hours. The hours on Wednesday Pastor Ackley always reserved for counseling. I was shocked to see her there. She knew those hours as well as anyone. What was she there for, except to listen? The pastor’s door was closed, but Lauren was in the next office over. She was the only one in the room. You can hear through the vents, Rachel. Do you see what I’m saying?”

I frowned in disgust. Oh yes, I saw what she was saying.

“It was pure chance that I passed by,” Beth went on. “I came to pick up some pamphlets. She jumped a mile when she saw me and grabbed some books on the shelves, as if they were the reason she was in the office. But didn’t work Wednesdays. Wednesdays or Sundays.”

“Do you know who was being counseled?” As soon as the question left my mouth, I knew Beth would never answer. “I know you can’t tell me. I just don’t know where to start.”

“I honestly don’t know who was in the office, but since Lauren was murdered at Sophie Crawford’s cottage, I’d start with Alison Francis and Tyra West.”

Now it was my turn to gape.

“Remember, I don’t know for certain,” she added quickly. “But there was unusual friction between those three, especially last Sunday at church. They were never openly friendly, but last Sunday the daggers were out, metaphorically speaking. And whatever was going on, Lauren held the upper hand. She was the dominant one. The one in control. You’ve met Alison, right?”

I told her I had.

“Can you imagine anyone having the upper hand over her?” Beth grinned. “But let me tell you, Lauren did.”

“What about Mariette?”

“She and Lauren were never friendly, but I didn’t notice a change in their relationship like I did with Alison and Tyra. I got the impression they’d agreed to get along by ignoring each other in church. I don’t understand why they were in a book club together. Maybe it’s a case of keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

Not wanting to pressure her in any way, especially to break her vow, I carefully contemplated my next words. “I’m asking you to speculate,” I began, “and I wouldn’t do that if it weren’t very important. But I trust your instincts, and I need to hear your thoughts so I can take this new information to the police. Do you think either Tyra or Alison is capable of murder?”

She wet her lips with her tongue. “It depends on what the blackmail was about.”

“Something very serious, I imagine.”

“Then yes, either one.”

“Do you have any idea why one of them would hack the church’s bell system so the bells would chime after Lauren’s death?”

Beth considered my question. “It strikes me as an unnecessary embellishment. Why go to the extra trouble?”

“I agree. It was a risk that had nothing to do with achieving the goal of killing Lauren.”

Beth smiled. “Great minds think alike.”

“But we’re back to why. It’s risky enough committing murder in a house full of women, but when you add bell hacking, you involve the church and the pastor, and he was no slouch at technology. Murderers normally keep it simple. They don’t add layers of complications for themselves, especially since complications tend to backfire. Was she sending a message? Showing off?”

“Showing off how?”

“By telling the pastor she could take control.” I lifted a shoulder. “I’m only guessing, but I think the bells were meant as a thumb in the eye to either Lauren or Ackley.”

“Lauren wouldn’t have been around to appreciate the thumb.”

“The pastor would have. The pastor who was buying the cottage and land Lauren loved and doing with it what she hated. It’s possible Ackley had his suspicions about who the killer was but wanted evidence. In fact, I think he was actively gathering evidence and that’s what got him killed.”

Was it Tyra or Alison? I wondered. It had come down to those two, I felt it in my bones. Sophie hadn’t murdered someone inside the very home she was anxious to sell, or murdered one of the principals in the deal, and she hadn’t faked her fear of the other women. She knew one of her friends was a murderer. And Mariette was about to make a lot of money selling Sophie’s property to the church, but more than that, Gilroy had been right about her stumbling over the pastor’s body. She hadn’t tossed her shoe to make the scene more convincing, and she hadn’t faked her drunken shock at finding Ackley.

I thanked Beth, and as I left, I told her we should swap garden secrets when this was over—and when the May rains stopped. My front rose garden was my pride and joy, but my back garden was a jumble of spring weeds, unpruned and overgrown shrubs, and bare, muddy patches. She promised to visit and offer me advice, and I promised to make her tea when she did. The simple truth was, I liked her and wanted to see her again.

In Boston, I’d had no real friends. Admittedly, that had largely been my own fault. I’d worked long, hard hours, and because I’d felt out of place, I’d kept to myself much of the time. But it was also true that Boston—at least the publishing company side of it—was a city of guarded, reserved personalities who didn’t readily make friends themselves.

In Juniper Grove, friends were everywhere. They were like ripe fruit on a tree. I found them by saying hello to them on Main Street, sharing a cup of coffee with them, or just knocking on their doors. It still surprised me how easy it was, and how my naturally introverted nature didn’t stand in the way because a simple glimpse into someone’s beautiful backyard was enough to spark a friendship.

I hopped into my Forester and drove for the police station. I had news for Gilroy, and hopefully he had news for me regarding Ackley’s phone or computer.

And then I planned to dig up some dirt on Tyra and Alison. That meant gossiping, unfortunately. I needed to find out which one of them hated the church or the pastor almost as much as she did Lauren.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

“I was expecting donuts,” Underhill said as I walked into the station. “I’m working overtime, you know.”

“I got up late,” I said.

“Lucky you.”

The rain had slowed to a drizzle and then come to an end, and the station was bathed in bright sunlight, all the more intense for reflecting off wet cars and sidewalks.

“So you’re working long hours?” I asked him rhetorically.

“You know it, Rachel.”

“Let me ask you something.” I leaned forward and crossed my arms on the tall front desk. “If you had an intimate conversation with a pastor and you found out someone you knew was listening in to that conversation, what would you do?”

Underhill gave his chin a scratch. “What’s the conversation about?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is it something I’d do anything to keep from getting out?”

“It must be.”

“This isn’t a hypothetical, is it?”

I straightened. “No, I discovered something about Lauren.”

He pointed over his shoulder. “Grab him while you can. He’s leaving in ten minutes.”

“Thank you, Officer. Donuts later.”

“There had better be donuts. And work on getting us a new coffee machine while you’re at it?”

I marched for Gilroy’s office, rapping on the doorframe before stepping inside the open door. He was at his window, drinking a mug of sludge-black station coffee and watching what was left of the rainstorm drip from the roof line. He twisted back and smiled. “A new coffee machine. I heard. If the budget allows.”

“And better coffee. Really, James, that stuff is horrific.”

“But it packs a punch.”

“We had a bit of a downpour a minute ago.”

“I see.” Setting his mug on his desk, he strode to the door, shut it, and pulled me into his arms. “I’ll consider new coffee and a new coffeemaker.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Treat your officers well.”

“I always do.” He brushed his lips against my cheek, and we kissed.

I could have stood there, holding him, for an hour at least, but there was the pressing matter of a killer on the loose. “Did you hear what I said about Lauren?” I said, dropping my arms. Back to business.

“Was she listening in on conversations with Pastor Ackley? I was wondering how she was blackmailing people. I thought she might be scouring the church files or Ackley’s computer.”

My jaw dropped. “You knew?”

“She worked at the church and she was the kind of woman who stuck her nose in other people’s business.” He shrugged. “Still, it was only a hypothesis until we got her bank records an hour ago.”

“You’re brilliant.”

“You’re not so bad yourself. But I still need to confirm the hypothesis. Though Miss Hughes made several large and unexplained cash deposits starting in early March.”

I sat on the edge of his desk. With Gilroy, nothing was confirmed until hard evidence was uncovered or the guilty party confessed. “What about Ackley’s phone? I know the text messages from Sunday were wiped out. Did the tech expert recover them?”

“He just started work on it, and I don’t know if he can do anything. We’ve contacted the service provider, but I’m not sure we’re going to get anywhere with them either. We found messages from Saturday, but there was nothing useful in them, and none of them were from the women at the cottage.”

“Did any of them contain links?”

Gilroy shook his head. “The first thing he did was look for links or anything that could hijack his phone or seize control of his bell-ringing system.” He walked around his desk and sank into his chair, and I switched seats, taking the chair on the other side of his desk. “What he did find is remote-access software on his office desktop computer.”

“I knew it! One of those women—”

“Accessed the pastor’s computer from their laptops, phones, or desktops. Yup.”

“The tech guy’s been filling you in on how it works.”

He grinned broadly. “He’s giving me an education.”

“Underhill says you’re leaving in a few minutes. Where are you off to?”

“To collect computers and phones. We had a look yesterday and didn’t find suspicious software. Nothing obvious. Now we need a thorough scrub. Even deleted, the software would leave a trace on the hard drive.” Gilroy rose, extended his arms, and bent backward, stretching the muscles in his back. My guess was he’d been up much of the night, sitting at his kitchen table and working on the case.

“You still need a motive for murder,” I said. “We know the bells and Lauren’s death are connected, but how do you prove it? And you know the blackmailer, but who was she blackmailing—and why? It must be something devastating.”

“I’m afraid our tech guy can’t help with that.”

“Beth Lightfoot thinks either Tyra or Alison hated the pastor and the church, because the bells weren’t necessary for the murder.”

“Just those two? What about Mrs. Shipley?”

“The drunken woman who tripped over the pastor and did not cleverly remove her shoe so the scene would look more realistic?”

“So you agree?” He grabbed his coffee mug and upended it, drinking what was left—no doubt dark and nasty dregs.

“The more I think about it, yeah. She didn’t do it.”

“Mrs. Crawford isn’t a suspect either,” Gilroy said flatly.

I was somewhat surprised by his confidence in her innocence, but since I agreed with him, I let it slide and pushed to my feet. “I know where to find a motive. Why didn’t I think of it? There’s once place in town where gossipers gather, and one person hears it all. Holly.”

“Does she? I didn’t know.”

 “You don’t know she does because she doesn’t believe most of the gossip she hears and she never spreads it.” I waved my hand in a shoo-fly gesture. “Except when it has to do with a case, of course. Anyway, it must be the sugar high or the atmosphere, because people say things in that bakery they don’t say anywhere else. I bet she’s heard something that even Sophie hasn’t heard.”

“That could point us to a motive.”

“I’ll talk to her and text you. Did the medical examiner’s report come back?”

“It was just as the coroner thought. Ackley bled out from a stab wound. Quickly. I think he confronted the woman who killed Lauren, but for some reason, he was taken by surprise.”

“She hid the knife in the book, maybe offering him the book, and he wanted to believe she’d turn herself in. She’s probably a very good actress. Sociopaths usually are.”

“The ME thinks she stood inches from him, face to face. Ackley had no idea what was about to happen. The blood on his hands weren’t from any defensive wounds.” Gilroy raised his hands to his stomach. “He was holding the abdominal wound, trying to stop the bleeding.” He leaned in and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “This woman needs to be locked up.”

He started for the door, but I called him back. “James? Why would the killer take Ackley’s phone, throw it into the woods, and then  come back for it later? I can understand taking it, possibly to search it out of curiosity. And I understand throwing it away, but why return to look for it?”

“That’s been bothering me too.”

“She erased Sunday’s texts, right?”

Gilroy folded his arms across this chest. “We think so.”

“She killed Ackley, took his phone, and got into her car. Then she erased the texts and removed the SIM card before throwing the phone into the woods. She knew she had to go back to the cottage, so she couldn’t hide the phone there or in her car. She had to get rid of it. She threw the SIM card someplace else—in a trash bin in town or in another field. SIM cards are so small, no one will ever find it.”

“So why did she come back for the phone?”

“Maybe she thought the deleted texts might be recoverable. She had to hide the phone somewhere it would never be found—or totally destroy it. I think Ackley knew or suspected who the killer was, and on Sunday he texted one of the women about his suspicions.”

“Why would he do that? He knew to call the station if he discovered anything.”

“He was a pastor, James. His first instinct was to protect the innocent, and he felt he had to act quickly. He knew all the women were still at the cottage, and he may have thought the killer would strike again. He wanted to warn . . .” I paused. The pieces were falling into place. Ackley had discovered who hacked his system, and knowing that, he believed he also knew who had killed Lauren. So he texted his suspicions to one of the four women. The one he knew best. “Sophie. He wanted to warn Sophie. He didn’t phone the cottage because he didn’t know who would answer or overhear his call, and when Sophie didn’t text back, he walked to the back door, maybe hoping to catch Sophie alone in the kitchen. James, she told me someone moved her phone while she was napping.”

“You’re thinking one of her friends checked her messages?”

“Yes! When she’s at home, she keeps her phone on her kitchen table. After she woke from her nap yesterday, she realized someone had moved her phone.”

“While checking and then erasing Sunday’s texts.”

“I think it’s a safe bet that’s what happened. The killer couldn’t take the phone without alerting everyone, but it didn’t matter—”

“Because we’ve been focused on Ackley’s phone. No one has thought to examine Sophie’s.”

“You might be able to tap a button or two on Sophie’s phone to recover the information. Or maybe download the SIM card? Something like that.”

Gilroy took my face in his hands and kissed me. “Have I told you you’re brilliant?”

“More than once.”

“It bears repeating.”

He exited his office, told Underhill he was off to the cottage, and strode for the front door. “Call Mrs. Crawford right now—land line and cell phone. Tell her to bring her cell and charger to the station immediately. Make sure she doesn’t talk to anyone else at the cottage, and don’t leave a message for her.”

“But you’re heading there now,” Underhill said, flashing him a bewildered look.

“In case you can’t get hold of her,” Gilroy shouted as he pushed open the door.

Underhill raised a finger as I walked by, asking me to wait, so I hung around by the front desk as he made his call to the cottage. When no one answered after what must have been at least ten rings, he hung up.

“What’s happening?” he asked. “Is Sophie in danger?”

“She might be—”

“And I’m stuck here!” Underhill pounded his fist on the desk.

“Gilroy will be there in one minute. What’s going on with you?”

“Nothing.”

“You don’t usually smack the desk.”

“I’m worried, okay?”

“You and Natalie aren’t together anymore?”

He did a double-take, staring at me as if I were speaking an incomprehensible foreign language. “Of course we are. What are you talking about?”

“You and Sophie.”

“What about me and Sophie?”

“Oh, come on, Underhill. She’s drop-dead gorgeous and you know it. You were drooling over her.”

His eyes became slits. “She’s married, Rachel.”

“But you—”

“And she’s my sister-in-law. Maybe not technically, but as good as.”

He could have knocked me over with a feather. After I recovered my powers of speech, I said, quite brilliantly, “Since when?”

“Since thirteen months ago.”

“But she’s a Crawford, not an Underhill.”

“Her husband is my stepbrother. I wanted to keep my dad’s last name.”

“I had no idea.”

“Of course you didn’t. You don’t know anything about me.” He grumpily latched on to his coffee mug and headed for what was left of the dark black coffee in the station’s coffee machine.

“How would I know?” I asked.

He spun back on me. “You wouldn’t. That’s just the point. Gilroy knows. He knows who my stepbrother is and who Sophie is.”

“But he calls her Mrs. Crawford, not Sophie.”

“You know how he is. He always does that.”

“Sophie never said anything to me.”

“You only met her a few times at the library. Why would she tell you we’re related? Anyway, she probably thought you knew by now.”

I spread my hands. “You never said anything.”

“You never asked. You preferred to assume things about me instead of just asking. Is this why Julia was asking me weird questions and staring at me like I’d killed her cat?”

“She doesn’t have a cat.”

He glared at me, poured his coffee—it smelled like tar—and returned to his spot behind the desk.

“Underhill . . .”

“It’s funny, Rachel. I know all about you, but you know next to nothing about me. Why is that?”

“You never talk about yourself.”

“You never ask. You ask about cases all the time, but you’ve never once asked about my life.”

“That’s not true. I asked about Natalie once, and you bit my head off.”

“One person, Rachel. One person I asked you not to talk about three months ago because I didn’t know if she wanted to keep seeing me, and if she didn’t, I didn’t want anyone to know that.”

He was right. I’d known him for months, and we’d been through some hair-raising times together, Gilroy’s near-death at the hands of crazed driver last December being one of them. But that had been about Gilroy. And after Gilroy, me. And Underhill had stood by us both.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I really am sorry.” My voice cracked, and I cleared my throat, trying to get a grip on my emotions.

“Well don’t cry about it. Women.” He smiled. “You bring me a lot of donuts, Rachel. That’s pretty cool. And you’re working on getting us a new coffee machine.” He glanced down at his mug. “Which by the way, we need real bad. This tastes like gasoline.”

“I am sorry. I want you to know I think of you as a good friend, even if I don’t act that way sometimes. I can be so blind.”

Underhill was still smiling. “Is this a Massachusetts thing? Do they get all soppy like this in Boston?”

I smiled back. “They most assuredly do not. Pity.”

Hearing the front door open, I turned to see Gilroy holding the door for Sophie. And she had her cell phone in her hand.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

“I thought I didn’t get any messages on Sunday,” Sophie said. “If you don’t see texts messages, you don’t leap to the conclusion that someone took your phone and deleted them. But how do we get them back?”

She had laid her phone on the front desk, and the four of us were staring down at it as if it were a patient to be prepped for surgery.

“Do you know what to do, Rachel?” Gilroy asked.

Now that I was looking at the actual phone, no, I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t want to endanger the recovery by taking guesses and poking around.

Underhill jumped in. “I was researching that this morning, trying to figure a way around the service provider giving us Ackley’s deleted messages—if they even have them. There’s free recovery software for that on the web. Do you have the USB, Sophie?”

She dug into her purse and pulled out the phone’s USB cord while Underhill turned to his desk computer and downloaded a small app.

“Have you used your phone since Sunday?” he asked Sophie. “Texts, emails, downloading?”

“No, nothing.”

“Good. Then if you do have texts from Sunday, they probably haven’t been overwritten.”

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Gilroy asked.

“No, I’m not, Chief, but we don’t have much of a choice. There.” He angled the computer our way. “TextDoctor recovery software.”

“I never would have guessed,” Gilroy said, obviously pleased with his first officer.

“Until this morning, neither would I,” Underhill said.

Underhill set to work on Sophie’s phone, and a mere three minutes later, he had recovered two text messages to Sophie, both of them sent on Sunday afternoon by Pastor Ackley.

“‘Found out about bells,’” Underhill read out loud. “‘I suspected for a while. Friends still with you?’ That’s the first message.”

“When was it sent?” Gilroy asked.

“Just before two o’clock in the afternoon,” Underhill replied. “The second message was sent six minutes later. It reads, ‘It’s not safe. Meet me in back of cottage.’ That must have been when he decided to walk through the cemetery.”

“The quick way,” Sophie said.

“He wanted to get you out of the cottage,” I said. “So he wasn’t trying to get the killer to give herself up.”

Sophie groaned in frustration. “But who killed him?”

“Sorry I’m late, Underhill.”

At the sound of Officer Turner’s voice, we turned to the door.

“I’m staying, Turner,” Underhill said. “We’re in the groove. We found Ackley’s text messages.”

Turner made a beeline for the desk. “They cracked his phone?”

“No, that’s Sophie’s phone. We found out Ackley sent the messages to her. He tried to warn her.”

“Good man,” Turner said. “So who deleted the texts?”

“We think either Alison or Tyra,” Gilroy said.

“Which one of them knew about the bell system enough to hack it?” I asked, glancing about the lobby. “And which one of them hated Pastor Ackley?”

“Neither one of them likes the church very much,” Sophie said.

“But Alison goes to St. John’s,” Underhill said.

“It’s habit with her,” Sophie said. “She doesn’t like the services, the music, or most of the people who go there. She’s attended for years, but she moans about it at all of our monthly meetings.”

“Tyra West doesn’t like St. John’s either,” Turner said. “When I drove her home Sunday night, I said it was a nice-looking church. I’d just searched it and was looking for something to talk about. She was like a mummy in the back seat. So I said I liked the pastor’s office chair with the brown leather and thick lumbar support. It’s exactly what I’m looking for at home.”

“You what?” Underhill said, a look of amused disbelief on his face.

“She didn’t know what I was talking about,” Turner continued. “She said she’d only been in the bell tower and would never set foot in the rest of the church. Pretty antagonistic, if you ask me.”

Underhill unhooked Sophie’s phone and handed it and the USB to her. “Sophie, between those two, who do you think killed Lauren and the pastor?” he asked.

“I’m at a complete loss,” she said. “I’ve thought and thought about it, and I can’t imagine either of them being so brutal. Stabbing someone is so cruel. They can both be mean, but verbally, not physically.”

I told them I’d be back in a minute and left the station. On the sidewalk, I slipped my phone from my jeans pocket and dialed Holly’s Sweets. When Peter answered, I told him where I was and asked him to give Holly a message. I needed to know if she’d heard gossip about Alison, Tyra, or anyone close to them. It was probably vicious gossip, I warned him. The sort Holly was loath to repeat. But this was important.

“Both Tyra and Alison knew about the bell system,” I said as I walked back inside. “They both talked about it the morning Holly and I drove to the cottage.”

“Alison’s been up in the bell tower more than once,” Sophie said. “The mechanics fascinate her. I think Tyra went up there just to please her parents.”

“Why would that please her parents?” I asked.

“They’ve been church members for three decades, since before she was born, but they’ve never been able to get her to attend services.”

Gilroy shifted on his feet. “Are you saying she’s never gone to a service?”

“Never,” Sophie replied. “Not even at Christmas.”

“What did she think of Pastor Ackley?” Gilroy asked.

“I don’t think she liked him, but she didn’t hate him. It wasn’t personal with her. She thinks pastors in general are nosy, and she’s right. It’s their job to involve themselves in church members’ lives. I don’t know why it bothered her. She didn’t attend, so what was the difference? But maybe she heard things through her parents and didn’t care for the church grapevine.”

As I pondered Sophie’s words, I recalled my conversation with Tyra and Alison about the church’s bell-ringing system. Alison had appeared most knowledgeable, but Tyra had known more than I would have expected from someone who, by Sophie’s account, had been dragged unwillingly to the bell tower.

“Wait a second,” I said, thrusting out a hand. “Tyra knew where the controller was.”

“Sure she did,” Sophie said. “She was up in the bell tower.”

“In the bell tower,” I said. “She told Turner she’s never set foot in the church office. So how does she know the controller is there? If it were me, I’d assume it was in a utility room.”

“Alison told her?” Sophie suggested.

“But Tyra knew it’s a black box,” I said. “On Sunday she said, ‘It’s a black box, literally.’ I remember her exact words. She said it was about the size of a shoe box, talking as if she’d seen it herself, not heard about it secondhand. She’s been in that office—and specifically to see the controller.”

“This is crazy,” Sophie said, rubbing her eyes. “My friends? My friends?”

“Sophie, you knew it had to be one of them,” Underhill said tenderly. “And they’re not your friends. Trust me, I’ve heard those ladies talk to you and each other. They’re not friends with anyone.”

“Mrs. Crawford, do you know of any trouble in Miss West’s life or in her parents’ lives that would leave her vulnerable to blackmail?” Gilroy asked.

Sophie looked as though she’d been slapped across the face. “No. No, I don’t.” She turned to Underhill. “No,” she said again, more insistently.

“We have reason to believe Lauren was blackmailing people who had a connection to St. John’s,” Underhill said. “Did she ever threaten you in any way?”

“No. Never.” Her hand flew to her collarbone and she looked back at Gilroy. “She worked in the church office.”

Gilroy nodded. “There’s not a much better place a blackmailer could work.”

I was zeroing in on Tyra as the murderer, but we still lacked a clear motive. Had Lauren been blackmailing her? Had Tyra refused to be blackmailed? Or had she succumbed at first but finally reached her limit? I needed to talk to Holly, pronto. “I think I can help. I’ll be right back,” I said, hurrying from the station.

The final pieces of the puzzle were dropping into place. Lauren’s murder had nothing to do with Penelope Falls or the sale of the cottage or the book club. She was killed to stop her blackmail scheme. Even more than that, she was killed to shut her up. So she could never spread what she had heard.

I raced down the sidewalk and entered the bakery to find Holly knee-deep in customers. When she caught sight of me, she tipped her head toward the back of the shop. I threaded my way through the crowd, circled around the counter, and waited for her by a stainless prep table.

A minute later she joined me, dropping into a stool as she wiped her hands on a towel. “Oh, my feet. Peter gave me your message, but we’re not usually this busy once we get past the morning rush.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but this is important.”

She grinned. “Detective work isn’t an interruption. I like it almost as much as baking.”

“I know you hate gossip,” I began, “but in this case, it may help solve Lauren’s murder. Have you heard any gossip about Alison Francis, Tyra West, or their families?”

“Peter mentioned the word ‘vicious.’”

“I think it must be vicious gossip. Otherwise, two people wouldn’t be dead.”

“I haven’t heard anything about Alison, but I have about Tyra.” She chewed on the inside of her lower lip. “This is awful. How detailed do you need me to be?”

“As detailed as you can be. Lauren was uncovering secrets about people and blackmailing them. She even listened in to a counseling session with Pastor Ackley last Wednesday.”

“Wednesday. Is that why he was killed?”

“I think that’s why Lauren was killed. Ackley was killed because he found out who hacked the bell system.”

“Rachel, if this has nothing to do with Lauren’s death—”

“Then it stays a secret. I won’t talk to anyone but Gilroy.”

Holly tossed the towel to the table. She had no problem passing along snippets of overheard conversations she was certain could help solve a murder, but she was about to wade into murkier waters. “Thursday morning is when I first heard one of my customers say to another that Mason West, Tyra’s father, was in counseling with Ackley,” she said, a mixture of caution and distaste in her voice. “I almost told her to get out. Church counseling! That’s no one else’s business. What royal gall.”

 “Do you know what the counseling was for?”

“Friday afternoon I heard a different customer talk about the counseling. This one was more specific, but not completely.” Holly grimaced. “It had to do with a gambling addiction. It sounded very expensive and very serious.”

“Friday afternoon,” I repeated. “The book club ladies got together Friday night. It sounds to me like Lauren was leaking more and more information, putting the pressure on Tyra.”

“And then Lauren joined Tyra for the group’s usual weekend book club?”

“Tyra must have said no to the blackmail at first. Maybe Lauren hoped to have some cash in her pocket by the time she went home.”

“And Tyra wanted to protect her father.”

“I think she was more interested in protecting herself. You know what I realized today? All the people who shouldn’t have talked, did talk, and the people who should have talked, didn’t. Eventually, someone was going to kill Lauren Hughes.”

Holly picked up the towel and began to wring it in her hands. “Tyra was the one who insisted Lauren’s death wasn’t an accident. Why?”

“She had to. She knew a closer examination of Lauren’s body would uncover the neck wound, and she knew the fireplace poker would be found. Being the first to say it was murder made her look more innocent. And her insistence that it had to do with Penelope Falls was classic misdirection.”

Holly stood with a weary sigh and crossed her arms, hugging herself. “Caleb is already heartbroken about Lauren’s death. How am I going to tell him his favorite substitute teacher was a blackmailer? The woman who encouraged his interest in the stars? You know it will be in the paper by morning. My son’s teacher, Rachel. He’s only in middle school. How could I have trusted her? Am I that foolish?”

“You are not foolish, Holly. The pastor trusted her too. So much that he allowed her to work in the church office. He never dreamed she was blackmailing people, and he knew her much better than you did. Same with Sophie. When Gilroy told her Lauren was blackmailing people, she was genuinely shocked. Lauren must have been one heck of a sociopathic actress. I can’t say she had a dark soul, but she had a troubled soul. Sometimes the worst people put up the smoothest fronts. And sometimes the nastiest people have never killed anyone. Like Alison French.”

Holly smiled.

“Unless I see a red flag, I’d rather trust than not,” I said adamantly. “Trust is not a weakness, Holly.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

Gilroy arrested Tyra that afternoon, soon after I told him about her father and his counseling at the church. Being a murderer by nature but not by skilled practice, Tyra had crumbled under the pressure and confessed to killing both Lauren and the pastor the moment the handcuffs hit her wrists. Case closed.

But the killings left behind a stunned town and a grieving church. Holly and Peter told Caleb about Lauren’s blackmailing ways before he had a chance to hear from his friends or read about it in the paper, and she said he took it surprisingly well. The benefits of being thirteen, we supposed. You moved on easily.

Tyra told Gilroy she’d had enough of Lauren’s threats. She didn’t have money to pay her, and regardless, she didn’t trust Lauren to keep quiet even if she did pay her. Tyra used the word “snapped,” in fact, which Gilroy said indicated the tenor of her future courtroom defense. I don’t know what happened, Your Honor. I just snapped. Trouble was, she also told Gilroy that she had taken the fireplace poker to her bedroom hours before killing Lauren, in preparation for the murder. That was planning, not snapping.

The bells were also planned, of course. Tyra told Gilroy she liked the “irony” of bells tolling for Lauren the church worker, tolling at the church where a pastor’s big mouth and nosy invitation to counseling threatened to ruin her and her mother’s life. The bells were fitting, and so easy to hack. Alison had blabbed about them, their fascinating mechanics, and the computer program that controlled them so often that Tyra knew she could get them to ring on command if she could plant remote software on Ackley’s computer. So she took a flash drive loaded with the software to Ackley’s office. As she had suspected, the pastor’s computer password was a piece of cake: StJohns.

Tyra had mistimed the murder, and the bells rang several minutes after Lauren’s death, but she claimed that didn’t bother her much. All in all, everything went much better than she had hoped.

To hear it from Tyra, she had never wanted to kill the pastor. But having shoved a poker into Lauren’s neck, she couldn’t stop there, could she? What was done, was done. It was prison for her if the pastor talked, and it was humiliation for her and her parents if Lauren talked.

Though Pastor Ackley had it coming, she told Gilroy. He should never have agreed to counseling her father—to sticking his nose in her father’s business. He owned some of the blame for his own death.

When they met in the graveyard, Tyra said, Ackley told her he had proof that she had hacked the bells. A longtime church volunteer happened to mention seeing a woman who fit Tyra’s description in St. John’s a day before the murder. The woman couldn’t be certain, but this stranger appeared to be coming out of the pastor’s office.

Normally, seeing someone walk out of an office door wasn’t memorable, certainly not worth mentioning, but in Tyra’s case it was notable because the only other time she had been anywhere in St. John’s was that day, years ago, when she’d visited the bell tower with her parents. The office worker remembered wondering who the young woman with the long brown hair was and why she was looking over her shoulder and scurrying out of the church.

As Ackley told Tyra, he realized he knew who that young woman was. He remembered her from years ago, in the bell tower. And her father, worried she would find out about his addiction, had talked about her in his counseling session. He’d shown Ackley a wallet photo and said he could never get this daughter to attend St. John’s, though she sometimes visited Wild Rose Cottage behind the church. She would be there that very weekend, he’d said, for a book club meeting.

The nosy pastor had texted Sophie—texts Tyra had discovered on Sophie’s phone while she slept—and Tyra knew she had to act. She erased the text messages on Sophie’s phone in the kitchen, watched for Ackley, and went out to meet him in the graveyard. Later, she threw his phone in the woods on her way downtown.

After Gilroy made his arrest, I drove home, ate, and went to bed early. The next morning I drove to the Loveland Walmart and bought a new coffeemaker. It didn’t grind its own beans or steam milk or make espresso, but it was a quality machine, and along with the freshly ground beans I bought, it would make some tasty coffee.

I picked up Julia before heading to the station. She had demanded to come along, especially after I told her who Sophie really was and how I’d taken Underhill for granted all these months. She felt badly too, after, in her words, “giving him looks that could kill” over Sophie. And though we both knew better, we had assumed he would play around with a married woman. Not our Underhill.

“Don’t let him know I told you,” I said. “I got kind of emotional when I apologized, and he’s already dropped the subject. You know what men are like.”

“Royce is the same,” Julia said, shaking her head. “If either one of us says, ‘I’m sorry,’ it’s the end of our discussion. He doesn’t see the need for anything more.”

“Maybe he’s right. There’s something to be said about saying sorry and leaving it behind you.”

Julia grunted. “I suppose.”

“If Underhill can stop for an early lunch, we should take him to Wyatt’s,” I said.

“What a good idea. We can ask him about Natalie.”

“We can ask him about himself. That’s the point.”

“Asking about Natalie is asking about him.”

“At least we know they’re not breaking up.”

“And I can speak to Sophie Crawford when I visit the library. I was prepared to ignore her if she didn’t remind Underhill that she was married.” Julia plumped her curls with her fingers. “It’s not easy to ignore someone who runs the library, Rachel. I wasn’t sure what I’d do.”

I found a vacant parking place in front of the station, inched to the curb, and shut off the engine. “Thank goodness I don’t have to carry that coffeemaker a block.”

Julia looked to the back seat, giving me a scolding shake of her head. “It’s enormous. Is it for warehouse workers? I don’t think it will fit on that table in the lobby.”

“It’s not that big, Julia. That’s just a lot of Styrofoam packing. Anyway, you know how much coffee those three drink in a day. They need a hefty machine.”

I opened the back door, slid my hands under the box, and pushed the door shut with my foot.

“Do you need help?” Julia called from the curb.

“Nope. Got it.”

Julia hurried ahead to the station door and peeked inside. “Chief Gilroy and Underhill are at the desk,” she said as I neared.

She held the door open and I entered triumphantly, bearing the coffeemaker before me and dying to see their expressions. Underhill would be thrilled, I thought. Gilroy would be mildly surprised but nevertheless pleased.

“Surprise!” I said, raising the box a couple inches.

Their mouths dropped open.

“Are you surprised?” I said.

“Rachel, I . . .” Gilroy’s eyes shot to where the old coffeemaker used to sit. In its place was a brand-new one. Not my model, but good enough. Maybe even better than mine.

“What a surprise,” Underhill said without a trace of surprise in his voice. “You didn’t need to do that.”

Gilroy took the box from my hands and set the huge, awkward thing on the desk. “I bought the coffeemaker this morning,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” I said. “I should have asked. I can easily return this thing.” I thumped the box with the back of my hand. Shoot.

“No, let me buy it,” he said. “I need a new one. You’ve seen how old mine is.”

“Twenty years or more,” I said. “But you don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

“Really, you don’t have to.”

Julia stepped forward. “Rachel, let the man buy it if he wants. Where’s that fresh coffee you bought?”

I looked down at my hands, perhaps expecting the bags to materialize there. “I left them in the car.”

“Fresh coffee?” Underhill said. “Now that we can use.”

“I honestly don’t see a problem with our old coffee,” Gilroy said.

“And that scares me, Chief,” Underhill said, working his way around the desk. “Give me your keys, Rachel. Where did you park?”

I handed him my key ring. “Just a few cars to the right. Thanks.”

When I looked back, Gilroy was smiling that smile of his—the one that made me weak in the knees. “It’s your station,” I said. “I should have asked.”

“It would’ve spoiled the surprise.” He pointed at the box on the desk. “That’s just what I need. I mean it.”

Underhill returned with the coffee bags, and if his grin was anything to go by, he approved of my selection. “Chief, you gotta try good coffee brewed in a new coffee machine,” he said. “You will change your tune and never look back.”

“So go ahead and make a pot,” Gilroy said.

“Not now,” Julia said. She took the bags from Underhill and set them on the desk. “We’re here to take Officer Underhill to Wyatt’s.”

Underhill frowned and checked his watch.

“Brunch,” I said. “I’d like to hear more about your computer expertise.”

“Is that all right, Chief Gilroy?” Julia asked.

“Uh, sure. Yeah, okay.”

“Oh, Chief,” Julia said, laying a hand on his arm, “we can take you for a late lunch.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Foster, but I’m good.”

 I bit back a grin, and as Julia launched a still-befuddled Underhill out the door, I turned back to Gilroy and mouthed, “I’ll explain later.”

Out on the sidewalk, Julia crooked her arm in Underhill’s and led him the whole dozen steps to my car. “Derek, tell me how things are going in your life. How’s Natalie? How are you and Natalie?”

Subtle, Julia.

“We’re fine, Mrs. Foster.”

“Call me Julia. We’re all friends, after all. We’ve known each other a long time.”

Very subtle.

Underhill opened the passenger door for her and then jogged around the back of my car, his eyes meeting mine as I stood at my open door.

“You’re right about that, Julia,” he said, climbing into the back seat. “We’ve been friends a long time.”

I slid behind the steering wheel and stuck my key in the ignition.

“And you and Rachel are good friends. You have a lot of laughs together, don’t you? Even if most of those laughs are over murders. You’ve been friends since you first met last September.”

Laying it on a little thick, Julia.

I glanced in my rearview mirror. “I remember last September.”

“So do I,” Underhill said. “It’s when I first realized there were powerful people in town who wanted Chief Gilroy out of the way at any cost.”

“I didn’t trust Gilroy at first,” I said.

“How could you?” he answered. “You had no way of knowing if what people said about him was true.”

I started the car. “That’s why you should get to know people before you make assumptions. You know, talk to them, ask them questions, trust them. Especially if you’re friends, for crying out loud.”

Underhill laughed. “I’m starving. Are you two starving?”

“I’ll bet you didn’t have a proper breakfast,” Julia said. “Honestly, you policemen and your food.”

“I was expecting donuts, Julia. And I didn’t get them.”

“Tomorrow,” I said. “Tomorrow morning, first thing. I promise.”
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We all need a place to escape to from time to time. A place where neighbors drink cups of coffee around a kitchen table (and some indulge in cream puffs), where friends feel safe sharing their hearts’ deepest yearnings, where neighbors stop to chat with neighbors outside flower shops. True, the occasional murder mars the Juniper Grove landscape, but what would a mystery series be without dead bodies? Juniper Grove is still that place of escape, and I hope you’ll join me there for all the books in the series. I look forward to sharing more of Rachel Stowe and her friends with you.
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