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Prologue
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Rookie deputies in the county sheriff’s department always did the grunt work, especially when the boss was running for re-election and his opposition was throwing around accusations of mismanagement. It was June, just six months until the November election. Deputy Trey Simms ached to get out in the field where the action was instead of being stuck cleaning out the ancient back closets of the original Bingham County evidence room. How was he supposed to impress the boss doing clerical work? Most of the cold case evidence had long since been transferred to a warehouse in Maycroft, but this 3rd floor office was converted to a file room back in the seventies, and no one had bothered to empty out its three closets—until now.

So far, the most unusual item he had uncovered was a bowling ball cut in half and drilled out to hold a small Colt pistol. It came from a 1971 case where a woman took her dead husband’s old Brunswick to the pawn shop. The clerk found the gun after dropping the ball, causing the pistol to fire. Luckily, no one was hit. 

Like all the other items he had inventoried, Simms entered the case number and description into the master computer spreadsheet, marking it for transfer. He put the case file and broken ball back in the cardboard box and re-sealed it with new evidence tape.

Reaching for a yellowed cardboard box from the top of the metal shelf, he discovered this one was larger and heavier than the others. As he tipped it forward to get a hand underneath, dust fell like snow and landed on his hair and face. Setting it on the table of his makeshift workstation, he pulled out his dingy handkerchief to wipe off the debris, first from his face and then off the paper label on top of the box. It read, “Jane Doe 3-18-64.” The cellophane evidence tape had long since lost its ability to secure the contents of the file box and fell away as he gave it a slight tug. Removing the lid, he peered inside at a black plastic container with a lid that was taped shut. Simms, however, recognized immediately what he had uncovered. Stunned, he shook his head. “Well, I’ll be darned.”

* * *
[image: image]


LIKE MOST TEXAS SHERIFFS, Bob Lowry was hands-on when it came to unusual cases in his jurisdiction. You aren’t re-elected to office four times by trusting your deputies to do all the work. If a case proved important enough to make the newspapers, Lowry insisted his name appear in the article. He learned that playing nicely with the Maycroft Police Department worked to his advantage, and the two agencies were careful to keep off each other’s toes. He ruled over the county like a protective father who could not trust his children to fend for themselves. 

Deputy Simms understood this about his boss, which is why he headed straight down to the second floor with his Jane Doe evidence box in tow. 

“What in the heck is this?” the sheriff demanded, wiping away dust that settled on his heavy oak desk from the filthy box. 

“Take a look inside.” Simms carefully removed the lid.

Sheriff Lowry stood up to get a better view. “Why on earth is there a skeleton in my evidence room?” he shouted as his face reddened. “Whose case is this? How long has it been here?”

Satisfied he had gotten the boss’s attention, Simms answered calmly. “Sir, it’s a Jane Doe from 1964, so it’s been here roughly fifty years. Do you want me to find the original officer’s name?” He opened the case folder for the first time and scanned the summary notes inside the cover, stopping on something unexpected.  

“No! Take it over to forensics.” Lowry pushed the box toward his newest deputy. “And Simms,” he added. “As of right now, this is your case. And whatever happens, I want that skeleton in the ground as soon as possible. This could look really bad for me, so don’t screw it up!”

“Yes sir.” Simms quickly put the folder inside the box and replaced the lid. He hurried out of the office holding the box in front of him like an undetonated bomb. Around the corner in the hallway, he stopped and leaned back against the wall. 

Not only had he unearthed some family’s loved one, he had blown the lid on one of his own family secrets. Whether it was fate or coincidence, he knew it was up to him to solve this icy cold case.
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Chapter 1
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Getting canned after more than thirty years of teaching was definitely not on Deena Sharpe’s bucket list. But there she was, packing up the last remnants of her classroom and the only career she had ever known.

The tap-tap-tap sound coming down the hallway meant Janice Marshall, the assistant principal, was ready for Deena to vacate the building. No one liked the screeching of fingernails on a chalkboard, but most teachers at Maycroft High School would have chosen that sound any day over the incessant clatter of those clicking shoes. Like Deena always said, there was something fishy about a woman who could stand on her feet all day in high heels. She was not to be trusted. 

Luckily, Deena would never again have to endure Janice Marshall’s condescension or her shoes.

“How much longer are you going to be, Mrs. Sharpe?” Janice stood in the doorway as though entering the room might infect her with cooties.

“There’s no telling. I might need a few more hours,” Deena said, using her gooiest Southern drawl. “You don’t have to wait for me, dear. Why don’t you just run along and see if you can find some other teacher to harass.” 

Janice smirked and leaned against the door frame as if she herself were the very foundation of the building and began occupying herself on her cell phone.

Standing over her desk, Deena slowed her movements even more. “Is this how you deal with all teachers when they leave this school? Are you worried I might steal this stapler?” She held it up as a visual aid.

Janice rolled her eyes. “No, but this is a special circumstance.”

Still holding the heavy black stapler, Deena contemplated bashing Janice in the head or shoving it up somewhere else. She envisioned the headline in the Northeast Texas Tribune: Ex-Journalism Teacher Bludgeons Assistant Principal with Swing Master II. 

She dropped the stapler in the box she was filling to take home. Ha! Not exactly the gold watch others got upon retirement, but it would have to do.

Deena envisioned herself as Lara Croft: Tomb Raider—always ready to fight the good fight. In her mind, she would kick butt and take names; in reality, she would step aside and apologize. Still, she was always looking for ways to unleash her inner Lara. She even took karate at one time but gave up when she got smacked around by a six-year-old warrior princess.

“You know,” Janice said, “this all started because you refused to cooperate with Principal Haskett. If you had just given his daughter that four-page spread in the yearbook like he asked, you’d still have a job.”

“Four pages!” Deena shook her head and slammed the desk drawer closed. “No single student even gets two pages. The yearbook is not his personal scrapbook. Fair is fair.”

Deena had considered just quitting when he made the unreasonable demand but mustered the strength to stand her ground. After several more meetings, Principal Haskett “suggested” that perhaps Deena’s talents could be more useful elsewhere. He said she could stay until the end of the school year and officially resign rather than be fired but only if she kept the information under wraps until school was out. 

Deena agreed, although she didn’t give a hoot about whether people knew she was canned. Everyone in the small town of Maycroft knew all their neighbors’ business anyway. So, she included the pages and turned in her resignation.

“Whatever,” Janice said with a heavy eye roll. “Besides, you’re probably super burned out after all those years of teaching. I’m surprised you lasted this long.”

The heat rose from Deena’s chest, up her neck, and landed in her cheeks. “Just how old do you think I am, Ms. Marshall?”

“You don’t really want me to answer that, do you?”

Standing there in her power suit and heels, Janice Marshall was the complete opposite of Deena. Whereas Deena loved her teaching job, Janice was all business. She had taught health for the obligatory three years before becoming eligible for a job in administration. The students had liked her well enough, especially the boys. With her long brown locks and brooding dark eyes, she was one of those women who had perfected the hair-flip to her advantage early on in life.

Deena, on the other hand, had always wanted to be a journalist. But it just wasn’t in the cards. She had been guided toward teaching by a college counselor and found herself in a high school classroom in the blink of an eye. She couldn’t believe that was more than thirty years ago.

Deena balled her fists and put them on her hips. “Go ahead. Take your best guess.”

“Judging by the dye job and those gray roots, I’d say sixty-five. Maybe seventy. Definitely old enough for social security and the senior discount at the movie theater.”

Well, that didn’t go like I thought. Deena raised her chin. “I’m fifty-nine, Miss Congeniality. And you have a lot to learn if you want to be successful in the education business.”

“Yeah, right. Check back with me in six or seven years when I’m a superintendent.”

That was all she could take. Deena had lost all the fight she’d been able to muster for Janice Marshall. Now, surrendering her classroom keys to the principal’s chief stooge seemed like waving a white flag on her career. However, she still managed a pained, melancholy smile as she headed out of room 106 and down the hallway for the final time. 

Was this the end? Was she destined to spend the rest of her life in a rocking chair shooing the neighborhood kids off her front lawn? 

At that moment, Deena had no idea that one phone call would soon set her on an entirely different path.
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Chapter 2 
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The Perry County Forensics Department consisted of two technicians and an intelligence analyst. Far from the sophisticated set-ups in big city police departments, the forensics lab mainly took fingerprints, gathered DNA samples, and bagged evidence to send to larger forensics contractors to be processed. Automobile accidents, burglaries, and the occasional cattle rustling kept the small team busy.

Trey Simms was not surprised when the lab tech told him it would be several weeks before she could even look at his fifty-year-old skeleton. He hoped calling it a “high priority” for Sheriff Lowry would speed up the process, but she only scoffed and said, “Everything is a high priority for Sheriff Lowry.”

So, it came as a shock when less than a week later he got a message to call the lab about his skeleton from the closet.

“Are you aware that your vic was shot twice in the back of the head?” the tech asked.

Simms was very much aware, having spent several nights poring over the case files. The facts of the case were simple: A local farmer found the body in a low-lying area of his back forty in the southern part of the county. It was March, and the ground had begun to thaw. The victim was in his late twenties, according to the report. Due to the damp conditions, the body had badly decomposed and had been dragged—probably by coyotes—before it was found. 

The deputy recovered two bullet casings from a Model 10 Smith & Wesson along with the skeletal remains. The victim had no identification and no personal belongings. The only recognizable scrap of clothing was a tattered piece from what appeared to be a green raincoat. The color of the coat led the deputy to believe it was a woman’s garment. The report concluded that based on the size of the skeleton and the type of clothing found, the body was that of a female. The cause of death was gunshot wounds to the head, and the case was labeled a homicide. 

With a lack of sophisticated scientific technology in 1964, common sense proved to be as big a part of crime solving as DNA evidence was today.

The report documented that over the next few months, numerous people were brought in to try to make an identification of Jane Doe. No one claimed the body, which was left inside the cold case closet to rot, along with the identities of the victim and the killer.

“There’s not a lot left to work with here, Trey,” the tech said. “I doubt computer recognition software could even help. However, I think the forensic artist we used on the Sorenson case may be able to sculpt a face from the skull.”

“Well, that’s good news, right?” The rookie was apprehensive, yet hopeful. Not only was the sheriff breathing down his neck on this case, he had a personal interest as well.

The tech sounded skeptical. “That work costs big bucks, and we don’t have a family paying for it this time. Do you think the boss will sign off on it?”

“I’ll talk to him and let you know.”

“By the way Simms, you might also want to let him know this: Your Jane Doe is actually a John Doe.”
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Chapter 3
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Deena flipped the pages of the latest issue of Texas Monthly. Tossing the magazine on the coffee table, she walked to the window to look out on the backyard for the hundredth time that day. The flower beds, once brimming with brightly colored blooms, were barren except for the occasional leafy weed standing defiant against the sun’s crucifying rays. 

Is this what it would be like from now on? As a teacher, Deena was used to having summers off. Those long, hot days were filled with attending workshops, reorganizing her classroom, taking a few short trips with her husband, and getting her house back in order before the next school year began. She also used the time to work on her vintage booth at the Hidden Treasures Antique Mall, a hobby she had turned in to a small side business. This summer was going to be different, and she had no idea what to do with herself.

Ah. Life in the suburbs. The sound of cars driving past the house, garage doors opening and closing, and children screaming for no real reason all signaled the end of the workday. It was only her third day to be at home, but already her house felt like a white-collar prison. 

Deep cleaning her house was out of the question. With no children due to some wiring problems in her lady parts, she and Gary kept their ranch-style home tidy enough for their liking. Cooking was never one of her specialties. As a child, she’d preferred reading a book to helping her mother in the kitchen. What on earth was she going to do with her new-found freedom? 

The sound of Gary’s car pulling in was like a trumpet announcing the king’s arrival. She glanced quickly in the mirror above the entry table, noting that Janice was right. It was time to color the gray roots peeking out from her auburn hair. Earlier, she had spent half an hour playing with her make-up as a way to pass the time. She looked like someone the make-up artist at the funeral home had just practiced on.

“I’m so glad you’re home,” she said when Gary walked in the side door from the garage. “How was your day?” She couldn’t believe how June Cleaver-ish she sounded.

“Same old same old. It’s weird having you here when I get home.” Gary placed his briefcase and keys on the entry table and turned to look at her. “What did you do to your face?” 

“It’s called make-up,” she said with a sneer.

“Did you use a mirror?”

“Very funny.” She stood on tiptoes to kiss him and left a bright red smudge on his cheek. 

She’d met Gary the first year she taught school in an East Texas town even smaller than Maycroft. He was a financial adviser and came to the school to discuss retirement plans for teachers. At just twenty-three years old, retirement was the last thing on Deena’s mind back then. She sat in the auditorium, however, thinking how nice it would be to spend a little one-on-one time discussing her long-term future with the dashing Gary Sharpe. After the meeting, she got his business card and he got her phone number. They married a year later and moved to Maycroft for Gary’s job ten years after that.

Looking around in mock surprise, Gary asked, “What? No dinner on the table?” 

Deena shot him a look. “Just because I’m unemployed doesn’t mean I’ve suddenly turned into Betty Crocker. If you wanted someone to cook and clean for you, you should have married your mother.”

Gary loosened his tie. “You realize that’s against the law, right?” 

“I hope that’s not the only reason you chose me over her.” 

The playful banter continued until Gary offered to take her out to dinner as long as she would clean off her face.

They drove to Las Abuela’s, their favorite Mexican food restaurant. It was small and dark and served great margaritas and comfort food. There were plenty of other good restaurants in Maycroft, most filled with tourists or screaming babies. Except for the strolling mariachis on Saturday nights, the place was quiet and cozy. Maycroft thrived on tourism, mostly from the antique stores, flea markets, and bed-and-breakfasts. The locals, however, had their favorite haunts off the main street.

Gary took a sip of his drink. “So how does it feel to be retired?”

“Unemployed, not retired,” Deena shot back. “For Pete’s sake, there are plenty of jobs I can do.”

“I know, but you don’t have to work if you don’t want to. Besides, you know how burned out you were. This is the perfect time to take a break and re-group. We can manage financially.” He covered her hand with his. “I just want you to be happy.”

There was that phrase again. Janice had called her burned out too. Still, the strong tequila and spicy salsa was lifting her spirits. “Hey, maybe I can come work for you. I could be your secretary or Girl Friday.”

Sangria spewed out of Gary’s mouth, covering the tablecloth with little red spatters. Once he wiped his mouth and regained his composure, he looked at her sheepishly. “You’re kidding, right?” 

She folded her arms on the table. “I was, but I guess I know how you’d feel about it.”

“Sorry, but you took me by surprise. I love you more than anything, but being together all day, every day...”

“I get it.” The server appeared with their food. She waited until the girl left. “But seriously, I was thinking about trying to get a job at the newspaper.”

“Is that something you want to do? I didn’t realize you planned to keep working.”

“I think so, it’s just...” She felt the old insecurities creeping up and looked down at the table. 

“Just what?”

“You know what they say, ‘Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach.’” She made air quotes to emphasize her point. “Maybe I can’t.”

Gary leaned forward, looking her straight in the eyes. “Deena Jo, you are one of the smartest people I know. You can do anything you set your mind to. Besides,” he added, “the only reason you didn’t become a reporter in the first place was so that you could be close to home to take care of your brother.”

Russell. Deena’s older brother was the family eccentric. Intelligent and creative, he served in the army and had returned home not quite the same. One of the reasons she decided to stay in Texas was to be near him. She had hoped he would marry, but it seemed he was destined to bachelorhood. That didn’t stop Deena from setting him up on blind dates, though.

“Actually, I talked to Russell today,” Deena said. “Have you heard his latest scheme?”

“What’s he up to now? Building a spaceship or searching for Bigfoot?” 

“He and some of his survivalist buddies are going to build one of those underground shelters for the next D-Day or the zombie apocalypse. They’re like little boys playing army in the dirt.”

They both laughed and shook their heads at the thought of Russell’s antics, an endless source of amusement.

Gary raised his glass. “Well, here’s wishing you much luck for the start of your new career, whatever it is.”

She clinked her glass against his. “Move over Woodward and Bernstein. Make way for Sharpe.”
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Chapter 4  
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Before even one single lump of clay could be laid across the plastic model of the skull of John Doe 1964, Dr. Erin Sparks knew she had to add precise markers to key areas of the skeleton. Forensic anthropology relied on specific measurements to recreate the features lost by death and decay. It was a painstaking process, requiring an objective mind and an artistic eye. 

She replaced missing parts of bone with plastic pieces carefully shaped to patch up the skull’s tapestry, once perfect but now tattered and threadbare. The bullets had destroyed much of the back of the skull. The jawbones had to be secured. One eye socket was merely a splintered void. Like a mason putting up drywall, she knew all the seams would be perfectly hidden once she applied the finishing compound.

Like a buzzard circling its prey, Dr. Sparks walked around and around the mounted skull trying to determine if her calculations were correct and if each marker was in its proper position. Once the transformation began, there would be no turning back. She and her assistant had spent four days getting to this point. Satisfied at last, she was ready to begin the wet work.

Opening a fresh package, her fingers dug into the moist brown clay. She pressed it into the forehead section and smoothed it out as if performing a delicate facial massage. Every line, every crease had to be perfect. The work, slow and painstaking, would continue for several days.

Her lab assistant knew this was when Dr. Sparks herself transformed from scientist to artist. With the precision of a surgeon and the creativity of a sculptor, she began to reveal the face that time and the elements had stripped away.

Staring at the man who entered her life a stranger just a week earlier, Dr. Sparks contemplated his life and death. What had he done to be murdered in such a way? Was he an evil monster or an innocent victim? Where was his family? Had they lost hope after one, two, twenty years of waiting? Would anyone remember and identify him?

These questions kept her keen on getting the details just right. The mouth, quieted by an assassin’s merciless act; the eyes, blinded by piercing hot steel—these were the most important features to capture, the critical keys to expression. Getting them wrong could be the difference between lying eternally in a pauper’s grave or coming home with a hero’s welcome. Day after day, she performed her magical resurrection. 

Finally, on the afternoon of the last day, she stepped back and smiled as though meeting the man for the first time. She greeted him warmly. “Hello, John Doe. Nice to meet you.”

* * *
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AFTER THREE WEEKS OF waiting for Dr. Sparks to finish the model, Deputy Simms was ready to release the face of John Doe 1964 to the media. Sheriff Lowry had said in an interview that the department owed it to the citizens of Bingham County to allocate the funds for a complete facial reconstruction sculpture to be made of the victim, especially considering how his predecessors had botched the original case. When the current forensics lab reassembled the skeleton, it was obvious the victim was male, not female. 

The department had a lot riding on this case. Not only would they have to hope the artist’s sculpture was accurate, they would also need people who had known the victim to recognize him and call in a tip. Fifty years of life can wipe away a lot of memories.

“Any of the tips worth following up on?” Sheriff Lowry asked at the end of the first day.

“Not so far,” Simms said. “Mostly they have been crackpots claiming the vic was Buddy Holly or Jimmy Hoffa. I ran down a few names, but they were people who were never missing in the first place. The article ran in the Dallas paper yesterday and the Tribune today. Tomorrow it will be in the Ft. Worth newspaper and on some of the news stations. Maybe we’ll get more viable tips.”

“Let me know as soon as something useful turns up. We spent a piss-load of the county’s money on this case, and I want something to show for it.” Lowry picked up a file on his desk, a signal that meant Simms was dismissed. 

Relief washed over him as he headed to the front desk to retrieve the stack of new messages from Renee, the receptionist. Luckily, the sheriff had not asked for any of the specifics that Simms would just as soon keep hidden. 

“Anything good?” he asked.

“Only if you are still looking for Elvis.” As the main receptionist, Renee was the first line of communications for the office. She had gotten the job right out of high school and could be counted on to screen the important calls from the quacks.

Simms scoffed and headed down the long hallway to his office. Sitting down at his desk, he picked up the John Doe flier off a stack of files. John Doe, he wondered, who are you?

The next morning the tips started pouring in. Most of the callers were not sure if the person they were calling about had ever gone missing, but the resemblance was “uncanny.” Or so they claimed. Simms continued running names through the missing person database with no luck. Then Renee called asking him to come to the front desk.

“Whatcha got?” He stared at the large stack of messages in front of her.

She put two callers on hold and slid the notes toward him. “Look at this top message. This is the third caller who identified the same person. The other two are in the stack somewhere. Thought you might want to know.” She pressed one of the blinking red buttons on the console in front of her. “Bingham County Sheriff’s Office. Can I help you?”

Simms took the messages and headed back to his office. Matthew Meade, he read off the top message, are you our John Doe? Flipping through the notes, he found the two others that named the same man. Turning to his computer, he entered the name. Nothing. No hits. Still, this was his first real lead. He dialed the phone number on the first message. 

“Fred Tucker? This is Deputy Trey Simms of the Bingham County Sheriff’s Office.”

“Oh yes,” said the gravelly voice on the other end of the line. “I guess you got my message about Matthew Meade.”

“Yes sir. What makes you think the picture in the paper is him?”

“Well, I grew up in Bingham, you see, and the Meade family went to our church. Their boy Matthew was a few years behind me in school.” He coughed a few times before he continued. “After he got back from the army, he moved up to Maycroft. I remember that something happened and he disappeared. Right out of thin air.”

“When was that?” 

“Well, let’s see now. That would have been some time in the sixties. Early sixties. I was living in Austin then but remember hearing all about it. Such a shame—a fine young man.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me? Do you remember the names of any of his family members?”

“No. That’s all I can remember for now. I’ll think on it some more and call you back if I come up with anything.”

“I would be much obliged, sir. Thank you for calling.” Trey hung up the phone and turned straight to his computer just as Renee walked in.

“I’m taking a short break. Got anything?”

“Maybe,” Simms said without turning around from his screen. He began searching the internet for everyone named Matthew Meade from Texas.

Renee slipped out the door, leaving him to his work.

There were more people with that name than he had imagined, so he telephoned the next lead, hoping she might have more information.

“I am so glad you called, Officer Simms. I have been nearly sick to death ever since I saw that picture in the paper. I am positively sure that is Cora and Frank’s boy from Bingham.”

Simms wrote down the names as he listened to the elderly woman’s dramatic tale.

“Back in the early 1960s, ‘63 perhaps, poor Matthew disappeared off the face of God’s good earth. He had taken a job up there in Maycroft instead of staying with his kin and going to work with his daddy at the market. That was bad enough. But then to disappear like that? All they found was his car. Why, Cora and Frank were beside themselves with worry. Wouldn’t you be?”

“Of course.”

“They hired a private detective and did everything they could think of, but they never did find that boy. You can imagine what people back home were thinking. No evidence of a crime. Just taking off and leaving his mama and daddy to worry themselves to death.” She took a deep breath. “Now, I read in the paper that his dead body was found in a pasture just a few miles away in Bingham County and not long after he disappeared. And they thought he was a woman? Well, I’m just sick, I am.”

“Mrs. Davidson, do you know how I can get in touch with the Meade family?”

“God rest his soul, Frank has passed. Cora is living with her sister in Ft. Worth, though. Let me just find my address book and see if I have their number.” She set down the receiver. 

Simms could hardly believe what he was hearing. His heart pounded and his hands shook a little as he waited for her to return. Deputy of the Year, he thought, picturing a gold plaque with his name engraved in bold letters. Lowry will shake my hand, and I’ll get my picture in the newspaper.

“I don’t have their telephone number, but I have their address. Do you have a pen?” 

Simms wrote down the information and promised to call back. Just then, Renee stepped back into the office.

“Trey, there’s someone on line three I think you want to talk to.”

Glancing at the flier again, he picked up the phone and pushed the button to answer. “Deputy Simms here. Can I help you?”

“Hello. My name is Cora Meade. My son is Matthew Meade.”
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Like a teenager applying for her first job at the movie theatre, Deena stood in her closet trying to find the perfect outfit to wear for her meeting with the editor of the Northeast Texas Tribune. She wanted to look like a “mature, responsible journalist” and not a “matronly, burned-out school teacher,” even though that’s apparently what she was. She had never cared that much about fashion and was regretting it as she searched her closet.

By this time in her life, Deena had grown comfortable with her appearance, except for those darn gray roots. She looked around her closet and suddenly hated all her clothes. Everything seemed too young or too old or too boring or too something. A whole new wardrobe was what she needed. Maybe she should cancel the appointment with Lloyd Pryor and go shopping.

Chicken, she chided herself. You can do this. 

Finally, she decided on an old stand-by: a navy-blue pants suit and crisp white shirt. Okay, so it wasn’t exactly crisp, but it would do. She added several pieces of turquoise jewelry. Heels would make her look younger, but flats would be safer, knowing she could be a little clumsy at times. She spotted a pair of red pumps she’d bought some years back to go with a dress she had only worn once. They would add a youthful flair without the worry of turning an ankle. She had gone easy on the make-up this time. Looking in the mirror, she declared her appearance “good enough,” and headed out the door.

* * *
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AN OLD BRICK WAREHOUSE from the seventies, formerly used to store used restaurant equipment, stood as the home of the Northeast Texas Tribune, a regional newspaper that served all the surrounding counties. It was the go-to paper to find out who died, who tied the knot, and who got caught with their hand in the cookie jar, business-wise, that is. Although they were not hiring, Deena knew the editor, and he had agreed to talk to her. 

Once inside the building, she walked past several jeans-wearing, t-shirt-clad twenty-somethings, all glued to one electronic device or another. As she waited outside of the editor’s office, her red pumps stared up at her like Dorothy’s ruby slippers, and she immediately began re-thinking her choice of apparel. It looked like she was trying too hard. She tugged on her pants legs trying to cover as much of her shoes as possible.

Glancing through the office window, she saw Lloyd Pryor, editor-in-chief, talking on the phone. He was wearing a short sleeve shirt without a tie and a pair of khakis. She could just make out what appeared to be a coffee stain on his shirt. Feeling self-conscious, she pulled off her bangle bracelets and slipped them into her purse.

“Come on in, Deena,” Pryor said and motioned to a chair. 

She walked in quickly and took a seat, hoping he wouldn’t notice her feet.

“So, you want to work for the newspaper.” He sat down behind his desk, picked up a half-eaten sandwich, sniffed it, and tossed it in the trash. 

“Yes sir. I thought I might try getting off the sidelines and into the game.” She smiled, hoping to impress him with her enthusiasm.

The weary editor leaned back in his chair and swiveled, glancing down at his desk and then out the wall of windows at his newsroom. “There are easier ways to make a living, you know.”

“I know. But newspapers are the lifeblood of a democracy and seeking truth is a noble occupation.” The words had flowed out of her mouth without thinking, obviously part of a lecture she had given her beginning journalism students. “Besides, it seems like fun.” 

“Fun? Do these guys look like they’re having fun?”

She followed his gaze out into the large desk-filled space and watched as reporters typed, talked on the phone, read each other’s notes, and occasionally laughed as they tossed wads of paper in overflowing cans.

“You bet it does,” she said.

His lips curled as he eyed her with amusement. “You know we can’t pay you anywhere close to what you made teaching.”

“Money is not an issue,” she said and immediately regretted it. “I mean, it matters of course, but the main thing is that I want to write. I don’t expect to get rich.” She could only imagine what Gary would think of an applicant who said such a thing.

“Noble.” He let out a sigh. “As I told you on the phone, the only opening I have now is in ad sales, and I doubt that’s what you’re looking for.”

“No, you’re right. The last thing I sold was Girl Scout cookies, and I ended up eating most of them myself.”

“The gal who writes obituaries is going on maternity leave in a month or so, but that would be a waste of your experience.”

“Ugh, who wants to write about dead people anyway.” Deena couldn’t believe she’d said that out loud.

“You’d be surprised,” Pryor said, “the obituaries are the most read articles in any newspaper. People also love a good scandal or murder mystery.”

She began to relax. “If I come across one, I’ll let you know.” 

“I’m not suggesting you manufacture a story or anything, but if you hear of one of your neighbors bilking the PTA or housing a fugitive, you know who to call. The summer is the slowest time of year for juicy news. People are too hot to go outside and water their yards much less commit crimes.”

Deena laughed. “Got it. Although, you aren’t suggesting you wish the good citizens of Maycroft were less law abiding, are you?”

“Of course not,” he said more seriously. “I live here too. I have kids. But human nature has a way of balancing the good with the bad. We just want to be able to report on it.”

“Fair and balanced. I get it.”

“How about this,” Pryor said, and sat upright. “You spend some time writing for one of the online sites to brush up on your skills and show me what you’ve got. Check back with me in about a month, and I’ll see what I can do. Things get busier around here in the fall.”

Deena crinkled her nose. “Online sites? You mean like blogging?”

“No, definitely not blogging. Here’s a list of three pretty good ones. They’re looking for all kinds of articles, mostly informational, for publication online. You could even earn a little money in the process. It’s a type of freelancing. You’ll understand once you look into it.” He jotted down the names and passed her the paper.

“That sounds great.” She was lying, of course, and shook his hand. “Thanks Lloyd. I appreciate your taking the time to talk to me.”

“Don’t be discouraged,” he said. “A great story might be just around the corner.”

She forced a smile and nodded. As she turned to head out the office door, she could feel her spirits sinking. Also, she felt sure he was staring at her stupid red shoes.
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Deena sat at her computer, busily typing out the meaningless article that would probably never see the light of day. Her mind wandered. Maybe she could take up a new hobby. There was knitting, yoga, or maybe she could read to the blind. Did the blind still need to be read to? With all the great audiobooks out there, they could probably get almost anything they needed on their own. She jotted herself a note to look up “reading to the blind” for a potential new article.

Her cellphone rang, giving her a chance for a much-needed brain break. Even talking to a telemarketer would be more interesting than writing this dribble. Yes, I most certainly do want to hear about your new health care plans.  

She answered the phone expectantly. “Hello.”

“We found Matthew,” the voice on the other end of the line said.

“What?” Deena’s heart skipped a beat. She had not talked to her aunt, Lucy Lancaster, since Easter. Her voice was raspy but recognizable. 

“We found my brother, Matthew,” Lucy repeated more slowly. “It turns out his remains were found in an old creek bed near here back in March of 1964, about five months after he disappeared.”

A gasped slipped out of Deena’s mouth as she counted the years. “That was more than fifty years ago! Why did they never contact Gran and Grandpa?”

“You’ll never believe this. Not in a million years.” Lucy always had a flair for the dramatics. “Back then they identified him as a woman, so they never connected it to Matthew. That’s why Mama and Papa were never called in to try to make an identification of his remains.” 

“A woman?” Deena had vague memories of her Uncle Matthew, mostly from photographs she had seen. “I know he was tall and thin, but a woman?”

“I know it sounds crazy, but that’s what the detective said.”

Deena shook her head. “Where has his body been all this time?”

“A few months ago, they found his skeleton in an old storage closet at the sheriff’s department and used the skull to form his face. They put a picture in all the local newspapers.”

“That was Matthew? I saw that picture in the Tribune, but never made the connection.” 

“That’s right,” Lucy said. “Luckily, someone Mama used to go to church with thought it looked like Matthew. She called us, and Mama called the sheriff’s office. A deputy came up here to Fort Worth and got pictures of Matthew and a DNA sample from Mama. Yesterday they called us and, sure as I’m sitting here, it was a match!” 

“Well I’ll be.” Deena could hardly believe what she was hearing. After nearly fifty years, the Great Meade Family Mystery was finally solved. Her long-lost uncle had been found. Even though Matthew had long ago been declared dead, she knew her grandmother had always held out hope that he’d be found alive.

Lucy continued. “We are going to have services for him on Saturday in Bingham so he can lay to rest with Papa. I can tell you more about it then. I don’t suppose your mother will fly back here from Hawaii, but will you call her?”

“Of course.” Deena walked into the den and wrote the information on a memo pad. “So how did Gran take the news?”

“Not very well. She has been in bed for the past two days.” 

“Poor thing.” Deena promised to be there on Saturday and thanked Lucy for calling. “One more thing,” Deena said before hanging up. “Do they know how Uncle Matthew died?”

“Bless his heart. He was murdered!”
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Russell Sinclair was three years older than his sister, Deena. He was high spirited and well liked. He rarely talked about the time he spent in the army, at least not to Deena, but it was obvious that the experience changed him. 

After he was discharged, he tried to get on with his life, despite the bouts of PTSD. He went to college, but had a hard time concentrating. Eventually, he found work with a buddy from high school who owned an appliance repair shop.

Deena was afraid the stress of the news about their Uncle Matthew would trigger one of her brother’s migraines, so she was relieved to see his car pull up to the house right on time the day of the funeral.  

“You look nice,” Deena said. “I was afraid you’d be wearing shorts.” 

“I pulled out my ‘good’ jeans just for this occasion.” Russell rarely wore anything other than cargo shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and flip flops. People said he looked like Jimmy Buffett. 

Deena insisted Russell sit in the front seat so he and Gary could talk baseball and politics on the drive to Bingham. 

Russell turned toward Deena. “By the way, sis, how did your interview at the newspaper go?”

“It wasn’t really an interview. They don’t have any openings now. He said I should submit articles to online sites to brush up on my writing skills.”

“Hmm. Anything I should read?”

“Oh sure,” she said sarcastically. “Fascinating stuff. If you want to know the twenty most popular fireworks shows or how to host a backyard barbeque for vegetarians, just let me know.”

Russell snickered. It wasn’t long until the front seat conversation turned to sports. 

Deena stared out the window, lost in her memories. When she was growing up, she had loved visits to Gran’s house. She recalled the faint odor of mothballs mixed with the strong scent of Estee Lauder. Green wallpaper with sweet pink roses covered the walls of the bedrooms, even Matthew’s. 

His room was not kept as a shrine, per se, but rather a place where he could walk in any moment and return to the way things were when he went off to join the army. It was always freshly dusted with the bed made and the curtains opened. From what Deena could tell, Gran kept secret treasures in an old cedar chest in the corner of the room. There seemed to be an unspoken rule that no one was to open that chest. As far as Deena knew, it stayed that way even when her grandmother moved in with Aunt Lucy and Uncle Frank.

Upon the urging of her children, Gran finally had her son declared legally dead four years after he disappeared so she could redeem his insurance policy and stop being bothered by their incessant letters. In Gran’s mind, that was just paperwork, something to satisfy the hunger of the IRS. 

As the years crept by, Gran began giving away some of her prized possessions: her carnival glass punch bowl set, her porcelain figurines, and even her brightly colored Fiestaware dishes. However, she never gave away any of Matthew’s belongings.

“You’re doing it again,” Gary said, interrupting Deena’s train of thought. He looked at her in the rear-view mirror.

“Doing what?” 

“Staring out at the road looking for you-know-what.”

“Actually, I wasn’t this time,” she protested.

Russell turned in his seat. “Looking for what?”

Gary chuckled. “Didn’t you know your sister searches the highway for dead bodies?”

Russell glanced at her over his shoulder. “What, like dogs and armadillos?”

“No, people.” Gary shot a grin back at Deena.

“And they call me the nut job in this family.” Russell shook his head in wonder.

“It’s not like that,” Deena said. “I think I do it subconsciously most of the time. It’s because of Matthew. I hear stories on the news about two drunk fishing buddies hanging out by the lake and, ‘lo and behold,’ they come across a dead body. I want that to be me—the finder, that is, not the body.”

“Why on earth would you want to stumble across a corpse?” Russell asked.

“I guess after watching Gran worry and wonder all those years with no answers, I just want to be the one who could bring news and maybe closure to some suffering family.”

“You should have been a detective,” Russell said. “Remember how you used to spy on me as a kid and then rat me out to Mom and Dad?”

“Only to keep you from getting into more trouble.”

“Hey,” Russell said, “maybe you could write about Matthew’s case. Seems like it would make an interesting story. You could include all the behind-the-scenes stuff.”

“Maybe.” That had been one of the first things Deena had thought of when her aunt had uttered the word “murder.” But would others think she was exploiting a family tragedy? Maybe not. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to poke around a little. See what I can dig up.”

Gary shot her a look in the rearview mirror. “Not the best choice of words.”

“Oops.” She leaned back in her seat. Before she realized it, she was staring out the window, searching the sides of the road for anything suspicious.

* * *
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THE GRAVESIDE SERVICE was awkward at best. Her aunt, uncle, cousin, and a few neighbors showed up out of respect. Frank Meade, Matthew’s father, had died of a heart attack about eight years after his son’s disappearance, proving it was indeed possible to die from a broken heart. Matthew’s mother, Cora, was the strong one who never gave up hope she would one day find her missing boy. That’s why Deena was worried when it turned out Cora, her grandmother, was too upset to attend the funeral.

Aunt Lucy had said she would give more information about Matthew to Deena at the services, but she couldn’t. There were no more details to give. Everything her aunt knew matched the article Deena had read in Tuesday’s Dallas newspaper.

Deena covered Aunt Lucy’s hand with hers as they waited for the service to begin. “You know my heart just aches to think of Gran having to wait and worry all those years when Uncle Matthew’s body had been found just five months after he went missing. We should sue them or something.” 

Lucy nodded and her headful of curls bounced in the sunlight. She had faithfully colored her dark blonde locks despite the passing years. They suited her. She had creamy skin and blue eyes like her mother. “I know, dear. It just doesn’t seem fair. And learning he had been killed like that? Shot in the head? No wonder Mama couldn’t find the strength to come.”

“If they’d realized Matthew was a man, maybe they could have found out who killed him, at least. And Gran and Grandpa wouldn’t have wondered all that time if their son had just abandoned them.”

“That’s true,” Lucy said. “You know there were all kinds of ugly rumors about him, like him being a gangster in the mob. Some people even thought he might be in a cult. Dreadful rumors. I know he was my brother, but he was a little odd.”

Deena leaned away. “I can’t believe you’d speak ill of the dead. Let’s hope lightning doesn’t strike you down.” She looked around at the gravesite. There was no casket, only a raised area under the green Astroturf that draped the headstones of other members of the Meade family. Her cousin Mark had driven up to the Bingham County Sheriff’s Office to retrieve the remains. Apparently, they fit in box the size of an old Samsonite suitcase. 

Uncle Richard, Lucy’s husband, began the service with a series of prayers. Then he invited others to share memories they had of Matthew. There was a long, awkward silence as people fanned themselves and lowered their eyes as if lost in quiet reflection. Finally, Russell broke the tension by telling a funny story about Uncle Matthew taking him to the circus as a young boy. Whether a tall tale or not, everyone laughed and shook their heads in appreciation. A few others offered their own stories.

These vague recollections shed little light on the man they were memorializing fifty years after his death. It was as if they were burying a ghost who had no real form or presence. No one cried, but all took solace in knowing the family was together now in a “better place.” Deena made a point to talk to Gary about where they planned to be buried when their time came. Funerals tended to do that to people.

Outdoors late June in Texas was no place for the living or the dead. It was the kind of heat that literally left your skin feeling seared, like a piece of raw meat on a sizzling griddle. No one lingered around the cemetery for small talk. Friends and family got on the road, back to their safe existences where people did not disappear without a trace and did not get shot to death. 

Deena, on the other hand, found herself drawn to the gravesite of the uncle she had barely known. She had watched Gran suffer too long to just erase him from her mind. 

After everyone else left, she stood under the awning, sweat running down her face in place of traditional tears, and said a private prayer. As she walked to the car to join Gary and Russell, she had a sneaking suspicion the life and death of Matthew Meade would haunt her. 

She just never imagined, however, it would be so soon.
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Something about the urgency in Aunt Lucy’s voice sent a cold chill through Deena. The calm demeanor Deena had witnessed just three weeks earlier at Uncle Matthew’s funeral was gone. A feeling of dread gripped Deena by the throat. “What’s the matter? Is it Gran?”

“She’s not dead, if that’s what you’re asking. But emotionally, she’s a wreck. I was wondering if you might come for a visit. Richard and I need to talk to you about something.”

“Of course,” Deena said without hesitation. “I can drive over in the morning.” 

After ending the call, Deena wondered what her aunt wanted to talk to her about. Had they been thinking about death too? It couldn’t be about their will. Their son, Mark, would be getting their inheritance. She’d have to be patient and wait until she got there. 

But Deena wasn’t a patient person.

The next day she hit the road early. Never had she seen so many 18-wheelers on one stretch of highway. The drive west was always more backed up than the eastbound lanes. Her mind wandered as she slowed down, stuck behind one huge truck after another. She could smell the lemon pound cake she had bought at the supermarket, unpackaged, and then re-wrapped in foil to make it look homemade. Her mother had taught her never to show up empty handed when you go a’calling. 

Deena’s mother had always warned her that Lucy was the drama queen of the family. Matthew had been the stable one; Deena’s mother Margie was the dreamer. After Matthew disappeared, the two sisters had drifted apart.

Glad to be away from her computer, Deena thought about the latest tedious, boring article she was slaving over for Post-It-Here Pages, one of the online writing sites that Lloyd Pryor had suggested. So far she had written twelve articles on topics ranging from “Top 10 Places to Visit in East Texas” to “How to Keep Rabbits Out of Your Garden.” Her latest article was entitled, “Twenty-five Facts About Labor Day.”  

Nobody gives a rat’s ass about Labor Day, Deena thought when researching information for the article. Only reason anyone cared about it was that they got a day off from work. Still, she had pressed on, hoping one of her stories might strike a chord with Lloyd Pryor.

She passed several antique shops and had to force herself to keep driving. Besides having her own antique booth, she collected pottery and porcelain figurines. Vintage junk was like heroin, and she was definitely an addict. 

After more than an hour on the road, Deena finally parked her blue Explorer in front of Aunt Lucy’s house. As always, pink roses trailed along the fence despite the hot Texas sun. It was a wonder anything could survive around there.

Lucy opened the front door and welcomed Deena inside. “Come on in,” she said and gave Deena a hug. “Mama is sleeping, so we’ll be a little bit quiet.” 

They walked past the living room straight to the large country kitchen with its round oak table and bay window. A pitcher of sweet tea and a plate of sandwiches were set out on the kitchen table. Richard set aside the newspaper and stood up to welcome Deena. Lucy thanked her profusely for coming up to see them as she unwrapped the pound cake and put it on a plate. After a bit of small talk, Lucy became more serious and folded her hands on the table. She reminded Deena of a character straight out of Gone with the Wind. 

Was she about to say a blessing? Deena swallowed down a bite of chicken salad sandwich she hadn’t waited to bite into. 

“Deena,” Lucy said slowly, “we asked you here for a favor. Several years ago, I made a promise to Mama. She knew her health was failing and was worried she was going to die. She asked me to look after Matthew if he ever came back home.” Tears began to well in her eyes, and she reached in the pocket of her housedress and pulled out a handkerchief. “Although I knew that would never happen, I told her I would.” 

Deena reached over and patted her aunt’s arm.

“A few days ago, Mama woke up in the night all in a terror. She said she had seen Matthew’s ghost in her room, rummaging through the cedar chest. She thought it was a sign that he was not able to rest in peace and needed help.” Lucy wiped back more tears and blew her nose loudly. 

Deena narrowed her eyes. “A ghost? Bless her heart. I’m sure it was just a bad dream. Nothing to worry about.”

“I know, but now she’s been asking me to try to find an explanation for my brother’s death. She doesn’t think he’ll rest until then. I don’t know what to do.” She put the back of her hand to her forehead and swooned dramatically. “I don’t want any dead spirit lurking around my house.”

Richard sat with his head down and his arms folded across his chest. Was he as worried about Gran as Lucy? Deena wasn’t sure.

“I understand,” Deena said. “Have you thought about hiring a private detective?”

“We have,” Richard said, looking up at last, “but something happened last week that kind of spooked us. There was a man that came by here asking us all kinds of questions about Matthew. He said he was an investigator, but he didn’t seem like any investigator I ever knew. I asked him what he was investigating, and he said, ‘the murder of Matthew Meade.’ We assumed he was a police detective helping to find Matthew’s killer.”

Lucy picked up the story excitedly. “He seemed to know all sorts of things about Matthew and Mama and Papa.” Then she whispered, as though an intruder waited in the next room. “He wanted to know about Matthew’s old friends and people he worked with. He had some pictures of Matthew when he was in the army. He even asked us about people with foreign-sounding names.”

“Not just foreign,” Richard added. “Russian.” 

Oh great. Were they worried about the cold war now? Deena braced herself for whatever was coming next.

Richard walked over and took something off the kitchen counter. “I asked this fella which police department he worked for. The man hemmed and hawed then pulled out this card.” Richard handed Deena the simple white business card. 

She set down her half-eaten sandwich to read it aloud. “Leon Galt, Investigative Journalist, New York City, and a phone number. Not much information.” She looked up to see their worried faces. 

Richard peered at her over his reading glasses. “That’s when I told him that we just as soon not answer any more of his questions, and he left. It was all suspicious.” He looked at Lucy who had lost some of the color in her face since they’d begun talking.

“Does Gran know about this?” Deena asked.

Lucy picked up he cloth napkin and began to fan herself. “No, luckily she was asleep in the back room when he was here.”

Deena thought about the mysterious visitor. “Did you ask him why he wanted this information?”

Richard glanced across the kitchen toward the front room. “I did, but it was like he just ignored the question and kept talking. I can’t believe we told him as much as we did.” 

“Maybe you should call the police.” Deena wasn’t sure what else to suggest.

“We did,” Richard said. “They said to let them know if he ever shows up again. They had never heard of him before and couldn’t do anything since he hadn’t broken any laws.”

Deena, still holding the business card, just sighed. “I really doubt you said anything that would cause any harm. Sounds like maybe he’s writing an article of some sort. Maybe he really does want to help find out who killed Matthew.” Deena hoped her positive tone would lessen the anxiety that clearly gripped her aunt and uncle. “Did you say anything to Mark about this?”

“Oh yes,” Lucy said. “Our boy was the one who suggested we call you.” 

Deena hesitated. “I’m glad you called, of course, but why me? What is it you want me to do?”

Lucy glanced at Richard. “You have always been so clever, dear,” she said. “Everyone says so. You won all those writing awards in college. Since you are retired and know all about this reporting stuff, we were hoping you would look in to this Galt fellow and into Matthew’s death for us and for Gran.”

“Okay, but what exactly do you want me to find out?”

“We want to know who killed Matthew and why,” Richard said bluntly.

Deena glanced back and forth between the two. Were they serious? She couldn’t hide her look of disbelief. “You realize you are asking me to solve a fifty-year-old crime. I really doubt I can do that—I doubt anyone can do that.” Not even Lois Lane.

“We understand,” Richard said. “But if there is something important enough for this man from New York City to come all the way down here to Texas to find out, we want to know what it is. You may not find all the answers, but at least you could figure out what he wants.”

Lucy folded her hands as though she were about to start begging. “We could hire a stranger to investigate, but like Mark said, you never know who to trust. You are family, so we know we can trust you. We’d do it ourselves, but at our age...” 

“I understand,” Deena said. “But why didn’t you ask Mark? He’s retired, right?”

“He volunteered, but we said no.” Richard sat back and folded his arms. “Let’s just say that Mark has a way of mucking stuff up. Just ask his two ex-wives. He’s not really good on the follow-through, if you know what I mean.” 

Deena stood up and walked to the window that looked out over the backyard. The more she thought about it, the more intrigued she became. This was just the kind of meaty story that could get Lloyd Pryor’s attention. Anything was better than writing about Labor Day. This could be her chance to do some real reporting and show people what she was made of. She turned back around. “I can’t make any promises, but I will see what I can find out.”

Relief washed over their faces, and Lucy threw her arms around Deena. “Thank you, dear. This means a lot to us. I know Mama will be happy to know someone is actually doing something to bring closure.” 

Richard walked over to the far side of the room. “Mark came by yesterday and helped me pull some boxes out of the attic. These are Matthew’s papers and such that Gran had collected.” Richard tried to scoot the cardboard boxes across the floor using his foot. At almost eighty years old, his back wasn’t what it used to be. “Maybe there’s something in there that can help. Also, keep a list of your expenses. We’ll cover all your costs.”

Deena nodded and stared at the boxes. What on earth had she gotten herself into? She took the business card and stuffed it in her pocket. A plan was already starting to hatch. First things first. Who was Leon Galt and what was he doing stalking her family? 
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By the time she walked through the garage door to the house, Deena knew exactly what she wanted to do first. She went straight to the den and sat down at the large oak desk she had bought at an auction. She had painted it white to match the country cottage feel of the room. Many times since, she wished she had left it the original warm brown color with all its former bumps and bruises. The older she got, the more she appreciated things in their natural state. 

The fatigue of the long drive melted away as she waited for her computer to wake up and get to work. She felt certain that an internet search for Leon Galt would spring forth a fountain of information. Rather than a fountain, though, she got a flood. Thousands of results came back for that name. She added quotation marks around it and watched the results narrow to a few hundred. Scrolling through the first few pages, she could not find anyone who fit the description. She tried adding search terms such as “New York” and “investigator” and “journalist,” but she still came up empty. A dentist, a veterinarian, a plumbing service—she would have to dig deeper to find this guy.

“Hey,” Gary said as he entered the room.

Deena jumped and caught her breath. “Geez, you scared me. I didn’t hear you come in. Good thing I didn’t go all mad dog on you.”

“Why are you working in the dark?” He flipped on the overhead light that Deena had been too anxious to bother with. 

“You are not going to believe this,” Deena said as she watched her husband settle into the cushy chair next to the front window.

“Aunt Lucy and Uncle Richard want me to investigate Matthew’s murder. Actually, they want me to solve it, but we all know the chances of that happening are slim to none. They gave me some boxes of Gran’s things, which I need you to get out of the car for me. And get this—they are covering my expenses.”

“Deena Sharpe, P.I.” Gary laughed and crossed his legs.

Actually, Deena really liked the way that sounded. She pictured herself with binoculars and a walkie-talkie peering out from behind the bushes at some seedy motel. “I agreed to do it because I think it will give me real investigative experience and make for a compelling story to show Pryor.”

“You know, that’s not a bad idea. Besides, your relatives are really getting up there in age. I’d hate to think this is hanging around their necks.” He walked over and sat down on the corner of Deena’s desk. “But if you take on this project, who, my dear, is going to tell the world twenty-five facts about Labor Day?”

Deena grimaced and smacked her husband on the leg. “Very funny. Now will you please go get those boxes?”

She got up and cleared a space in the middle of the floor. Sitting on the throw rug, she could sort through all the contents, hopefully finding clues. She felt like a doctor performing exploratory surgery, looking for anything that seemed suspicious.

“What do you want to do about dinner?” Gary asked when he returned, his arms taut with the first heavy load.

“I’d like to start going through these boxes right away. Could we just get pizza delivered?”

“Pizza it is,” he said, taking off his tie and heading to the bedroom. Deena followed him to get comfortable, knowing she would be sitting on the floor for a long while. She pulled on a pair of plaid flannel pajama bottoms and a t-shirt.

“Want to look through the boxes with me?” she asked.

“Not unless you need me. The Rangers are on tonight, and I need to proofread a report I have to send out tomorrow.”

Deena anticipated that he would decline her offer. Just like when they were first married and she would ask him to help her grade papers, he would always have something else more pressing. It established an expectation that she took care of her teacher work and he did his financial business. Obviously, nothing had changed. And that was fine with her.

Deena practically salivated with expectation as she removed the lid of the first box, not knowing what secrets might lay within. The odor of dust and musty old paper filled her nose and made her throat tickle. She felt like an archaeologist when first unveiling a hidden treasure. The inside of the box was jumbled and stacked full. She decided to separate the contents into piles of similar items.

Photographs, mostly black and white, comprised the top layer of the box. She stared at the people in the pictures, her eyes squinted, mind intent, mood hopeful. So many of the faces seemed familiar—were probably relatives—but were unidentifiable to Deena. She placed the photographs into two piles: with Matthew and without Matthew. She came across a few snapshots of her mother and father, lingering on these longer, drifting back in time. These particular pictures tugged at her heart, making her more melancholy than usual. 

The doorbell rang, and Gary went to pay for the pizza. Brian, one of her students from the past school year, stuck his head around the door to say hello. 

“Hi Brian. I see you’re back delivering pizza again this summer?”

“Yes ma’am. Last time, though, since I graduate next year.” He hesitated then added, “Mrs. Sharpe, is it true you quit?”

“Yes. I’m going to miss you guys, but I was just ready to graduate from high school myself. I wanted to try doing something different.”

“Yeah, I get that. Well, see you around.” Gary closed the door behind Brian and then insisted Deena stop what she was doing to eat.

“So, what’s in the boxes?” Gary asked before chomping down on a slice of pepperoni.

“From what I can tell by just glancing, there are pictures, old bills, letters, postcards—just a little bit of everything.” She filled two glasses with wine and sat down on the counter stool. “I don’t really know what I’m looking for. Hopefully, I’ll recognize something important if I see it.”

“Be sure to pay attention if you see a letter from Matthew that says, ‘If I am found dead, here’s who did it and why.’”

“More jokes, really?”

“You know I’m just playing. I want to be supportive, but this seems like a wild goose chase.”

“I know.” Deena wiped the corner of her mouth and took a sip of wine. “I’ve been wondering, though. What are the main reasons a person would kill someone else?”

“Well, let’s see. Anger...revenge...money...greed.”

“Also, jealousy or to keep him quiet. I’m sure there’s more reasons, but that’s a good start. So, what might be in those boxes that could tie Matthew to one of those reasons?”

Gary nodded. “I see where you are going with this. If you find something showing he owed someone a lot of money, you might have a motive.”

“Right. Or a love letter from a girl who turns out to be married. You know, this is going to take a lot more digging than I thought.”

“Unless, that is, you find that letter I mentioned.”

“Ha,” Deena scoffed. “By the way, is that lipstick on your collar?”

“What? Where?” Gary anxiously tried to look down at his shirt.

“Gotcha!” Deena ate and thought about her next move. “I’m going to call the Bingham County Sheriff’s Office and make an appointment to meet with that deputy who worked this case. Maybe there is some additional information that can help me retrace what happened when Matthew disappeared.”

“Do you need me to go with you? I’d have to reschedule—”

“No,” Deena interrupted. “I’m a big girl. I can do this myself.” She ate a few more bites of pizza. 

Something gnawed at her, trying to make its way from the back of her mind to the front. A sense of foreboding came over her. “By the way, have you ever heard of a man named Leon Galt?”

* * *
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THE NEXT MORNING, DEENA got up to tackle the boxes again. After pouring a cup of coffee, she returned to the den and her ever-growing stacks. Most of the pictures of Matthew were portraits taken when he was young. She loved the ones of him in short pants and a bow tie. 

After about an hour of looking through faded photos and greeting cards, Deena’s legs ached from sitting on the floor. She got up and went to her desk to call the sheriff’s office. A receptionist said she could meet with Deputy Simms the next morning.

Looking at the three boxes, she decided to change tactics since she was not making much progress. Pouring out the contents of all three boxes, she shuffled through the mounds of papers, looking for legal documents. Among the insurance policies and old report cards, she found papers related to Matthew’s military service. He received an honorable discharge from the U.S. Army in 1954 at the rank of TEC III. She made a note to look up what that meant.

Several hours passed, and she still had not discovered even one piece of information that would bring her closer to learning about Matthew’s death or the mysterious Leon Galt. Then she had an idea. In her address book, she found the phone number she was looking for. She dialed one of her former journalism students who was currently working for a publisher in New York City.

She was connected to Paula Reynolds and proceeded with the usual chitchat. After a few minutes, Deena explained her reason for calling. “Have you ever heard of Leon Galt?”

“The name sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t place it. Why? Who is he?”

“He claims to be an investigative journalist out of New York, but I haven’t been able to find anything out about him. It’s a long story, but I was hoping you might know who he is.”

“The division I work for publishes mainly technical books and manuals, but I’ll ask around and see if I come up with anything.” Paula promised to call back within a few days, and they said their good-byes.

Deena considered calling Galt directly, but she wanted to get the scoop on him first. She looked back at the growing mess in the middle of the floor. The piles mocked her, or at least that’s how it felt. Something, anything, she thought. And just like that, a clue found her. It was a photograph of Matthew with a pretty blond, and it appeared they were more than just friends.
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Chapter 10 
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Deputy Simms had warned Deena over the phone that there was not much more information he could offer beyond what was written in the newspaper, but he would be glad to meet with her anyway. The news article was a follow-up story explaining the details of Matthew’s identification, including quotes from Sheriff Lowry. It stated that the case remained an open investigation. 

She arrived at the sheriff’s office expecting the inside of the building to look like the police departments on television, complete with officers sitting out in the open at their cluttered desks, ringing rotary dial telephones, and surly perps in being led away in handcuffs. She was disappointed to walk in and see just a counter with a receptionist. The place could have passed for a dentist office. 

After signing in, she was escorted down a long hallway to Deputy Simms’s office. She had expected to be frisked or at least scanned with a hand-held metal detector, but no such luck. She waited in the doorway while Simms finished his phone call, observing that the inside of his office looked a lot like Jake’s, the loan officer at her bank. The small metal desk was tidy, the file cabinets were lined up in neat rows, and nothing screamed “Criminals Beware!” She took solace, though, when she saw a half-eaten donut on the side of his desk. Not a total let down.

Simms hung up the phone and walked around his desk to greet her. He offered coffee and water, which she declined. She noted that the attractive young deputy had good manners. He must have come from good stock.

“Mrs. Sharpe, I have your uncle’s file right here.” He opened the inch-thick manila folder. “We located the missing person report and have the original notes on the investigation. We have now combined that with the file on the recovery and identification of the body.”

“Are you the one who found the skeleton in the closet?” 

Trey nodded. “Yes, ma’am. But it was Sheriff Lowry who made the decision to try to make an identification.” 

He obviously knew where his bread was buttered. Deena pulled a legal pad out of her black satchel and flipped it over to a fresh page. “Any information you can give me would be helpful.” She clicked her pen and sat poised ready to take notes like a 1960s stenographer, wishing she knew shorthand.

“Besides the information that was in the newspaper, we have the name of the restaurant where Mr. Meade ate with friends on the evening he disappeared: 4 October 1963.”

This was just the kind of juicy nugget Deena was dying to chomp on. “Go on.” 

“He had dinner with two work colleagues, Gene, that’s g-e-n-e Collins and Donna Morrison, usual spelling. They ate at the Park Street Café in Maycroft, which, as you probably know, is no longer there.”

“Were Gene and Donna interviewed? Do you have any notes on what they said?” Deena anxiously clicked her pen.

“It just states that they ate dinner and then all left around six-thirty. Neither saw anything suspicious.” Simms cleared his throat and kept his eyes on the file. “People from his work and a few neighbors were questioned, but no one had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary.”

“Was there any other evidence taken?” 

“Yes ma’am. The lab took some fingerprints from the car, but they all belonged to Matthew Meade. Two former army buddies who were living in the area at the time were also interviewed. Their names were not listed in the report.” 

Deena noticed the deputy’s face flush. She wondered why he felt uncomfortable.

“There is a note, though, that both gentlemen commented they were surprised there were eyeglasses found in Mr. Meade’s car.”

“Is that because he couldn’t see anything without his glasses?” Deena asked, anticipating his response.

“No, ma’am. They didn’t think Mr. Meade wore glasses. They said he had been a sharpshooter in the army and had perfect vision.”

Deena made a note and put a star next to it. “So, the day after he disappeared, his car was found with his keys in the ignition, his wallet on the seat, and his glasses on the dashboard. Was anything else found in the car?”

“That’s it. Also, you probably know that his parents searched his apartment along with a deputy and found nothing suspicious.”

Deena had not known that. She leaned back in her chair. “Matthew’s mother, Gran, told me once about hiring a private detective.”

“The file has no information about that. From what I can tell, there was no evidence of a crime, so the investigation was minimal. It was treated like a missing persons case. Seems like some people just thought he took off.”

Deena scribbled some notes but knew they would be useless.

“There is one last thing I thought you might be interested in seeing.” Simms walked over to the shelves that lined one side of the office and gently took down a small plastic container. He brought it over and set it on his desk. “This is the scrap of clothing found with your uncle’s body.” He looked at Deena before removing the lid. “Not everyone has the stomach for this kind of evidence.”

Deena stood up and moved closer to the desk. Simms pulled out a plastic bag containing a large stained swatch of green cloth. She noted that the fabric at one time had been shiny, like the yellow rain slickers people used to wear. “That’s it?” she asked. “Deputy Simms, I taught high school for twenty-nine years. I’ve seen worse than that on the floor of the girls’ bathroom.”

Her humor broke the tension, and Simms laughed as he returned the evidence to the shelf. “My wife is really squeamish, so I like to ask just in case.”

“Thanks,” she said and stepped back from the desk. “What I find the most disturbing about the case is that Matthew’s body was identified as a female and not a male. And you say it was because he was wearing a green rain slicker? That one mistake cost our family years of heartache and let someone else get away with murder.”

“Yes, ma’am. I understand. The deputy who investigated must have thought the coat belonged to a woman..” 

Deena looked at the list of questions she had made prior to coming. “Do you have the name of the officer who conducted the original missing persons investigation?”

Simms shuffled through the papers in the folder. He appeared nervous again. Then without looking at the file, he said, “Deputy R.G. Brice.” Deena wrote the name in her notes. 

“I assume he no longer works here after all this time.”

“No, he doesn’t. He died.”

“Oh...sorry.”

“Here. I made you a copy of the ballistics report.” He pulled the paper out of the folder and handed it across the desk. “I hope this information helps.”

“Will you or anyone else in the department be working on the case to find out who killed Matthew?”

“As you probably know, ma’am, cold cases like this are not high priorities for the county. I’ll follow up if any tips come in, but I seriously doubt they will.” He closed the folder in front of him. “The person who committed this crime probably got in a lot of trouble in his life and spent most of it rotting away in prison. I’m just glad we were able to make the identification so your family could get a little closure.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” She put away her notepad and pen.

“I understand you are looking in to this matter for Mrs. Meade. I got to visit with her when I went up there to get the DNA sample. Nice lady.”

“She wants me to find out whatever I can. Also, I’m a...writer.” The word sounded awkward to Deena as she said it aloud. “I am planning to write a story about the case when I get all the information I can.”

Simms cocked his head. “That’s a coincidence. A man called me a few days ago asking for information about the case. Said he was writing about it, too.”

Deena’s jaw dropped a bit. “By any chance was his name Leon Galt?”

“Yes, it was.”
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About twenty miles southeast of Maycroft lay Crossbow, a small town of about eight hundred people living on large plots of land. Unlike Maycroft with its tourist spots, thriving businesses, and neat rows of homes in well-planned neighborhoods, Crossbow had the feel of the Old West, which is just how the residents liked it. They had few city ordinances other than burn bans when the summer drought was at its peak. People were free to hunt, shoot off firecrackers, and leave burned out cars and rundown barns just as they pleased.

Russell Sinclair liked living in Crossbow.

When his neighbor Cliff’s wood-frame house burned down, Cliff decided to build his new brick home, complete with a target range and swimming pool, on the edge of his property line so he and Russell could be in closer proximity for backyard barbeques, particularly on Sundays when the Cowboys were playing. 

On her drive back home, Deena decided to make a quick detour to her brother’s house. His knowledge of guns and weapons might be helpful. When she parked the car, she heard Russell’s yellow lab making sure everyone was aware of her arrival. When no one answered her knock on the front door, she followed the panting dog around the side of the house. Russell shouted from Cliff’s yard, so she walked over to the gate. 

As she got closer, she saw the two of them sitting on lawn chairs inside Cliff’s empty swimming pool. “What in the Sam Hill are y’all doing?”

“We’re just testing out our new bunker,” Russell said and spread his arms out like Vanna White to showcase the set-up.

She looked down at the empty pool. They had transformed it into an underground man cave. Besides the lawn chairs and beer cooler, they had a small, archaic television atop a wobbly TV tray along with a large electric box fan. The television scratched out some unrecognizable sporting event.

“What on earth is this?” Deena asked, hands on hips, staring at her brother.

“Isn’t it great?” Russell said. “As it turns out, most of this area is solid limestone, so we gave up trying to dig. Then Cliff had the brilliant idea for us to use this giant hole that he had already paid someone else to excavate.”

Deena shook her head in disbelief.

“All we have to do is build the top, and we got us a man-made, underground, kick-ass bunker.” He gave Cliff a fist bump and then motioned for another beer. “We’re going to convert the pool equipment to work as a sewage pump, get all battery-operated appliances, and add shelves to the shallow end. The diving board is still a bone of contention.”

“You could never get away with this in the suburbs. I can’t imagine why you are still single,” she said with sisterly affection. Deena looked back over her shoulder at Russell’s house. “Can we go inside to talk? I’m melting out here.”

“Sure thing.” He unplugged the box fan, and they all headed back to the house.

Russell lived in a three-bedroom ranch built in the late sixties. They walked through the sliding glass door into the den with its knotty oak paneling and wood-burning fireplace. The well-worn gold sofa and matching club chair reminded Deena of her childhood home. Russell’s prize possession, a brown leather recliner, sat to one side of the laminated coffee table. Deena folded and stacked the newspapers strewn across the sofa and sat down. Cliff sat in the club chair, knowing the unwritten rule about never sitting in another man’s recliner. Russell set the fan on the old Magnavox stereo console that used to be their father’s and headed to the kitchen to get his sister a bottle of water.

“Thanks,” she said, opening it and taking several big swallows. She pulled papers out of her satchel and handed her brother the ballistics report she had gotten from Deputy Simms. “Ever seen one of these?”

Russell took the papers and sat down in his chair. “Let me get my cheaters.” He leaned toward the coffee table and pushed around some hunting magazines until he found his reading glasses. “Sure. It’s a ballistics report.” After looking it over for a minute, he asked, “Is this about Uncle Matthew?”

“Yes. I’m planning to write a story about him. One of those unsolved mysteries that everybody loves to read.”

“That sounds interesting,” Russell said. “How’d you get this?”

“I drove up to Bingham and talked to the deputy who worked the case. He gave me some details I hadn’t known as well as this report. Since you are the gun expert in the family, I thought you could explain what it says.”

Cliff’s eyes widened. “A real-life whodunit. If you need any help, let me know.” Deena hadn’t thought about recruiting a side-kick. However, she would indeed need someone at the other end of the walkie-talkie if she ended up doing serious surveillance.

“Well,” Russell said, looking back and forth between the pages. “The bottom line is that Matthew was shot twice at close range with a Model 10 Smith & Wesson.”

“Is that a handgun or a shotgun or what?”

Cliff chuckled and the two men exchanged amused glances. 

“It’s a handgun. Here, I’ll show you.” Russell stood up and headed into one of the spare bedrooms. Deena could hear him open the metal door of the gun safe. 

“Tell me, how does a person grow up in Texas and not know anything about guns?” Cliff asked.

“How does a person live in Texas and have a swimming pool without water?” she shot back.

“She’s got you there, Cliff,” Russell said as he walked back in the room. “Now this here is a Colt, but it’s very similar to the Model 10. Want to hold it?”

“Not really, but I guess I should for the sake of research. Is it loaded?” 

“Of course not,” he said. “Do you think someone as wacko as I am would be safe around a bunch of loaded guns? In fact, you won’t find a single round of ammunition on this entire property.”

She looked at her brother incredulously. “But you have so many firearms? What about protection? What if someone breaks in?”

“Don’t you worry about that.” He reached down and scratched the top of his dog’s head. “I got Maggie here for protection, plus I keep a Louisville Slugger right next to my bed.”

Deena just shook her head. Her brother was full of surprises. She took the gun, which was heavier than she had expected, and pointed it toward the door. “So back in the sixties, who would have used a gun like this?”

“Bad guys, good guys, cops—basically anyone with a holster and need for fire power.” He took the weapon back from Deena and passed it over to Cliff who was obviously interested as well.

“Have you ever shot it?” Deena asked.

“Oh sure, at the gun range. It packs quite a punch.”

“I see. So, knowing this is similar to the type of gun that killed Matthew, does it point to any particular type of shooter?”

“About all I could say is that it probably wasn’t a woman. No offense or anything, but it is a pretty big gun to be handled by a girl.”

“Good point.” Deena drank the rest of her water and got up to take the empty bottle to the kitchen. Her cell phone rang. 

It was Paula. “I just have a minute before I have to go into a meeting,” she said. “But I wanted to tell you what I found out about Leon Galt.”

“Great.” Deena hurried back to the sofa to get her notepad. 

“He’s an author. He writes under the name of Noel Future. Most people know him just by his pseudonym.”

“What sorts of things does he write?”

“Conspiracy theories. Non-fiction, if you can call it that. Apparently, though, he is well respected as a writer. Not as ‘out there’ as you might think. Look, I’ve got to let you go. Search for him on the internet, and you will see some of his articles and books.”

Deena thanked her and hung up. “Wow,” she said and finished writing her notes. “Have either of you ever heard of an author named Noel Future?”

They both gushed at once. “Yes, of course.”

Russell’s eyes lit up. “Are you kidding? He’s amazing.”

Surprised by their enthusiastic reaction, Deena looked back and forth between the two. Then she nodded her head knowingly at her eccentric brother and his best friend. “Oh yeah. Of course, you have.”
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The following day was Saturday, and Deena could hardly wait to get to her hair appointment. These gray roots age me ten years, she thought. In an hour or so I will be a new woman.

The Manely Beauty Salon was less crowded than usual. “Where is everyone?” Deena asked as she sat down in Kristy’s chair. 

“Anyone in their right mind has gone to the coast or up north on vacation to get away from this heat.” Kristy wrapped a plastic drape around Deena’s neck. “Are we doing the usual?”

“Yes, but maybe go a little shorter. I need to look younger.”

“Don’t we all, honey,” Kristy laughed. “I’ll mix up your color and be right back.”

Deena looked around at the other clients to see if she knew anyone. It was the polite thing to say “hi,” even if you saw your worst enemy. A young mother was trying to get her toddler son to hold still so the stylist wouldn’t cut off his ear. An older woman was getting her hair set with rollers as she probably had every Saturday morning for the past twenty years. Barbara Cummings from the elementary school was getting her hair cut but had her back to Deena. Another woman was at the hair wash station, so it was hard to tell who she was.

“Okay, here we go.” Kristy stepped on the bar to raise the chair. Handing the bowl of dye to Deena to hold, she made a part in the center of Deena’s scalp and then brushed on the color. The strong smell of the mixture made Deena’s nose twitch. 

“So, anything new with you?” Kristy asked without giving her client a chance to answer. “I heard about your uncle. Such a shame to find out all these years later that he was murdered. I still don’t know how they couldn’t figure out he was a man. We do have different parts down there, you know.”

“Apparently his skeleton wasn’t intact, and they didn’t have the DNA tests we have now.”

“Well, I can’t even imagine how you must feel. It reminds me of one of those mystery stories you see on TV.”

“Speaking of mysteries,” said Cheryl, the stylist at the next station, “did you see that story on the news the other day about that rich man in Galveston?”

“No. What about it?” Kristy asked.

Deena was glad the conversation had turned to another topic. As Kristy and Cheryl chatted, she reviewed what she had learned about Leon Galt, a.k.a. Noel Future. He had four books: two on Roswell, one on the NASA moon landing, and one on the CIA. His name popped up in forums about Princess Diana’s death, Watergate, John Lennon, Jimmy Hoffa, Elvis, 9/11, and JFK. Apparently, he never met a conspiracy theory he didn’t love. 

So why was he investigating Matthew? Was his death part of some evil plot to take over Texas?

She watched as Kristy methodically applied the color to her roots. She worked quickly, which is one of the reasons Deena liked going to her. 

Deena decided her first priority was tracking down the two people Matthew had dinner with the night he disappeared. She had a plan. Like she told Gary, if you want to find out about somebody in a small town, there is only one place to go: spaghetti supper after Sunday service. She would also bring along the photo of Matthew with the mystery woman to see if anyone recognized her.

“I’m going to sit you over here while I cut this little girl’s hair,” Kristy said and led Deena to the other side of the shop. “Here are some magazines.”

She chose a copy of Southern Living and began flipping through the pages. Looking up from an article about bluebonnets, she saw the woman who had previously been getting her hair washed. It was Janice Marshall. Knowing she was trapped, Deena looked over and smiled, nodding her head. Janice returned the gesture. Deena pretended to read the article. 

I thought I was finished with her when I left the high school. At least she isn’t wearing heels.

At that moment Deena became more determined than ever to get enough information about Matthew’s death to write an article that would knock the socks off people like Janice Marshall. She would show them she could walk the walk and talk the talk. Sure she had been a journalism teacher, but that didn’t mean should couldn’t be a journalist herself. She got up, holding her head high and started to walk out of the shop.

“Deena!” Kristy called out. “Where are you going? I’m not finished with your hair.”

Oops. She’d have to hold off on her gallant march to success just a little while longer.
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The largest building in Bingham was the courthouse, originally built in 1892. Entering the town from the east, it could be seen from miles away. The second largest building was the First Methodist Church. That is where the Meade family had attended services for at least three generations and where Deena was headed on Sunday morning. Walking through the large carved church doors, she knew today she was searching for something other than God.

About fifteen minutes remained before service would be over, so she slipped into one of the rear pews and sat next to a young woman anxiously rocking her baby and trying to keep a pacifier in his mouth. After the closing prayer, the minister welcomed visitors and new members, read announcements from the bulletin, and invited everyone to stay for the spaghetti lunch. All donations would benefit the youth ministry’s trip to Six Flags, he said. After two rousing verses of “How Great Thou Art,” the congregation began making its way out the door. A crowd headed to the Fellowship Hall. Deena waited a few minutes before getting up to leave, wanting time for the food to be set out and people to be seated.

As she entered the hall, she located the ladies room to kill a few more minutes. Feeling enough time had passed, she checked her appearance in the mirror. Not too much make-up, a simple floral dress, black flats—she knew she fit right in.

The line of hungry Methodists had formed quickly, and she spotted the usual fare of spaghetti, salad, and French bread. She headed to a round table covered with a white tablecloth at the end of the buffet line where several women were filling plastic cups with ice and sweet tea. She thanked them as she picked up a cup, put a dollar in the donation jar, and cased the room for a place to sit. She was looking for the 80-ish crowd, people who might have known Matthew when he lived here. 

She spotted a group that seemed to fit the bill. They were sitting at a rectangular table covered with white butcher paper that served as a disposable tablecloth. She walked over and sat down. A few people looked up and smiled.

“Hi. I’m Deena Sharpe.” No one seemed to hear. “My grandparents are Cora and Frank Meade.”

“Oh, is that so,” a woman with her hair in a snowy white bun said. “How is Cora? Is she still living with her daughter?” 

“Yes. She’s well, but she’s just having an awful time coping with the news of her son Matthew’s murder.”

The gentleman sitting next to Deena, cutting his spaghetti with a knife and fork, belted out a few words with gruff authority. “Terrible. Tragic.” 

“So, you must be here to visit the cemetery. It really is the best place to find comfort,” another woman said. 

“Well, no. Actually, I am writing a story about Matthew’s death and was hoping to find some people who knew him.”

“She’s doing what?” a woman farther down the table asked.

“She’s writing a story,” the gruff man yelled back.

“Oh,” the woman replied flatly, and everyone turned their attention to another woman showing pictures of her new great-grandbaby. Deena knew she couldn’t compete.

That didn’t go very well. She excused herself, although no one heard, and made her way to a different table. This one was round and filled with all women except for one lone man.

“Mind if I sit here?” she asked.

“Not at all, dear,” a kind woman with a pretty blue hat said. “I don’t believe I have seen you here before. Are you new to town?”

“No, I’m just visiting from Maycroft.” Deena spoke her words carefully. “Cora and Frank Meade are my grandparents. I am on my way to the cemetery to visit Frank’s and Matthew’s graves. It really is the best place to find comfort,” she said and sniffled, trying to bring a few tears to her eyes. “Poor Uncle Matthew.”

“Oh goodness, dear, everything will be fine. Ladies,” she announced, “this is Frank and Cora granddaughter, and she stopped by on her way to the cemetery. She’s just sick about the death of her poor Uncle Matthew.”

Like the hallelujah chorus, the sweet women all began shaking their heads and speaking at once. 

“Can I get you some more tea?”

“You need to eat, my dear. Dorothy, fix her a plate of food.”

“They are putting out brownies for dessert. Let me just get you a couple. Chocolate makes everything better.”

And just like that, she was in.

“I’m Harriet. How is Cora? Such a shame she wasn’t able to make it to the funeral service. Have you found out any more about Matthew’s death? He was a fine young man.”

“Did you know him?” Deena asked politely and then took a bite of her salad.

“Why yes. I think we all did.” The other women shook their heads. “Roger, did you know Matthew Meade?” She practically shouted the question across the table to the man who was apparently hard of hearing. 

“He was older than me, but I knew him,” Roger replied.

Deena reached for her handbag. “I have a picture of him. Would you all like to see it?” 

They most definitely did. She retrieved the photograph of Matthew with the blonde woman and handed it to Harriet who admired the photo and turned it over to see if anything was written on the back. 

“Who is this pretty girl with him? I don’t remember her.” She passed the picture, which slowly made its way around the table.

“I have no idea,” Deena said. “Do any of you recognize her?”

Several of the women speculated, but all their guesses were ruled out. “That picture was taken after he got back from the army. Maybe that is someone he met when he moved up to Dallas,” Harriet said.

Technically, Matthew had lived in Perry just northwest of Dallas, but many folks in Bingham referred to any place “up north” as Dallas. The picture made its way back to Deena. Laying it reverently on the table in front of her, she addressed the group. “There are two other people I have been wondering about.” Her audience seemed anxious to help her out. “Does anyone remember a woman named Donna Morrison?”

They talked it over and unanimously agreed the name was unfamiliar. 

“There were some Morrisons living over in Hamilton, but they had all boys,” Roger offered up.

Deena put her hands in her lap and crossed her fingers under the table. “How about a man named Gene Collins?” 

“Sure, we know Gene,” Harriet said and got confirming nods from the group. “The Collins family have had people here for a long time.” 

“Didn’t Gene go up to Dallas with Matthew and work for a time?” Dorothy asked.

“That’s right,” Roger said. “He moved back not long after Matthew went missing.”

Thrilled by the news, Deena cautiously asked if he were “still around.”

“He’s actually in Restwood,” Harriet said.

Uh-oh, she thought. That sounded like the name of a cemetery.

Seeing the concern on her face, Harriet quickly said, “Restwood Nursing Home is over off Pecan Street and Elm.”

Deena breathed a sigh of relief. “I may go visit him, if y’all think that would be okay. He was one of the last people to see Matthew alive, and I...”

“We understand, dear,” Harriet said, patting Deena on the arm. “I think that would be fine.”

Deena thanked them for their kind hospitality and promised to come back again to visit. Walking out to her car, she felt a little guilty for manipulating her new friends but decided real reporters do what they have to in order to get a story. As she headed out of the parking lot toward Pecan Street, she failed to notice the black Ford sedan slowly following her.

She found a spot to park near the front door. Taking a deep breath, she looked out the window of the car at the aging building in front of her. It appeared to have once been a well-maintained, tan brick building intended to reflect a homey and welcoming atmosphere. Much like the residents within, the years had taken their toll and the building was showing its age. 

Opening the glass door, the smell of ammonia mixed with pine trees, the kind of odor that gets in your sinuses and stays there for days, smacked her in the face. She walked up to the reception desk and signed her name on the spiral notebook for visitors. Next to her name, she wrote “Gene Collins” as the resident she was there to visit. 

The receptionist chatted with a nurse. She finally turned to Deena and asked, “Can I help you?”

“I’m here to see Gene Collins.”

“Nancy, is Mr. Collins still eating or is he done?”

“I’ll go check,” the young nurse said.

Deena waited, wondering if the receptionist would ask about her relationship to the resident or her purpose for the visit.

Nurse Nancy returned. “He’s asleep. Probably won’t be up for at least an hour. Do you want me to wake him?”

“No,” Deena said. “I’ll come back later.”

“Suit yourself.”

Disappointed, Deena walked out and got back in her car. She thought about going to the antique store around the corner but decided to drive over to the cemetery, keeping her promise to Harriet & Co. It was probably bad karma to lie to old women.
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Nurse Nancy escorted Deena to Gene Collins’ room about an hour later. “You must be a lawyer,” she said.

“No. Why would you think that?”

“Any time someone here gets two visitors in the same day, at least one of them is a lawyer.”

They stopped in front of room 319, and Nancy knocked on the door before opening it. “Here’s another visitor.”

Deena walked in and Nancy walked off. “Hello, Mr. Collins. My name is Deena Sharpe.”

“What do you want?” he asked suspiciously. “Are you a reporter, too?”

“Me? No. I’m Matthew Meade’s niece.” She stood in the doorway hoping for an invitation to enter. The man inside looked older than she expected.

“I see. Excuse me then.” He pushed himself about halfway up out of his chair, fell back down, and said, “Come on in and sit down.”

The room was about the size of the old motel rooms where Deena’s family used to stay when they took trips in their big station wagon. The space was furnished with a hospital-type bed and a round table with three chairs. A small bureau and nightstand were pushed next to the wall by the bed. A television sat on a rolling cart.

“Let me just turn off the TV.” He picked up the remote with a shaky hand. “What can I do for you today Miss —?”

“Please, call me Deena.”

“Deena. I suppose you want to ask me a lot of questions about Matthew just like the other fellow.”

“I didn’t realize you were going to have another visitor today or I would have come another time.”

“Don’t put off what you can do today because tomorrow you might be dead.” 

“That’s true, I guess,” Deena said awkwardly. “Was the other man named Leon Galt by any chance?”

“Leon. That’s right. Said he was an investigator. I asked him who he was working for, and he said it was an independent investigation. I answered a few questions and he left.”

“Well, I’m here because my grandmother, Matthew’s mother, asked me to see what I could find out about Matthew’s death.”

The old man nodded. “And since I was with him that night, you thought I might know something. How did you find me, Miss Deena?”

“I talked to Roger and Harriet and Dorothy at church. They told me you were here.”

Mr. Collins reached over, picked up a small plastic pitcher, and poured water into a paper cup. “Want some?” 

Deena declined. 

“You know, I must have thought about that night a thousand times, and I still can’t figure out what happened. Matthew and I knew each other since we were kids. We enlisted together. When he got out and found a job, he found me one, too. We were like brothers.”

“Where were you working?” Deena started to reach for a notepad but thought better of it, not wanting to come on too strong.

“We worked at the Barnes Medical Supply Company in Maycroft. Matthew was a manager, and I worked in the warehouse. He was a smart one, he was.” He stopped to take another drink of water. Deena noticed his hands, fingers bent, skin dark and dry.

“Can you tell me what happened that day—the day Matthew disappeared?”

“I gave my friend Donna a ride to work that day. She said her front fender was busted up and she needed a ride. After work, I told her that Matthew and I were going to the diner, just like we did every Wednesday, and did she want to go along. She said ‘sure’ because she needed a ride back home anyway. She said she would call her brother and ask him to pick her up from there. She rode with me, and we met up with Matthew at the Park Street Café.” 

An attendant appeared in the doorway and reminded Mr. Collins that he needed to take his afternoon pills. She picked them up from the nightstand and gave them to him. He swallowed them down with a few gulps of water and she left.

“Where was I? Oh yes, so we ate supper and had us a good talk. Didi gave us our tickets and Donna was watching for her brother. It had started raining hard. A real gully-washer. You could barely see out the big front window of the diner. I got up to go to the men’s room and when I got back, Donna was gone. Matthew was standing up at the register with Donna’s coat and check. He said she had run out so fast she had forgotten to pay. I said I would cover it, but he said no. He waited for me to pay, then we ran out to our cars and drove off.” He looked down at his hands. “I never saw him again.”

Deena reached in her purse and pulled out the photo of Matthew and the woman. “Is this Donna Morrison?”

He looked at the picture and whispered, “Kitty.” He appeared to lose himself in time for just a moment. “No. That’s Kitty, uh, Katherine. I can’t think of her last name. She and Matthew were sweet on each other for a while, but he ended it.” He handed the photo back to Deena.  

“Do you know why?” 

“Once he told me that he didn’t feel comfortable getting too close to people. He was a loner and seemed determined to stay that way.”

Deena looked down at the smiling couple in the picture. She slipped the photo back into her purse. “When did they discover he was missing?” 

“The next day, he didn’t show up for work. That was unusual, but we figured he was sick or something. When he didn’t come in on Friday, they called his apartment and he didn’t answer. They called me out of the warehouse to ask me if I knew where he was. I said no. That’s when they sent the police over to check. Nothing. They called his parents, but they had no clue where he was. A few hours later, the police found his abandoned car over on County Road. You probably know what happened from there.”

Deena did. Everything Gene was saying seemed to make sense. She thought about the questions written on her notepad. “Do you remember if Matthew wore eyeglasses at that time? They said they found his glasses in the car.”

“Yeah, he wore glasses. Big horn-rimmed ones. Did you know he was a sharpshooter in the army?”

“I did not,” Deena fudged. “What exactly did he do in the army?”

“He did a lot of...um, special assignments. Top secret stuff. Wet work.”

“Wet work?”

“Sniper work. He never talked about it, of course. He swore an oath of secrecy. He must have been good, though, because he made TEC III real fast. That kind of stuff can mess a guy up.”

“Do you think it messed Matthew up?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” Gene looked across the room at the television, and Deena sensed he was getting tired of talking.

“Did you keep in touch with Donna Morrison?”

“No. She left town about a week after night at the diner. I heard she moved up to Oklahoma to be near her folks. It seemed like odd timing since Matthew had just gone missing.”

Deena stared for a moment at a crack running along the side wall revealing layers of green paint under the latest beige color. She pictured a small interrogation room with a single-bulb light dangling over the table, she on one side, the suspect on the other. Time to get serious. She leaned forward and asked, “Mr. Collins, is there anything else you can tell me about Matthew’s disappearance? Something you may have left out when you talked to the police?”

Collins, unintimidated by her show of strength, leaned back in his chair. “It’s funny, you know, how people say he disappeared, like he was a ghost or a lady in a magic act. He didn’t disappear. He was ambushed, probably kicking and fighting, and then they shot him.” His eyes moistened and his voice cracked. “He didn’t deserve that. No one deserves that.” 

The room seemed to grow darker. It was getting late. “Who do you think killed Matthew?” Deena asked.

“I hate to say this, but I think Matthew was mixed up in something. Something bad. And they killed him because of it. And it’s not just me who thinks that, so does that reporter. And he says he can prove it.”
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“All human beings are commingled out of good and evil.” Deena mulled over this quote from Robert Louis Stevenson as she drove back home. As much as she hated to admit it, she knew it was true. 

How could Gene Collins think Matthew was involved in some wrongdoing? Her childhood memories of him were of a sweet, kind man. She was determined to do right by Matthew no matter what he had done.

By the time she pulled into the garage, it was dark. All her thoughts were riding a mental rollercoaster. Relief washed over her when she walked in to find Gary pouring wine and preparing hamburgers on the backyard grill. The smoky smell of mesquite chips, comforting and familiar, drifted through the house. 

“You always seem to know just what I need,” she said and gave him a lingering hug. 

“Do want to eat in here or outside?” 

“Outside. I could use some fresh air.” 

They carried their plates and drinks out to the table beneath the covered patio. Gary lit the citronella candle in the middle of the glass-top table. 

Taking a few sips of wine, Deena sat back, enjoying the cool breeze coming from the overhead fan. She watched her husband take a bite of his burger, knowing he was letting her relax before asking a lot of questions. She wondered how there could be any evil commingling in this wonderful man. Maybe Stevenson was wrong.

“I talked to Gene Collins,” she said at last and took a bite of creamy potato salad. “He is in a nursing home in Maycroft.”

Gary looked surprised. “I’m impressed. How did you find him?”

Deena told him about the church ladies and the cemetery and the nursing home. She also told him about Leon Galt’s poorly timed visit.

Gary’s face showed a hint of concern. “It seems a little coincidental that he would have gotten there right after you first tried to visit. Do you think he was following you?”

The thought had not occurred to Deena, but it seemed possible and caused her stomach to quiver. “How would he even know who I am, much less know where I was?”

Gary nodded. “You’re probably right. What do you plan to do next?”

“I’d say it is time to give Mr. Leon Galt a call and find out what he’s up to.”

“I don’t want you meeting with him alone.” 

Gary’s quick response alarmed her for a moment, but she knew he was just being protective. “I won’t. I promise.”

Gary set down his glass and cleared his throat as though a speech were coming on. Deena was well aware of the signs. 

“Look,” he began, “if you want to drop this whole murder thing, I would totally understand. Lucy and Richard will get over it. And Gran, she may not even know what’s going on. At her age—”

“Stop. I know you’re worried about me, but I’ll be fine. Just because Leon Galt writes crazy conspiracy theories doesn’t mean he’s dangerous.”

Gary sighed and picked up his glass.

“You know,” she said, “I have always believed that things tend to work themselves out. I’ll never understand tragedies like Matthew’s, but I think following through might be the best way to find a sense of justice.”

Gary nodded. “You know I will support you in whatever you do.”

Once again, Gary managed to make everything all right. They stood up and gathered their dishes to take back into the house. 

Leaning across the table, she blew out the candle and set her sights on confronting Leon Galt.
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The screeching of the garbage truck brakes startled Deena out of a sound sleep. She was surprised she had slept past nine o’clock until she remembered the wine from the night before. She sat on the side of the bed to get her bearings. The phone rang, and she debated whether to answer it or let the machine pick it up. “You get it,” she said aloud in the direction of the nightstand. Probably just a sales call.

The distressed sound of her brother’s voice stopped her, and she raced over to grab the receiver. “Russell?”

“Oh, hey sis. I was wondering if you could do me a favor?”

“Are you okay?”

“I’ve got a doozy of a headache and just took my last pill. Could you run by the pharmacy and pick up my refill?”

“Of course. I’ll leave here in just a few minutes. You just rest now.”

She got ready quickly, pulling her shoulder-length brown hair back in a ponytail. It was rare for her brother to ask for help these days, so she knew he must feel awful. She poured herself a glass of orange juice and set about pulling food from the refrigerator to take him. Luckily, Gary had grilled two extra hamburger patties. She put the foil pack in a plastic grocery sack along with the leftover tub of potato salad. She grabbed a couple of cans of Dr. Pepper and her purse before heading out the door. 

At the pharmacy, she bought a half-gallon of milk and a box of Raisin Bran, Russell’s favorite cereal. She made the twenty-minute drive to his house in fifteen minutes. Holding the bags of food, she could hear Maggie barking and scratching on the other side of the door. She fumbled with her keys, trying to find the right one. She opened the door, and Maggie jumped up, almost tripping her as she tried to get to the kitchen.

“Here girl.” She slid open the patio door to let out the grateful dog. Walking into the bedroom, she found Russell groggy and lying fully clothed on top of the covers.

“Hey sis,” he said without opening his eyes. “Sorry to make you come all the way out here.”

“No problem. How are you feeling?”

“Like road kill. This one hit me fast.”

She looked at the nightstand to see an empty prescription bottle and glass of water. “Is it time for another pill yet? It’s about ten-thirty.”

“Not for another hour.”

“Let’s get you more comfortable,” she said, pulling off his sandals. His floral Hawaiian shirt was soaked with sweat. She unbuttoned it and got a fresh t-shirt from the dresser. “Can you put this on?” Still lying with his eyes closed, he went through the motions of removing his other shirt and pulling the t-shirt over his head. She pulled the sheet up over his legs and turned on the ceiling fan. Like a child, helpless and needy, he let his sister care for him. This was all too familiar for them both. “Have you eaten?” 

“No.”

“I’d feel better if you would eat something.”

“I’d feel better if you didn’t make me eat something.”

His snarky remark was a good sign, and Deena relaxed a bit. “Where’s Cliff?”

Russell lay still as if trying to think. “San Antonio to see his son’s family. Back tonight.”

Cliff and Russell watched out for each other. Deena and Gary drew a lot of comfort knowing Cliff was right next door in case anything happened. “We’re morgue buddies,” Russell would say. “We check on each other once a day in case one of us has died and we need to call the morgue.” The thought was bittersweet. Cliff had lost his wife to cancer two years earlier.

She walked back to the kitchen to put the food away. The milk carton in the refrigerator was almost empty and a few days past its expiration date. She threw it in the trash and tied up the bag to take out when she left. Maggie’s bowls were both empty. She opened the cupboard and scooped out two big portions of food and let her in from the backyard.

Maggie trotted into the bedroom to check on Russell. Apparently satisfied that he was all right, she came back, went straight to her bowl, and lapped up the fresh water. Deena turned on the box fan and sat on the sofa. She decided to wait until it was time for Russell’s next pill before she left. Maggie returned from the kitchen, tail wagging, mouth dripping with water. The large dog sat on the floor next to Deena, resting her head on Deena’s knee. “You sweet baby.” She reached down with both hands to scratch Maggie’s neck.

She thought about her conversations with her friend Sandra who often encouraged her to adopt a shelter pet. Deena always gave the same excuse: She did not want a dog to have to stay home alone all day while she and Gary worked long hours. He loved dogs and would have several if she would agree. Secretly, she never wanted to admit, even to herself, that the reason she worked late at school so often was that she did not want to come home to an empty house—empty of children, that is.

Her cell phone and she dug it out of her purse. “Hello.”

“Mrs. Sharpe, this is Leon Galt.”

How had he gotten her number? “Yes, this is she.”

“I understand you are looking into the death of your uncle, Matthew Meade.”

“That’s right.” Her response was tentative.

“I spoke to Lucy and Richard Lancaster, and I have some information you might be interested in. How would you and your husband like to join me for dinner tonight?”

A face-to-face meeting. Perfect. “Actually, I was planning on calling you today,” she said, not wanting him to have the upper hand. “Where would you like to meet?”

“I’m near downtown Dallas. How about the Bistro Grille on the interstate? That’s about half way.”

“That would be fine. Does seven-thirty sound okay?”

“Perfect,” he said. “I’ll see you then.”

Deena could not believe she was finally going to meet this mystery man. She was anxious to call Gary but knew he would be tied up all day with clients. She looked at the magazines on the coffee table. She found one without a hunter on the front cover and mindlessly turned the pages. When it was finally time for Russell’s next pill, she got a fresh bottle of water and walked into the bedroom to wake him. “Here, take this.” 

He sat up a little and gulped down half the water. 

“I left hamburgers and potato salad in the fridge. There’s also fresh milk and cereal to eat.”

“Thanks, sis,” he said. “You’re a lifesaver. Oh, and could you feed—”

“Done. Call me later to let me know how you are.”

“Will do.” He gave her a weak salute.

“Oh, and you’ll never believe who Gary and I are having dinner with tonight. Leon Galt—I mean, Noel Future.”

Russell raised his head slightly off the pillow and opened one eye. “Really? Get me an autograph. And one for Cliff, too.”
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“Do I have to wear a tie?” Gary asked when he came home and found out about the dinner plans.

“Yes. I want you to look intimidating. Also, you look so handsome when you wear a tie.” She brushed the side of his salt and pepper hair.

“Too late for flattery. I’ll do it for you, though.” He tightened the knot around his neck. “Now what exactly is the purpose of this meeting?”

“I would assume he wants to tell us about his theory on Matthew’s death. Gene Collins said Galt was determined to prove Matthew was involved in something bad. Maybe he didn’t feel like he could tell Aunt Lucy and Uncle Richard directly, so he is going to tell us instead.”

The beige linen pants and ivory blouse she put on was one of her favorite outfits. She wrapped her Aztec shawl over her shoulders. A turquoise brooch worked perfectly to hold it in place.

“Okay. I’m ready to go,” Gary said. “You sure look pretty, Mrs. Sharpe.” He took her hand and twirled her around, knocking her into the dresser.

“Ouch! My ankle!” She reached down to hold it. “I should never be allowed to wear heels.” She stood up and took a deep breath.  

“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but there are a few things I want you to remember. Don’t be overly friendly. Don’t let him pay for our dinner. And don’t order beer.”

“Why can’t I order beer?” 

“It makes you belch. This guy is from New York. We don’t want to look like small town hicks.”

“But we are small town hicks.” 

“I know, but we don’t want him to know.”

They left the bedroom, Deena slightly limping. Gary picked up his keys from the side table as well as a faded envelope off the stack of mail he had brought in earlier. “By the way, you got a letter today.”

Deena looked at the name scrawled in shaky handwriting. “It’s from Gran.” She pulled the single folded paper out of the envelope and saw the pretty border with purple and yellow roses around the edges. She smiled remembering the rose wallpaper in Gran’s old house. She read it silently and put it back in the envelope. “She thanked me for helping her. She thinks Matthew wants the truth to come out.”

“Does that mean she’s talking to the dead now?”

“Hey, I’ll talk to you when you’re dead. How is this any different?”

Gary grinned. “Because apparently her son is answering.”

They drove about forty-five minutes to the restaurant. Deena was nervous. She talked about Russell and the backyard and the weather and her antique booth—obviously avoiding the subject of Matthew. 

The parking lot was crowded for a Monday. “How are we going to recognize this guy?” Gary asked.

“I’ll know,” she said. Deena had an uncanny way of guessing people’s occupations. It was probably her attention to detail. If only she could apply that same sort of attention to her own appearance.

Gary held the door, and Deena quickly scanned the waiting area. He’s not here, she thought. Then a trim man in a perfectly tailored suit walked up to them. “Mr. and Mrs. Sharpe?”

“Yes,” Deena said, wondering how he recognized them.

“I am Leon Galt.” He reached out his hand, shaking Gary’s first, then Deena’s. “We have a table right over here.” He led the way to a round table near the side of the restaurant. He pulled out Deena’s chair, something Gary had stopped doing years ago. 

“I took the liberty of ordering wine. I hope that’s okay.” Deena smiled, attempting to be gracious. He poured two more glasses. “I ordered red. I know how you Texans love your steak.” He waved his hand at the various taxidermy pieces decorating the walls. Gary laughed and raised his glass in a half-toast gesture. 

Deena kicked him under the table. Ouch! She had forgotten about her sore ankle. I’m definitely ordering fish.

“What do you do for a living, Gary?” Galt crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. Deena noted his strong features and dark hair. She was surprised by his pleasantly attractive appearance, expecting him to have beady eyes and a thin mustache like the sinister villains in movies. If not an investigator or whatever he claimed to be, she would have pegged him as a history professor.

“I am a financial advisor with a company in Maycroft. And you? What do you do, Mr. Galt?”

“Please, call me Leon. I am an investigative reporter and author of numerous books.”

“Anything I would have heard of?” 

“Perhaps. I write under the penname of Noel Future.”

Deena jumped into the conversation. “That’s an unusual name. I get Noel—‘Leon’ spelled backwards—but why Future?”

“Because,” he said with a wry smile, “my findings influence the way some events will be viewed in the future.”

“What events?” Deena asked and picked up her wine glass. 

“Oh, enough about me. I understand you are a retired school teacher. Journalism, I believe? That must have been fun for you.” He reached over and poured more wine in her glass.

“Fun? I would describe it more as rewarding. ‘If you can read, thank a teacher.’” Deena immediately regretted saying something so cliché. She could feel the blush cross her face as Gary nudged her foot under the table.

“Well then, thank you, Mrs. Sharpe,” Galt said, nodding his head toward her. He grinned at her as though amused.

Before she could respond, the waiter arrived and took their order. “I’ll have the baked tilapia and a glass of chardonnay.” She handed her menu to the waiter and excused herself to the ladies room to regain her composure.

As she stared in the mirror, she took in deep breaths to calm her nerves. What was it about this guy that made her so unsettled? Was it because he was a successful writer and she wasn’t? Was it because he was invading her territory by researching Matthew’s death? She couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

When she returned, the men were discussing baseball. She interrupted and said, “Let’s get down to the real reason we are here, to talk about Matthew Meade.”

“Of course,” Galt said. He wiped his mouth with the white cloth napkin. “I understand that your family has asked you to look into the circumstances surrounding his death. Is that right?”

“Yes,” Deena said. “How did you find out about that?”

“Lucy and Richard Lancaster told me. So, have you come to any conclusions thus far?”

Deena sat up in her chair. Why the heck was he asking her questions? She should be asking him questions. “Leon,” she said, drawing out his name, “I think my motive is quite clear concerning my uncle’s death. It is yours that is in question. Would you mind explaining why you are pokin’ your nose around in my family’s business?”

Gary, hating confrontation about as much as he hated the Yankees, knew the fun and games were over. Whenever Deena got serious, she talked more Southern. “Deena...”

“Of course,” Galt said. “I understand your curiosity. Your uncle had been missing for fifty years. Then, out of the blue, his body is found and identified. His poor mother must be in such anguish. I am so sorry for your loss.”

Deena rested her arms on the table. “Thank you, but you haven’t answered my question.” 

“The fact of the matter is your uncle was involved in some questionable activities that led to his tragic death. Those activities are part of an extensive investigation that I have been conducting for the past five years. As a result of that investigation, I have written a manuscript that my publisher plans to take to print in the next six weeks or so. I am sure that once you read it and examine all the evidence, you will not only understand your uncle’s actions but also be able to find it in your heart to forgive him for the role he played in this dreadful business.” Galt sat back with the countenance of a man satisfied that he had thoroughly explained the situation.

“That’s it? That’s your entire explanation?” Deena asked.

Leon smiled and nodded his head.

She looked at Gary for help and then back at Galt. “Well now, you see, that dog won’t hunt.”

Leon, clearly confused, knitted his brow. “I beg your pardon?”

“That doesn’t me anything. For starters, what ‘dreadful business’ are you talking about?” She made air quotes to emphasize her question.

“I am not at liberty to say. I know you have only ever published your little school newspapers, but in real publishing, there are confidentiality clauses to which an author must adhere.”

Deena felt the heat rise in her neck, and this time it wasn’t from a hot flash. 

The waiter arrived with their meal. 

“Well look at this,” Gary said, trying to ease the tension. “Doesn’t that look delicious? There’s nothing better than a good steak. Except for fish, of course.” He looked at Deena. “Yours looks wonderful, dear. Should we order you another glass of wine? Yes, let’s all have some more wine.”

She knew what Gary was trying to do, so she took a bite of asparagus and chewed slowly. Reaching over to pick up her glass, the fringe on her wrap dragged across her plate. She tried to wipe it off with her napkin without seeming too obvious. 

At last she continued. “Leon, what was your purpose in meeting with us tonight? Obviously, you are not going to share details about your book.”

“Excellent question, Mrs. Sharpe. My purpose is simply to let you know that you needn’t worry yourself about investigating your uncle’s death any longer. I have all the information you need, and you can read about it in a matter of months. In fact, I will personally send you an autographed copy.”

Gary jumped in. “An autographed copy. That would be great. Wouldn’t it, dear?” 

Deena didn’t take the bait. “If you were so sure of your information, then why did you talk to Deputy Simms and Gene Collins?” 

“Fact-checking is an important part of any writer’s research. I’m sure you know that. I was just checking to see if Mr. Collins had additional information I might be able to use.”

“How did you locate Mr. Collins? And how did you happen to see him on the same day as I did?”

Galt cleared his throat.

“Were you following me?” Deena’s voice got higher and louder.

“Following you? Mrs. Sharpe, you are sounding a little paranoid now.”

“You didn’t answer the question.” It was Gary being confrontational this time. “Leon, I am afraid that the information you have provided us only raises more questions rather than answers them. I am sure you can understand our concern. I would hate to have to get our attorneys involved in this matter.”

“Attorneys? No, that will not be necessary. You seem like a reasonable man, Gary. I cannot give you any details, but I will give you a general idea of the focus of my work.” He looked over his shoulder and then back at them. Leaning forward as though he were revealing the U.S. nuclear codes, he whispered, “My book addresses new details about the events occurring on and around November 22, 1963, in Dallas, Texas.” He sat back up in his chair.

“The Kennedy assassination?” Deena asked a little too loudly.

“Shhh. Yes.”

“You think my uncle had something to do with that?” She could not hide her astonishment. “May I remind you that Matthew was killed in October of 1963.”

“Not killed, disappeared. There is no evidence to prove he was killed on the day he disappeared.”

Deena’s mind raced. It had never occurred to her that Matthew may not have been shot on that same day. “Are you suggesting he was kidnapped or something?”

“I’m not suggesting anything in particular. I am simply telling you that I have evidence to support my conclusions. This manuscript is very detailed and includes much more information than your uncle’s involvement.”

“Is that so,” she said.

“I had not anticipated that Matthew Meade would be found and identified just prior to the publication date. It put a wrench in my plans, I must admit. I have spent the past week making sure there are no loose ends that might cause the publisher to delay the launch date. I have found none and plan to return to New York next week after fulfilling my obligations here.”

Again, with the vague responses. Deena needed to know more. “Have you tracked down Donna Morrison?” she asked, ignoring Galt’s attempt at closure.

“Mrs. Sharpe, I have already said more than I should. As I told you before, you should just return home and get back to doing whatever it is you do, and you will be one of the first ones to get to read all about it.”

Gary was ready to put a stop to the conversation before his wife blew a fuse. “Galt,” he said, turning the name over in his head. “Wasn’t there a ‘Galt’ who played for the White Sox back in the day?”  

“I don’t recall, but I know there was a Bud Sharpe who played for the Pittsburgh Pirates in the early 1900s. Died young, poor fellow.” Galt took a sip of wine and peered over his glass at Deena.

Was that a threat? This wouldn’t be the end of her dealings with Leon Galt.
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Chapter 18
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“Have you tracked down Donna Morrison yet?” Leon Galt asked. He was not a patient man. “Well, keep trying.” He slammed down the receiver causing the telephone in his motel room to sound like a bell ringing on a child’s bicycle. He stood up and paced back and forth for a few minutes. 

Finally, he pulled out his wallet and sat down. Searching through the slotted pockets, he found the right slip of paper. He dialed the number. After three rings, a man answered.

“This is Galt. I thought you were going to take care of Deena Sharpe for me. That’s what I’m paying you for.” He sat on the side of the bed with its tacky floral coverlet and gold fringe. “Trust me. I met with her tonight and she is definitely not planning to back off.” 

He waited for the man on the other end of the line to finish his list of excuses.

“I think you know how important this is to me. I am not going to let some retired teacher from Texas ruin it all. Now take care of it!”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 19
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Sandra Davis loved animals so much that she chose keeping her old dog over her first husband. Good thing, too, since it turned out her Pekingese was more loyal than that no good cheatin’ man. Three years later after falling for and marrying Ian, she turned her love of animals into a business. She opened the Second Chance Thrift Shop to support the local no-kill animal shelter.

Deena loved to stop in the store every chance she got to search for vintage items for her antique booth as well as to visit with her friend. Although Sandra was more than fifteen years younger, she and Deena had a lot in common and had become good friends. After the frustrating evening she had the night before, this was the perfect place for Deena to kill an hour.

“Whatcha got for me today?” Sandra asked Deena when she entered the shop carrying a bag of goodies.

“Shoes. I went through my closet today and pulled out all my heels to donate. I also have a pair of red pumps that are just too young for me.” Deena set the bag on the counter and walked over to a chair Sandra kept at the front of the shop for visitors.

“Are you limping?”

“Yes. I hit my ankle on the dresser when Gary was pushing me around.” She saw the wide-eyed look on her friend’s face. “Not like that,” she said. “Gary thought it would be fun to ballroom dance in the bedroom.”

“You worried me there for a second,” she said and walked back to the storeroom to set down Deena’s bag. She returned and sat behind the counter on her padded stool. “Speaking of dancing, we missed you two at the Pets & Patriots Ball. We brought in quite of bit of money for the shelter, though.”

“Things have just been a little crazy with this family stuff. We’ll go to the fall event, I promise.” 

The shop door opened, jingling the bell Sandra kept tied to the handle. A man and woman, obviously tourists, walked in. Sandra greeted them, and then leaned over to Deena and whispered, “If you’re shopping today, you might want to check out the glass aisle. There’s some new pottery over there.”

Deena got up and went straight to her favorite section. She immediately spotted two pieces she knew were of good quality. The first was an orange Blenko glass decanter. She had sold similar ones in her booth before. The other was an aqua vase with a matte finish. She picked it up and turned it over, hoping to see the name of her favorite Colorado pottery. Bingo! Van Briggle. She carried the pieces to the front counter and winked at her friend.

One of the things Deena liked about shopping at thrift stores and antique malls was the chance it gave her to stroll down memory lane. She would see an old cross-stitch picture or a set of china and think, “My mother used to have that.” Occasionally, she bought something simply because she had once had it as a child. Gary would look at the tattered lunch box or Ponytail vinyl 45-record holder and know she was trying to re-capture that feeling—the one you get when suddenly thrust into another time or place by a memory. After a few months, the items would find their way into the booth or back to the thrift shop. Deena referred to re-donating these items as “renting memories.”

Scanning the housewares, she spotted a vintage avocado-green crockpot like the one she got years ago as a wedding gift. It made her smile even though she knew it was not something that would sell in her booth. She picked up a teak-covered ice bucket from the sixties but put it back when she saw the inside liner was cracked. Deena had several pieces of vintage art in her booth and saw the tourist couple looking through the stack of pictures. When they walked away, she went over and picked up a vintage framed paint-by-numbers picture of a circus scene. She knew it was kitschy, but those pictures always sold in her booth.

“You know you have these pieces underpriced,” Deena said and set her final item on the counter.

“I know, but that’s how I get people like you to keep coming in to find the treasures. And sometimes they buy the junk, like this ugly clown picture.” 

They shared a laugh.

Deena set her purse on the counter. Pulling out her billfold, the picture of Matthew with the girl fell out. Sandra picked it up.

“I love these black-and-white pictures from the Sixties,” she said. “I wish those dresses were back in style. Do you think I would look good with a bouffant?” She held the picture next to her face.

“Absolutely. I’m sure Kristy could fix you right up.” She handed her credit card to Sandra and put the picture back in her purse.

“I’ll remember that if I ever take a third engagement picture.”

“Why did you call it an engagement picture?”

“That’s what I thought the picture was,” Sandra said. “I’m just guessing.”

Deena pulled it back out, and Sandra pointed to the girl’s hand. “See how she has her hand posed to show off her ring?”

“I hadn’t noticed that,” Deena said. She looked at the picture more closely. “Hmm. That changes things.”

She had no idea that Matthew had been engaged. Could this be another clue to his cause of death? Anything seemed more likely than Galt’s wild theory about Matthew’s involvement in the Kennedy assassination. It was time to track down this mystery fiancé.
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Chapter 20
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Working in his office was rare for Trey Simms these days. The Bingham County Sheriff’s Department had a big drug case with the ATF and most of the deputies were in the field. Simms stopped by to fill out some paperwork before heading home for the day. He went by the front desk to pick up his messages from Renee. 

“Please call Henry Wilcox,” she said. “He has called at least five times in the last two days.” 

“Who is he? What does he want?”

“I don’t know, but he says he can only talk to you.”

Simms headed to his office and unlocked the door. Something made a shuffling noise near his desk. He put his hand on his pistol. Turning on the light, he glimpsed a mouse leaping off the desk and escaping behind a file cabinet. He spied the half-eaten bag of crackers left there since Monday. He threw them out and dialed the number for Henry Wilcox. The man on the other end answered on the first ring.

“This is Deputy Simms. What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to talk to you about that murder case. Matthew Meade. In the paper it said to call you if anybody had information. Well, I got some information.”

Simms was surprised. He hadn’t expected to hear anything about the case, especially after a month had gone by since the news was released. “What information do you have, sir?”

“It’s about some of the goings on at his place of business. Some illegal stuff you know. And there’s more.”

“I’m all ears.” Trey leaned back in his chair waiting for some wild story about inter-office politics.

“This ain’t the sort of thing I can talk about over the phone. I think you need to hear it in person.”

Simms tapped his pen on the notepad in front of him. His in-laws were coming for dinner and his wife would kill him if he got home late. At least half an hour of paperwork was staring him in the face. “Just a minute,” he said. He put the line on hold and called the sheriff’s secretary. “Is he in?”

“Yes. I’ll connect you.”

Simms explained the situation to his boss.

Sheriff Lowry was clear. “Look Simms, we don’t have time to chase rabbits right now. Tell this guy to come in and make a statement. If there is anything there, we can follow up. Hey, ask him if he wants you to put him in touch with the family. That might keep him out of our hair for a while.”

Simms switched back over to the other line. “Mr. Wilcox. I am not going to be able to meet with you for a week or so. You are welcome to come down to the office and submit a statement. The other thing I can do is put you in touch with the Meade family if both of you are willing. They are very anxious to learn any new information.” He held his breath.

“Well, they might not like what I have to say, but they probably need to hear it,” Wilcox grumbled.

“Fine. Fine,” Simms said. “I’ll get in touch with them and give them your number. If they are interested, they will give you a call.” 

He hung up thinking, This won’t be the only murder case around here if I don’t get home soon.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 21
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Russell was more than happy to go with Deena to meet Henry Wilcox. Gary insisted that she not go alone even though they were meeting in a public place. Frankly, she did not want to go alone either.

“This is real Watergate stuff,” Russell said, getting in Deena’s car. “It’s like we’re going to meet Deep Throat.”

She recognized the Tommy Bahama shirt he had on as one she gave him for Christmas. “Yes, except that we are meeting him in a restaurant and not a parking garage. Oh, and we are going to Dallas, not D.C.”

“Kill joy. It’s still pretty exciting.” 

Deena turned to look back over her shoulder before pulling onto the highway. Russell reached into his pocket and slipped something into the glove compartment. He adjusted the air vents on the dash and pointed them right on his face. “When are we going to get some rain? It’s not even noon and it’s already boiling outside.”

The Texas heat was brutal. Stepping out in the midday sun was like standing too close to the fireplace, the heat cooking your skin in minutes, the beads of sweat drying up almost as soon as they sprang from your pores. 

Russell crossed his arms and settled in for the drive. “What did this guy say he wants to tell you?”

“I’ve told you all I know. He says he has information about the medical supply company where Uncle Matthew worked. He also has dirt on people who worked there. Thinks it may be connected to the murder. You will know as much as I do as soon as we get there.”

Russell was like a kid on his way to Disneyland. Deena half expected him to ask, Are we there yet? Inside, she was just as excited as he was, but she was trying to play it cool. After their dinner with Leon Galt, she was anxious to find out as much as she could about her uncle’s history. Galt seemed so sure of his information and equally anxious for her to stop nosing around, which just added more kindling to the cook stove. 

She decided not to say anything to Lucy and Richard about the accusations until her next visit. You don’t exactly call someone up and say, “Oh by the way, your brother may have been involved in one of the most notorious crimes of the twentieth century. Have a nice day.”

“Where is this place?” Russell asked, as they got closer to downtown.

“It’s in Oak Cliff. Not too much farther. By the way, let me do the talking. We don’t want to reveal too much in case this guy is just a screwball.”

“Hey. Screwballs are people, too.”

After several turns and a few turn-arounds, they parked in front of a barbeque joint that looked older than dirt and just about as clean. These were usually the best places to find great home cooking. The sweet, smoky smell permeated the air, even in the car. 

They went in to find a few tables filled with men in jeans and t-shirts licking thick, red sauce off their fingers and guzzling large glasses of iced tea. One older man sat alone in the corner and motioned for them to join him.

“I’m Henry,” he said, wiping his hands on his napkin. 

A handshake was out of the question. “I’m Deena and this is my brother, Russell.”

“Glad to meet you. Why don’t you order your lunch then come back and we’ll have a talk. I recommend the pork ribs. Best you’ll ever put in your mouth.”

Deena headed to the counter to order. “Seems normal enough,” she whispered to Russell. She ordered a barbeque beef sandwich with dill pickles. Russell chose the pork ribs and barbequed beans. They picked up their cups of tea and went over to join their host.

“It’s another scorcher out there.” Russell took several napkins out of the metal holder and wiped his forehead. 

“You bet it is, but I don’t think any of us are here to talk about the weather.” Henry scooped out the last bite of potato salad from the paper cup. He wiped his mouth and hands and pushed his empty plate away from him. “What I have to say may not make you happy, but it’s the honest truth. I’ve waited fifty years to tell someone this story. I don’t care if you believe it or not, but it’s the truth.”

“Why haven’t you told anyone before now?” Deena asked.

“Let me just start at the beginning and then you’ll see.” A waitress brought over the order and set it on the table. Deena and her brother began eating as they listened to the old man’s story.

“I started working at Barnes Medical Supply in 1963. I was just twenty-two and worked in the accounts department. Meade was a manager. He had a friend by the name of Gene Collins who worked in the warehouse. I had only been there a couple of months, but I started noticing some discrepancies with the books. Seems like there was more merchandise going out than there was money coming in. Being new, I wasn’t sure what to do about it. I told my supervisor who told me to mind my own business, or I’d be out of a job.” He drank the end of his iced tea and set the cup on the table.

“I began to suspect there was some funny business going on, and it was happening in the warehouse. Collins was the head honcho back there, so I figured he was the ringleader. What I didn’t know was that he and Matthew Meade were army buddies and that Meade had gotten him that job. I was young and green and thought I was doing the right thing. Everyone thought highly of your uncle and said he was a good guy. I decided to tell him about my suspicions. He said he would check into it. That was about a week before he disappeared.”

Deena and Russell hung on every word. She set down her sandwich and wiped barbeque sauce from her mouth. “Then what happened?”

“I was at the Park Street Café the next Wednesday when Meade, Collins, and this woman named Donna Morrison came in. I was sitting with my wife on the opposite side of the cafe. When I saw them, I switched places with my wife so that they wouldn’t see me. I didn’t want to have to speak to them, you know. Donna was a secretary for the shipping department. Seeing them all buddied up like that, I figured she was in on it, too.”

“In on what?” Deena asked.

“Hold your horses. I’m getting there.”

Henry Wilcox had waited many years to tell his story. He’d probably rehearsed it in his head over and over. He was going to tell it his own way.

“The missus and I had to sit there awhile waiting for them to leave. They finished eating and Gene gets up and heads around the back by the kitchen. A minute later, Donna stands up and goes flying out of the place—that’s how my wife described it to me. I could see Gene over my shoulder. He goes to the pay phone and makes a call. Then he heads back to the table and they pay their checks and leave. Apparently, it wasn’t long after that when someone shot and killed Mr. Meade.”

Deena thought about what Gene had told her and wondered why their stories differed. “Are you sure Gene Collins went to the pay phone and not to the men’s room?”

“You bet I am. He made a phone call. If you ask me, he was calling one of his boys to tell him when and where to find Meade.”

Russell looked puzzled and asked, “You think the warehouse guys killed him because he was going to blow the whistle on their stolen merchandise racket?”

Henry nodded excitedly. “That’s exactly what I think.” 

“Why didn’t you tell the sheriff’s office your suspicions when Matthew disappeared?” Deena asked.

“I saw what happened to your uncle. I knew just to keep my mouth shut and mind my own business. A week later, management got wise to the scam and fired the whole lot of them, including Donna Morrison and everyone in the warehouse.”

Deena wasn’t sure what to think about the story. “You say Donna was fired a week later? Did she stay in Maycroft?”

“I heard she moved up to Oklahoma.”

Deena eyed the stranger as if buying a used car, looking for holes in his story. “Did the company ever acknowledge a connection between the two events?”

“No, but they weren’t there that night at the diner. They didn’t see what I saw.”

“How much longer did you work there?” Russell asked.

“I quit about six months later when my wife wanted to move here to Dallas.”

“I’m not saying I don’t believe you,” Deena said, “but do you have any proof to back this up?”

“I got my gut, and my gut tells me that’s what happened.”

“What about Donna Morrison? Do you know anything else about her?”

“She seemed nice enough. Very pretty. I didn’t really know her. The guys in the warehouse stayed away from her because she said her boyfriend was the jealous type and would come after them if they tried anything. Just gossip.”

Reaching into her purse, Deena pulled out the photo of Matthew and his fiancé she had been carrying around. “Do you recognize this girl?”

Henry took the photo and pushed his glasses up higher on his nose. “Nope. Can’t say that I do.” He handed it back to Deena.

“Do you have the names of anyone else who worked at the company?” Deena was hoping to find someone to corroborate his story.

“Nope, and I wouldn’t tell you if I did. I only mentioned Collins and Morrison because their names were in the newspaper back when it first happened. It said they were the last two people to see Mr. Meade alive. I’m number three.”

Deena looked at Russell and back at Henry. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your talking to us today. I can promise you that I will follow up on this information.”

“I’d thank you kindly to leave my name out of it on account of what happened to your uncle.”

“Of course,” Deena said. She excused herself to the ladies room to wash up. When she returned, Henry was gone.

“We picked up his check,” Russell said. “I hope that was okay.”

“Sure. I’ll pay you back.”

“Forget it. It’s on me.”

“Literally, it’s on you,” she said, pointing to the sauce that had dripped onto his shirt.

“Ahh. It was worth it. Best barbeque I ever had. And what about that story? You’ve got to fill me in on the details about all this on the drive home.”

They filled their cups with more tea, and Deena wrapped up her half-eaten sandwich.

As they drove home, Deena started from the beginning, from when she first went to see Aunt Lucy and Uncle Richard. She told him how Gran was mostly confined to the bed and had dreamed she saw Matthew in her room. Trying to remember as many details as possible, she told him about her meeting with Deputy Simms, the church ladies, and Gene Collins.

“So, you’re saying that Collins gave the exact same story as Henry, except for the pay phone part? That seems like a pretty big difference if he were calling people to take out Matthew.”

“I agree,” Deena said. “But I find it hard to believe that Gene Collins would have his army buddy—the friend who gave him a job—murdered for something like that.”

“Maybe Collins was being pressured by others. Maybe he didn’t know they were going to kill him. They might have planned just to rough him up and scare him but something went wrong.” Russell leaned back in his seat. “Henry Wilcox may not have been right about the murder, but he was definitely right about those killer ribs.”

“Do you want to hear about our dinner with Leon Galt, alias Noel Future?”

“I totally forgot about that! I was so drugged on my medication that I completely forgot. Did you get his autograph, by the way?”

Deena looked over at her brother in the passenger seat and glared. “Just wait until you hear what he said.” 

She described his arrogant attitude—especially toward Texans—wanting Russell to dislike him as much as she did. She obviously had a bone to pick and finally got down to the marrow. “He said he was about to publish a book about the JFK assassination and that Uncle Matthew was involved.” She glanced over at her brother’s face for a reaction. 

His mouth gaped and his eyes widened. “Do you think that’s possible?” 

Deena was not sure if her brother was excited or appalled. “That’s ridiculous, right?”

“Of course, but it’s intriguing. Noel Future has researched and published some compelling stuff on all kinds of topics. The fact that he would even make this claim is really something.”

“He did not offer even one shred of evidence, by the way. Said we could read all about it in his new book. I don’t trust him as far as I could pitch him.”

“If he didn’t back it up, what was his point in telling you about it?”

Deena exited the highway to take the road to Crossbow. “Gary and I wondered the same thing. We decided his main point was to tell me to stop my investigation. He acted like he was doing me a favor.”

“That actually makes sense. As soon as one of these conspiracy books is released, it starts a firestorm of blow back. Everybody and his dog wants to prove why parts of the theory, or even the whole thing, is wrong. The conspiracy community goes nuts with speculation.”

Deena rolled her eyes at the thought. “Sounds like good publicity for a new book.”

Russell shook his head. “Absolutely. And Noel Future is a master at it. He’ll be on television, in magazines, at book signings—you name it.”

“So, whether what he says is true or not, he will end up making a lot of money.”

“Yep, Noel ‘Fortune.’”

Turning down the road toward Russell’s house, Deena was outraged by the very idea of someone making blood money off their uncle’s death. “What about the publisher? Wouldn’t they worry about lawsuits if what he says is proven false?”

“I’m sure they’re careful. That’s probably why he wants you to stop your investigation. If you find out what really happened to Uncle Matthew, the publisher will probably back out of the deal.”

“Good point. Right now, our only theory is Henry’s. As much as I would hate for it to be true, we may need to make a case for it just to stop Galt from publishing.” She stopped the car in the driveway. “I really need to find out what Galt is specifically claiming about Matthew’s involvement in the assassination.”

“That was eight years after he left the military, right? Didn’t you say Collins called Matthew a sharpshooter?”

“Yes. So did Deputy Simms. Collins said he did ‘wet work.’”  

“Wet work?” Russell seemed astonished. “You mean like sniper stuff?”

“I think that’s was he meant.” She turned in her seat to face her brother. “You don’t think he’s saying Matthew was part of the assassination itself, do you? Please, for Pete’s sake, say no.”

Russell sat silently. Despite the searing heat, Deena suddenly felt a cold chill.

* * *
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MAGGIE SCRATCHED AND howled on the other side of the door ready for Russell to come in. He stepped in the doorway and squatted to scratch her neck. Catching a glimpse of someone standing in his kitchen, he fell backward on the floor. “Geez!”

Cliff stepped out from the kitchen and waved to Russell. He was talking on the telephone that hung from the kitchen wall. He shook his head and mumbled something Russell couldn’t hear and then hung up.

“Sorry, man. Didn’t mean to scare you. My air-conditioner is on the fritz, and I didn’t think you’d mind me hanging out here until the repairman comes. I used the key under the garden gnome.”

“No problem. I just didn’t expect to see anyone in here.” Russell stood back up. “Hey, didn’t you install that air conditioner? We used to fix systems like that all the time.”

“It needed a part. Couldn’t find anything to rig it with.”

Russell walked over to the sliding glass door to let Maggie out. He picked up the key Cliff had set on the counter, taking it outside to return it to its hiding place. Cliff walked out behind him.

“They should be here any minute. I’m going to wait at my house.”

As he walked toward the connecting gate, Russell asked, “Who was on the phone?”

“Sales call.”

The large plastic bowl that Maggie drank from outside was empty, so Russell got the hose to refill it. He put the nozzle to his mouth for a drink then spat the water out on the ground. “Hot,” he grumbled. He went back into the house and walked down the hallway toward his room, not noticing something out of place as he passed the second bedroom. The door of the gun safe, always kept shut, was slightly ajar.
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Chapter 22
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The developer who built Butterfly Gardens, the subdivision where Deena and Gary lived, was an amateur entomologist who chose insect names for streets rather than the usual tree or bird names. Residents of Maycroft poked fun at the area at first but could not resist the open floor plans and large lots. However, when he tried to name a street “Boll Weevil,” the city council had to intervene. 

Deena lived on Cricket Lane, just down from June Bug Drive. As she turned the corner on the way home from dropping off Russell, she was surprised to see an unfamiliar car parked in front of her house. Someone was sitting inside. She was surprised the neighborhood watch wasn’t out in full force. Despite all their drama, people in the suburbs could be awfully protective when it came to the safety of their neighbors. She pressed the garage door opener and pulled into the driveway. 

The driver waited and then got out of the car. 

That’s when Deena recognized her cousin. “Mark! What on earth are you doing here? Is something wrong? Is it Gran?”

“No, nothing like that,” he said as he walked up to her. “I was just in the area and thought I would stop by.”

“Come on in.” They entered the house through the garage, and Deena set her purse and keys on the entry table. “This is a nice surprise. I wish you had called. I was at your parents’ house just the other day. Have you been waiting long?” 

“No, not that long.”

Deena could tell by the sweat on his face and shirt that it had been longer than he was letting on. Mark took more after his father, Uncle Richard, than his mother’s side of the family. He had dark eyes and curly brown hair that he used to wear tied back in a ponytail in the seventies. Nowadays he kept it short despite the ever-enlarging bald spot.

“Oh dear,” Deena said when she spotted the piles of papers in the middle of the den floor. She walked over to close the double doors to hide the mess. “Let me just shut these. I’ve been going through all the papers and stuff I got from your folks.”

“Would you mind if I have a look?” Mark took several steps toward the door. “I’m curious to see what all was in those boxes.”

“Well, sure. But you must be burning up. Would you like some water or iced tea?”

“Iced tea would be great.” Mark stepped into the den and stood over the piles.

Deena got two glasses down from the cabinet and filled them with ice from her refrigerator door. She pulled out a pitcher of tea and filled the glasses. “Sweetened or unsweetened?” she called out from the kitchen. 

“Sweetened.”

She picked up the sugar bowl, stirred a generous amount into each glass, and carried them into the office. “Nothing like a glass of sweet tea on hot day to wet your whistle.”   Mark, leaning over a pile of letters and documents, quickly stood up. 

“See anything interesting?” She took a sip from her own glass as she handed the other to Mark.

“No, no,” he said. “Just looking.”

She set her glass on the desk. “Here are some pictures of Matthew. Maybe you know some of the people he’s with.” Moving a stack of mail over to the side, she put the photos in the middle of the desk. “Why don’t you sit here and have a look.” She turned on the desk lamp and motioned to the chair.

“Thanks.” He took several big gulps of tea, put down his glass, and sat in Deena’s rolling desk chair. “Have you found anything out about his death?” Mark squinted, trying to make out the faces in the fuzzy black-and-white pictures.

“Not really. I’m still trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together.” She did not want to say anything that might cause him to worry, so she didn’t mention her conversations with Leon Galt or Henry Wilcox. 

He shuffled through the photographs. “These are some of the cousins on my father’s side.” He handed her the photo. 

Deena picked up a ballpoint pen and labelled the back. “Do you know their names?”

“I can’t remember.” He handed her another picture. “These are people from our church.”

Could this be Harriet or her friends? Deena continued making notes on the pictures. When her hands were full, she set them on the stack of mail, causing it to topple to the floor. 

“I’ll get that,” Mark said and he bent down to retrieve the letters. For a moment, he froze, doubled over in the chair. When he sat up, his face was a ghostly white.

“Are you okay? Did you get dizzy?”

“No. Yes, I’m fine.”

“Come on into the living room. This room gets all the afternoon sun. I’ll get you some more tea.” Picking up his glass, she stood by the door, waiting for him, worried he might be unsteady from leaning over. 

He got up and followed her out. She went straight to the refrigerator and pulled out the pitcher of tea. “I do have another picture in my purse I want to show you, though.” 

When she turned around, he was standing by the front door with his hand on the knob. “I’ve got to go. I forgot I have to get back. Thanks for the tea.”

Deena worried something was wrong. “Are you sure? Gary will be home in—” Before she could finish her sentence, he left. She walked to the front window and watched him get in his car and drive off. How strange. Mark was her only cousin on her mother’s side of the family, and he was several years younger. Could it have been his blood sugar? She walked back to the den to get her glass. That’s when she noticed the letter from Gran—purple roses and all—laying on top of the stack of mail. Could that have spooked Mark? 

When Gary walked through the door after work, Deena was sitting in the middle of the floor surrounded by the sorted stacks of papers and pictures. She looked like a daisy and the stacks were her petals. “Don’t stop me now,” she said when Gary poked his head in the door to greet her. “I only have this last bunch to sort and I’m done.”

He returned after a few minutes wearing shorts and sandals, carefully stepping over the piles to sit in the desk chair.

“There. That’s it,” she said, standing up to stretch. She sat down in the easy chair to admire her work.

“Congratulations. What’s in all the stacks?” As a type-A financial wizard, he appreciated a good sorting system.

“I have this small stack of photos of Matthew when he was older. The other big stack has all the pictures I don’t think are important. Then there are military papers, legal documents, and other papers belonging to Gran that seem irrelevant. That huge stack has postcards, letters, greeting cards, and such. It will take me awhile to get through all those.” She put her hand on the last stack. “And these are report cards, school certificates, and things that really don’t involve the case.”

“Nice job. Does that mean we can pick up some of this mess?”

Deena knew he was dying to clean the place up. “Sure. I only have to deal with those few photos and the correspondence. Let’s put the rest back in the boxes.” She picked up the pictures and put them on the desk. Gary helped her with the rest.

“Guess who was here today?” Not waiting for an answer, she said, “Mark Lancaster.”

“Lucy and Richard’s Mark?”

“Yes. When I got back from Oak Cliff, he was sitting in his car outside the house.” She told him about the strange visit.

“Maybe you should call later tonight and check on him.”

“I don’t have his phone number, but I’ll call Aunt Lucy tomorrow. I was going to call her anyway because I want to drive back up there and talk to her and Gran.”

Gary stacked the boxes in the corner under the window. “I want to hear all about your meeting with this guy today.” 

“If his story turns out to be true, we may have figured out the mystery.”

“Can you tell me about it while we eat?” Gary asked. “I’m starving.” 

“You fire up the grill, and I’ll get the chicken ready.”

It was too hot out to eat on the patio, so they sat at the kitchen table. Deena, still full from lunch, pushed food around her plate as she described the meeting with Wilcox. 

“Do you think this guy is legit?”  

“I think he truly believes what he told us. He doesn’t seem to have a motive to lie. I think the part about stealing from the warehouse probably happened, but I’m just not sure someone would kill Matthew because of it.”

“That would seem to require a big leap of logic. What do you plan to ask Gran?”

“I want to know as much as I can about Matthew’s army and work experience. Russell said that if there is no other reasonable explanation for the murder, Leon Galt is free to say just about anything he wants.” She swirled the ice around in her glass.

“Speaking of that, I talked to one of our lawyers at work today. You’ve met Scott Myers, right? I gave him a short synopsis of the situation, minus the JFK part. He said that once Gran dies, no one else in the family would really have a case to sue Galt for libel unless they were directly implicated.” He looked at Deena. “That means the clock is ticking.”

“The clock was already ticking because of Galt’s book.”

The phone rang, and Deena got up to answer it. 

Gary set about cleaning up the dishes and was just finishing up when she returned. “That was Russell,” she said. “Seems like Galt was telling the truth about having other obligations in Dallas. He is going to be signing books at a shop outside the Sixth Floor Museum on Saturday.”

“His new book?”

“No, his CIA book. Russell wants to go, and I haven’t been there in ages. It might be interesting. What do you think?”

Gary scratched his head. “Umm, one problem. Texas is playing the Yankees Saturday night, and Scott invited me to the game. I can cancel if you want me to.”

“No, that’s fine. Russell and I can go. You try to catch a foul ball, and I’ll try to catch a killer.”
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Now that she was no longer a working gal, Deena could not keep making excuses about the clutter in her car. The cargo area of the SUV was a travelogue of her life, reflecting her appearance, adventures, habits, correspondence, and even culinary choices. It might have stayed that way a few more months had it not been for the leftover barbeque sandwich that had made its way under the passenger seat. The stench, much like the port-a-potties at the beach, blasted her senses when she opened the car door to retrieve her sunglasses.

“Oh, lordy,” she said, slamming the door shut. “Gary is going to kill me.” He was one of those men who took his car as seriously as he took his finances. He liked to say, “Take care of it, and it will take care of you.” She decided to back it out into the driveway and leave the doors open while she pulled out the contents. Hopefully, her nosy neighbors weren’t watching. 

Dragging a garbage can up to the door, the autopsy began. A pair of shoes, a winter scarf, a broken umbrella, empty soda cans, potato chip bags, three Sharpies, seven pens, newspapers, one glove, and finally, the barbeque sandwich. She was surprised there wasn’t a family of mice living in there. 

The car was hot as coal, but at least it looked more presentable. A half a can of Lysol later, it was suitable for driving. Knowing she was running late, she opted not to go by the store on the way to Lucy and Richard’s. They would understand if she showed up empty handed this time. After all, she was family. 

The drive seemed shorter, probably because she had a lot on her mind. 

Just as before, Lucy had prepared sandwiches, iced tea, and a plate of sugar cookies. Richard was reading a fishing magazine, and Gran was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for her. 

“Gran,” Deena said, “I’m so glad to see you.”

“Oh sweetie, give me some sugar.” Gran reached up and wrapped her arms around Deena’s neck. “How are you?”

“I’m just fine. You look good. Russell and Gary send their love.”

Sitting around the table reminded Deena of the old days when her mother would take the family on holidays for visits. She was suddenly back in her pleated, plaid dress and black velvet Mary Janes, listening to the grown-ups, leaning on her mother’s arm. An ache, deep inside, reminded her that life was like the snapshots she had brought with her, one memory captured at a time.

“Deena, dear, aren’t you hungry?” Lucy asked. “Maybe you need some iced tea to cool down.”

“Yes, that’s what I need,” she answered politely, remembering she had said the same thing to Lucy’s son. “By the way, how is Mark. Is he feeling better?”

“What do you mean?” Richard walked over to rotate the small countertop fan toward the kitchen table.

“When he came by the house yesterday, he seemed a little dizzy. He left in a hurry, and I thought he might be sick.”

“That’s odd,” Richard said. “He didn’t say a word to us about driving to Maycroft. Let’s go into the front room where it will be more comfortable.” He helped Gran out of her chair.

When they were all settled, Gran started right in asking Deena questions. “Have you been able to find out anything about Matthew? Have you found out who took his life?”

Deena was surprised by her directness, expecting tears and tales of midnight apparitions. “I’m following two different leads. I have several questions, but first I have these pictures to show you.” She pulled out three photographs. “I’m hoping you might recognize the people in them.” The first one was of Matthew in his army uniform standing next to two other soldiers. 

“Isn’t he handsome?” Gran held the picture in her trembling hands. “I still have that uniform in the cedar chest. This was taken shortly after boot camp.” Moving the picture forward and backward to get just the right focus, she said, “That boy on the left is Bill Barnett. They lived next door. I don’t know who that other boy is.” 

Deena made a note on the back and passed it to Lucy and Richard who shook their heads, confirming they did not know the identity of the other person either. She handed Gran the second photo, showing Matthew leaning against a blue Chevy and standing next to a man and woman.

“That’s when he got his new car,” Gran crooned. “He was so proud of it. That’s Jackie and Ed. Now, what was their last name? I can’t remember right off hand. Matthew lived in a garage apartment at their house for about a year after he got his discharge. They were nice folks and took good care of him in Maycroft.”

The last picture was the one that Sandra said looked like an engagement photo. “This is the last one.” 

“Oh yes,” Gran said. “Katherine. She was such a pretty little thing. My, my. I haven’t seen this picture in years.”

“She and Matthew look to be pretty close. Were they engaged?”

“Yes. Engaged to be married. Katherine Clark.” Gran fell silent. Perhaps she was dreaming of what might have been if only Matthew had stayed with her.

Deena interrupted her grandmother’s thoughts. “What happened to them?”

“Matthew called it off. I know he loved her, but he said he didn’t want to marry her.”

“Did he tell you why he called it off?”

“He said it was to protect her. That’s the same reason he gave for leaving Bingham—to protect his papa and me.”

Lucy stood up and came over to look at the picture. “Did he say what he was protecting you from?” she asked.

“Ghosts,” Gran said. “Ghosts from his past in the army. That’s all he would say.”

Deena took the picture and wrote Katherine’s name on the back. “Do you know what happened to her after that?”

“We heard she married a rancher and moved to West Texas. Matthew would say, ‘Oh Mama, don’t worry about me. You and Papa are all the family I need.’”  

Deena studied the three photographs. “What can you tell me about his service in the army?”

“They gave him a lot of important assignments. He talked to his papa about it some, but they never would tell me. Frank said it would upset me too much. I always wondered if that was why Matthew disappeared—that maybe he was hiding from someone. We hired a private detective, you know, but he never found anything.” She took a breath. “Now, I know that my son was dead all along.”

Deena knew her grandmother was emotional, but it was, after all, her wish to find out the truth. “Right before he went missing, did he mention anything unusual going on at work?”

“No. He liked his job and said he had some friends there. We hadn’t talked to him in about a month before he went missing. If only...”  

Deena waited a minute for Gran to regain her composure. “Do you know the names of any of the people he worked with?”

“He had an address book. It’s in the cedar chest. Richard, help me up and I’ll get it.” 

Leaning on her cane and Deena’s arm, Gran shuffled into the bedroom and sat in a straight-back chair next to the old wooden chest.

Richard lifted the hinged lid and stepped back out of the way. The acrid smell of mothballs cleansed their sinuses. 

Gran gently pushed aside items on top to reach the bottom. “Here it is,” she said and pulled out a small black book with yellowed edges. She held it out for Deena. “Please don’t lose this, dear.”  

“I’ll take good care of it, I promise.”

Gran, tired from the visit, said she wanted to lie down for a spell. Deena said her goodbyes and promised to return as soon as she had news to report. They went back to the kitchen where Lucy refilled their empty glasses.

Lucy and Richard looked at Deena expectantly.

“I have a lead that is related to Matthew’s job,” Deena said softly. “It seems a little far-fetched, but right now it’s all I’ve got.” She filled them in on some of the details. “And another thing, I met with Leon Galt.”

“Leon Galt? For heaven’s sake.” Lucy clutched the edge of the table. “Is that the man who came by here asking all those questions?”

“Yes. You talked to him recently, right? You told him I was investigating the murder.”

“We haven’t seen or heard from that man since his first visit,” Lucy said, her eyes full of fear, “Oh my, I hope he isn’t stirring up any trouble.”

“Don’t worry,” Deena said, trying to sound reassuring. “I have talked to him and everything is fine. He is just interested in the case.” There she went lying to old people again. 

“You know,” Lucy said, “maybe Mark talked to Mr. Galt. Richard, I remember you showed him that man’s business card.” 

Deena reached for her purse. “Can I have Mark’s phone number? I’d like to call him myself.” 

Her cousin Mark, she decided, apparently had as many secrets as the mysterious Leon Galt.
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Selling found treasures, whether online, at a flea market, or in a store, allowed a shopaholic to drink the wine without getting drunk. The thrill of the hunt, the power of possession—all thirsts quenched without any of the bitter after-taste. Buy, own, sell, repeat. The perfect diet requiring no self-control. 

Even Gary supported Deena’s entrepreneurial endeavors. Fewer knick-knacks sitting around meant more room for an even bigger big-screen TV. Circle of life, he called it.

With inventory piling up in the guest room, Deena knew she had neglected her booth long enough. She opened the door, and projects put off until summer glared at her with their unfinished surfaces and not-yet repaired parts dangling like broken limbs from a tree. Not today, she thought, brushing past the bigger pieces in favor of some smaller items. She wrapped newspaper around the breakables, carefully placing them in plastic crates she could easily carry into the antique mall. 

After almost an hour, her treasures were tagged and ready to go in search of new homes. Hopefully, rich people’s homes. After placing the crates in the car, she picked up her small kit filled with pins and pens, nails and knobs, bits and bobs—everything she might need to organize her small booth space.

Texans rarely throw a fit when they get mad; they throw a hissy fit. That was Deena’s first inclination when she saw her booth in total disarray. The regulars who frequented the mall throughout the year were careful with collectibles that filled the shelves and hung from the walls. The summer tourists, however, treated shopping like dumpster diving, tossing merchandise here and there with no regard for its value. 

Deena spent a good fifteen minutes taking items that belonged to other dealers up to the front desk to be returned to their rightful spaces. In the process, she found several broken items that had to be tossed.

Each piece of glass and pottery had to be dusted separately and placed carefully to catch the best light and a potential customer’s eye. Deena liked to put little cards in front her special pieces with the maker’s name, such as Roseville, McCoy, and Weller. Gary often teased her, saying she enjoyed displaying her collectibles more than selling them.

“What a pretty piece.” 

She looked around to find Rhonda Pryor admiring her newly acquired Blenko decanter.

“Hi Rhonda. Looking for anything special today?”

“You know, if something speaks to me, I may have to buy it.” She picked up a cloisonné vase to read the price on the bottom and set it back in place. “Lloyd tells me you want to work for the newspaper.”

“I talked to him earlier in the summer about a job.” Deena turned her face and sneezed. “Sorry...dust. I have been busy since then trying to find out information about my uncle’s murder.”

“Murder?” Rhonda repeated. “That’s not a word you hear very often in Maycroft.”

“Do you remember about a month ago when the Dallas paper ran a story and picture of a John Doe who was killed fifty years ago?” 

Rhonda remembered the article and nodded. “Oh sure. It was someone from Bingham.”

“That was my uncle. I’m trying to unravel the mystery about what happened to him and how he died.”

“That’s just the kind of story that sells newspapers. Do you mind if I tell Lloyd about it?”

“Not at all. I haven’t written anything yet because there are still so many unanswered questions.”

“Well, good luck with your booth and with your story.”

After Rhonda left, Deena felt a new sense of excitement. She got pen and paper from her kit and wrote a to-do list: call Mark, talk to Collins, research Barnes Medical Supply, call Matthew’s phone list, find Donna Morrison. She put a star next to the last entry. She had a hunch that Donna could prove helpful—if she were still alive, that is.
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When Deena picked up Russell at his house on Saturday morning, he was red as a fire ant. She couldn’t help but feel sorry for him as he inched and ouched his way into the passenger seat of her car. 

“What happened to you?” she asked, wondering if he would survive their trip over to Dallas.

“I fell asleep in Cliff’s pool.” He pulled down the visor to survey his face.

“You mean the bunker?”

He shook his head and let out a groan. “In the water. It’s too hot out. We’ll have to come up with plan B for the bunker.” 

“That sun can be deadly, you know. Be sure to wear sunscreen.” Russell turned his head slowly and gave his little sister a snarky look. “Thanks. I hadn’t thought of that.”

On the drive to downtown Dallas, Deena recounted her visit to Gran’s, including the part about Mark. She wanted to see if Russell found it as suspicious as she did.

“You definitely need to talk to Mark. Maybe that’s how Leon Galt found out about your investigation. I always thought Mark was a little slimy. Always looking out for himself.”

The parking lot next to the Sixth Floor Museum was pickle packed, so Deena circled a few times waiting for someone to leave. She finally found a spot and watched her brother carefully get out of the car. “Are you going to make it?” she asked.

“I survived combat duty. I can survive a little sunburn.” 

Walking toward the front entrance, she noticed he was carrying something bulky in the pocket of his shorts. “I can put whatever it is in my handbag if that would help.”

“I got it,” he said, sticking his hand protectively in his pocket. He walked up the steps to the museum entrance and held open the door.

Before entering, Deena looked up at the building. Like most things from childhood, she was struck by how much smaller the building looked than she remembered. Seeing a line of people inside the door, she hurried in to buy tickets. 

Waiting in line, Deena thought about that day when she was in her first-grade classroom at Sam Houston Elementary when the principal interrupted Miss Shelton’s lesson on vowels. She remembered his shaky voice over the school’s scratchy P.A. system saying President Kennedy had been killed in Dallas. All the children, Deena included, sat in silence, unaware of the magnitude that simple statement carried. 

Miss Shelton turned her back to the class for a long while, then took a tissue and stepped into the hall. When her teacher returned and resumed the lesson, Deena found herself staring at the gray metal speaker hanging in the front corner of the room, blaming it for the queasy feeling in her stomach.

Six years later, the entire seventh grade boarded a yellow school bus to Dallas as part of their Texas history study to see the site where Lee Harvey Oswald had assassinated their beloved president. There was no museum, no admittance into the School Book Depository Building, no white ‘X’ painted outside on Elm Street. That didn’t happen until 1989 when the museum opened. But school children across the state stood in Dealey Plaza to honor their slain president, feeling a mixture of awe and resentment.

Stepping off the elevator onto the sixth floor sent chills through Deena. Like many visitors, she and Russell walked past the first few exhibits and headed straight to the glassed-in area along the opposite wall where curators had meticulously recreated the sniper’s nest. How odd it felt to see boxes of textbooks piled up—boxes just like the ones Deena received when new books arrived in her classroom. She inched her way through the crowd toward the window just to the right of the sniper’s, staring down at the spot on the street that marked where Kennedy was first hit. For a moment, she forgot why she was there. All she could think about was the Kennedys. 

She did not need to see the exhibits—detailed displays with enlarged photos of every aspect surrounding that fateful day—because those same images rushed through her head like a movie in fast forward. Jackie in her pink suit, holding roses, greeting the crowd; Jack shaking hands on the tarmac at the airport, pushing his hair off to the side; the Zapruder film—the black car, the crowd waving, the car turning, the shots, the chaos; Walter Cronkite choking back tears, Oswald, Jack Ruby, the riderless horse, the horse-drawn carriage, Jackie’s black veil, John John’s salute... 

“It’s all so real,” a voice whispered into her ear. She jumped and let out a shrill cry. She turned to see Leon Galt standing right behind her.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said.

“What are you doing here?” She did not even try to hide her annoyance.

“Are you kidding?” He took a few steps backward and spread out his arms. “This is my home-away-from-home. These are my people. Welcome.” 

His smile and manner reminded her of a real estate agent showing a house to a prospective buyer. 

“Actually,” he added, “I was standing near the ticket counter when you walked in. I came up here to say hello.”

Russell walked up, recognizing the infamous author. “Are you Noel Future?” 

“I am indeed.” They shook hands, and it was obvious her brother was star struck.

“I’m Deena’s brother, Russell Sinclair. Would you mind autographing these books for me and my buddy?” He reached down into his pocket and pulled out two much-read copies of Roswell: Inside the Hanger.

Galt pulled a pen from his shirt pocket as the two men chatted like old friends. 

So that’s what he was hiding in his shorts. Deena couldn’t believe it. She gawked at her brother, hoping he wouldn’t ask her to take a picture.

Russell pulled out his cell phone, looked at Deena, and said, “Would you mind taking—” He stopped short when he saw the look on her face. It was a look that said, “Don’t you dare!” He put the phone away and took one step back, like a soldier who had just been dressed down by his commanding officer.

“Not as big a fan as your brother, I take it,” Galt said to Deena. “I’m signing books down the street until noon. I’ll be at Hoffman’s around the corner for lunch after that if you’d both care to join me. I know you probably have more questions. Hopefully, I can answer at least a few of them for you.”

Deena noticed a change in his demeanor. He was less haughty, more humble.

“Perhaps,” she said. “Thanks.”

He reached inside his suit coat and pulled out a brochure and handed it to Deena. “Remember, ‘X’ marks the spot.” 

She looked down and realized it was a map of the museum and the surrounding grounds, like the one she got with her ticket. “I already have one.” She looked up just in time to see Galt walking back through the crowd toward the elevator.

Russell stepped in front of her. “I know you’re mad, but I couldn’t help it. I mean, it would be like if you met, umm, Harper Lee. You’d be like, ‘I love your book. I love Atticus. I love Boo Radley.’ Am I right?”

Annoyed that she could never stay mad at her brother, she looked at him and said, “Let the dead bury the dead this time, Mr. Finch.”

They went back to the first exhibit and spent the next hour wandering through the detailed displays. A miniature recreation of Dealey Plaza, newspaper articles, short films, photographs, the Warren Report—everything one could imagine related to the assassination. There was even a display about conspiracy theories. 

“Look,” Russell said, pointing to an article on the wall. “Noel Future wrote this.” Deena read silently, not wanting to admit she was somewhat impressed.

“Let’s go outside.” Russell motioned toward the elevator. “I want to see the grassy knoll.”

When they stepped outside into the bright sunlight, Deena reached in her purse for sunglasses. She was not sure which direction to walk, so she got out the map Galt had given her. “This way,” she said, and they headed toward Elm Street. 

They walked along the sidewalk, watching tourists take turns dodging cars to stand on the ‘X’ in the road to have their pictures taken. Several people exercised their right to free speech, proclaiming wrongdoings by the government to anyone who would listen...or not. Some people handed out flyers; others had easels and cardboard signs. One man stood on a crate with the words “Soap Box” stenciled on the side.

“Democracy at its finest,” Russell said. “Reminds me of the Sixties.”

As they walked around, Deena read descriptions from the map. “This is where Abraham Zapruder stood,” she said. “Here is where that young couple lay on the grass to protect their children.”

They walked up the hill to the fence. “Here is where the second gunman supposedly stood.” She looked over the fence into what seemed like an ordinary parking lot filled with ordinary cars. On the broken concrete next to the fence, she saw a faint mark on the ground. “This must be the place,” she said, pointing it out to Russell. She looked back at the map and noticed something unusual. The ‘X’ on the map had been written with an ink pen; it was not pre-printed. ‘X’ marks the spot, she thought, recalling Galt’s words when he gave her the map. She gasped. “Russell! Matthew was the second gunman!”

“And I’m the Easter Bunny,” he laughed.

“No, look.” She showed him the map, pointing at the ink mark. “Leon Galt thinks Matthew was the second gunman on the grassy knoll!”

“That’s insane! That’s crazy, and believe me, I know crazy.”

“What time is it?” she asked, forgetting her brother never wore a watch. She looked down at her own. “Almost 12:30. We need to get to that restaurant before he leaves.” They hurried down the street back toward the museum. 

The West End, the area of Dallas where they were, had received much-needed revitalization over the past few years. Deena and Gary had been there several times to dine and browse through the high-end boutiques. She knew right where to find the restaurant. 

When they went in, the downtown lunch crowd was out in full force. The dimly lit interior, brightened by neon beer signs and television screens, starkly contrasted the solemn memorial they had just left. Tourists and business people alike gathered to soak in the lively, relaxed atmosphere. Texas country, probably Willie, bounced off the high ceiling and exposed brick walls. 

Deena’s mouth watered as the savory aroma of sizzling steaks and spices blasted her senses. She spotted Galt in a back booth. He smiled as they approached. “I was afraid you weren’t going to make it,” he said, waving to the waitress as they sat down across from him. “What would you like?”

“Bud Light for me,” Russell said. “She’ll have iced tea.”

“What, no appetite?” Galt was finishing off the last of his steak and baked potato.

Out of breath and exasperated, Deena couldn’t seem to form a complete sentence. “The second gunman? The grassy knoll? Really?” 

Galt folded his napkin and laid it on the table. “I know it seems hard to believe—”

“Hard to believe?” Russell put both of his hands on the table and leaned in. “It’s downright absurd. Now, Mr. Future or Galt or whatever, you know I respect you, I do. But certainly you can understand why we would like to hear some proof before you go off publishing such an extreme allegation? I mean, you show up out of the blue asking questions, you mysteriously find my sister, then you tell us you are going to indict our relative in the biggest crime of the twentieth century? You must be able to understand why we are asking for proof.”

Deena had never been more proud of her brother than she was at that moment. Whether he was sticking up for her, or Matthew, or their family, she didn’t care. 

Galt measured his words carefully. “First, let me say that I have sources. Sources who keep me informed.”

Deena finally found her voice. “Mark Lancaster? Did he tell you about me?” 

“Yes. Your cousin, Mark. See? No big mystery there.” The waitress set down their drinks and cleared away Galt’s plate. When she left, he continued. “Let me explain how this works,” Galt said as if teaching Conspiracy Theory 101. 

Russell cupped his hand over his right ear so he could hear over the crowd and music. 

“None of us were actually there. You weren’t. I wasn’t. Therefore, you must construct your theory like you would a tent. Each piece of evidence is a pole. Too few poles, and the tent falls to the ground. Enough poles, and the tent stands sturdy. Even if you lose a pole here or there—maybe one gets a crack—the tent stands up. Your theory stands up. That’s about the best you can do.”  

“So, show me your poles,” she said and realized how awkward that sounded. “You know what I mean.”

Galt chuckled. “I can only tell you to look at his service record and his associations.”

“We know about his army career, about the wet work,” Deena said. “But this was some years later. Where’s the connection?”

Galt leaned forward. “He may have left the army, but the skills he learned stayed with him. He had a reputation that many people knew about, including people outside our government.”

“But an assassin?” Deena’s mouth was dry. She took a sip of tea. “He was thirty years old then. Who says he was still a sharpshooter? And, did you know he wore glasses?” Deena thought this piece of information might surprise Galt and put a crack in one of his tent poles.

“Yes. Bifocals. To read. His distance vision was perfect.” 

Deena was sure her face revealed that she was unaware of that fact.

“Look,” Galt said, “you’ve got to keep an open mind.”

Deena argued back. “If what you say is true, why would he do it? Money? Blackmail?”

“Or a combination.” 

The waitress came by with the check, and Galt handed her his credit card.

“What if he refused?” Deena asked. “Could that be why someone killed him?”

“Sure, but the evidence shows that he didn’t refuse.”

Russell nodded his head slowly. “And they killed him anyway. Just like Oswald.” Russell was drinking Galt’s ridiculous Kool-Aid. 

Deena protested. “Do you know what will happen if your book comes out and makes this claim?”

“Yes. Matthew Meade and a few others will become household names.” Galt thanked the waitress and signed the receipt.

Deena glared across the table. “The press will be all over this. Reporters will stalk our family. The hatred and anger—I can’t even imagine.”

“And the money.” Galt rubbed the tips of his fingers together. “I’ll make a fortune, and you all can probably get a piece of the pie as well.”

That was the last straw. Where was a stun gun when she need it? She scooted toward Russell, indicating it was time to go. She stood up and looked down defiantly at Galt. “I have a lead, a good lead. If there’s a hound dog’s chance in Hades that it’s true, I’m going to prove it. And when I do, Mr. Galt, your tent is going to come crashing down and take you with it.” 

And with that, she and Russell marched toward the exit. Perhaps it was just wishful thinking, but she thought she heard him say, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
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Chapter 26
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Deena swerved back and forth onto the highway shoulder as she dug around for something in her purse.

“Watch where you’re going! You’re going to get us killed,” Russell said, gripping the front dash with both hands. 

She wanted to talk to Gene Collins again as soon as possible, so she left downtown Dallas and headed straight to Bingham. 

“Here it is.” She held up the small black address book and handed it to Russell. “We can ask Collins if he knows any of these people. That way we can narrow down who we have to hunt for. Surely someone knows something to back up Henry Wilcox’s story. After all this time, we may find someone who will admit to knowing about the warehouse boys and the murder.” 

Russell flipped through the pages, trying to read the small print. “I don’t have my reading glasses, so I can’t see a dadgum thing.”

“It doesn’t really matter because all of the phone numbers are old-style. Each has two letters and four digits. We just need to ask Collins if any of those people worked at Barnes Medical.”

Russell stared out at the road. “How long until we get to Bingham? I’m starving and I need to take some medicine.” 

“We can stop and get a burger. There’s a place just a few miles up. It’s not Hoffman’s, but it’ll have to do.” Something caught Deena’s eye in the rearview mirror. “Crap-a-doodle-doo!” 

A highway patrol car, lights flashing, pulled in behind her.

“Be cool.” Russell said, as she pulled onto the shoulder to stop.

“Why wouldn’t I be cool? I haven’t committed a crime or anything.” She waited while the officer got out of his car and approached her window.

“Hello, officer.” She heard Russell grumble something unintelligible. Ignoring him, she asked, “How are you today?”

The officer leaned down a little to see inside the car, making eye contact with a nervous Russell. “Ma’am, I need to see your license and registration.”

“Yes, sir.” She got her wallet and started to hand it to him.

“Take it out, please.” She obeyed, and then reached over in front of Russell to unlatch the glove compartment. Feeling around for the packet of papers that Gary always made sure was up to date, her hand touched something solid and metal. She leaned over closer to see a gun in her glove compartment. A low gasp escaped from Russell’s mouth. Be cool, she thought, and reached under it for the plastic folder. “Here you go, officer,” she said in a forced, pleasant voice.

He took the paper, examined it, and walked back to his police cruiser.

“What the—?” 

“It’s mine,” Russell whispered. He quickly closed the glove box. “I put it in your car when we drove up to see Henry Wilcox. I forgot all about it.”

“Is it legal? Will we get in trouble if he sees it? Oh, here he comes.” They both sat up straight, unnaturally so.

“Ma’am, have you been drinking today?”

“Drinking? Only iced tea, sir.” 

“I observed you weaving back and forth a few miles back. Can you explain?”

“Why yes, officer. I was trying to find something in my purse, and I guess I was being careless. My brother,” she said, motioning to Russell, “told me to be more careful.”

He looked back and forth at the two of them. “Would you mind getting out of the car? Both of you.”

This is it. We are both going to jail.

“You can just stand right there,” he said, pointing to Russell. “Ma’am, if you’d come over here, I need you to perform a few tests.” 

Like an obedient child, Deena followed. 

“Watch me as I demonstrate.” The highway patrolman spread his arms out and touched his nose using one hand at a time.

If I weren’t about to go to jail, this would be funny, Deena thought. She performed the task flawlessly. He then had her walk a straight line. Luckily, she was wearing sandals and not heels.

“Thank you. You can both return to your vehicle and wait for me.” He went back to his car and stood there writing on a large notepad.

“What do you think?” she asked Russell as she sat staring out the front window. “Are we going to be okay?”

“Maybe.” They waited for what seemed a lifetime until the officer returned.

“Ma’am, I am issuing you a citation for reckless driving. I need you to sign it to indicate you received the citation. It does not mean you agree. There is information on the back about what you will need to do.”

“Thank you,” she said, signing and taking her copy.

“I suggest you be more careful and pay attention to the road. Have a nice day.”

“Thank you, I will.” She pressed the button to roll up her window and let out a huge sigh of relief. After waiting for an opening in the traffic, she carefully drove off.

“Take the next exit,” Russell ordered. “There’s a Dairy Queen. I’ll put the pistol in the cargo bin.”

Walking inside to order their meal, Deena realized she was still shaking. After they settled in the booth to eat, she finally asked her brother the million-dollar question. “Why did you bring a gun? I thought you said you didn’t have any bullets.”

“I don’t. It’s not loaded. I just didn’t know what we’d be up against with Henry Wilcox, and I wanted to be prepared.” 

She waited for a young mother with her daughter to walk past, and then asked, “How is an unloaded gun going to help? Are you going to throw it at somebody or what?”

“I know, I know. You’re not a gun person, so you wouldn’t understand.”

“I could just see us now. ‘Hey Mister Criminal, give us a minute to run to the sporting goods store to buy some ammo, and we’ll be right back.’”

Russell ate his sandwich without speaking. After a few minutes, he said, “Let’s focus on the matter at hand—Gene Collins.”

“I want you to go in with me. Maybe he’ll be more intimidated if we’re both there.” She wiped salt off her blouse from the French fries she was eating. “There’s a lot riding on this meeting. If Collins doesn’t admit to Wilcox’s theory, Matthew could go from sympathetic victim to notorious killer.”

* * *
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“MR. COLLINS, YOU HAVE visitors,” the attendant announced. Deena stepped into the doorway with her brother right behind.

“You again?” he asked. “What do you want now?”

“Mr. Collins, this is my brother Russell, and we need to ask you a few more questions.”

“Good thing you came today. I might not be here tomorrow, if you know what I mean.” He picked up the remote and muted the television. “I’m not really in the mood to answer questions, but being that you’re Matthew’s kin and all, fire away.”

They sat down at the table across from him and Deena took the lead. “I’m not exactly sure how to ask this, but here goes. Do you know anything about people stealing merchandise at Barnes Medical while you were there?” She watched his reaction closely.

The old man leaned back in his chair. “Obviously you know something or you wouldn’t be asking about it.”

“The information I received is that you and others working in the warehouse had a scam going where you were taking inventory and selling it on the black market. I was also told that you all were caught and fired. Is that true?”

“Which part?”

“All of it.”

“Yes and no.,” Collins said. “Yeah, merchandise would walk out the back door, but we’re not talking about some big organized crime here. Just a little employee pilfering now and then. Why do you ask? What does this have to do with Matthew?”

“So, were you fired?”

“First, tell me the connection.” 

“My source,” Deena said, staring him right in the eyes, “accused you and your partners of killing my uncle.”

“That’s not true! Matthew Meade was my best friend. I would never do anything like that, not to him or anyone.” He choked and took a swig of water.

Russell took a softer tone. “I know how it is, man. Fighting in the war does things to you. You are taught to kill over there, and when you come back here...you know.”

“No, I don’t. I’m telling the truth.” Collins coughed. “Look, I don’t know who you talked to, but this is the truth. A couple of us were helping ourselves to some of the merchandise and selling it on the side. Someone ratted on us to Matthew. He said for us to cut it out, or he’d have to tell management. I told him I would stop, and I told my buddies to do the same. One of them kept it up. A few weeks later, we all got canned. The boss didn’t know who to trust, so we all went down for it.”

Deena, noticing Gene appeared more haggard than on her first visit, could see he was visibly shaken. 

He pushed himself up from the table and leaned on his cane as he walked toward the night table. He opened the drawer and took out a bottle of medicine. When he came back to the table, he washed down a pill with a gulp of water. 

“At my age,” he said. “I have no reason to lie.” 

Deena looked at him for a minute, trying to decide if she believed him. Then she asked, “What about that last night at the diner? You said you left the table to go to the men’s room. Is that true?”

He looked down and shook his head. “I don’t know who you talked to, but it feels like I’m being haunted by a ghost. No, it’s not true. I went to use the pay phone. I called this girl I was seeing, Katherine Cooper. You showed me her picture, remember? She used to be engaged to Matthew, but he broke it off. I know I shouldn’t have taken up with my best friend’s ex-girlfriend, but I couldn’t help it. When the cops asked me about that night at the diner, I lied. For all I knew, Matthew was going to turn up a few days later. I didn’t want him to find out I was seeing his girl.”

It was a plausible explanation. “What happened to her?”

“When I got fired, she dropped me. I moved back here to Bingham.” His eyes were moist from age and regret.

“Is there a chance anyone at the warehouse would have had a grudge against Matthew?” Deena asked.

“No way. Everyone liked him. We trusted him.”

Reaching into her purse, Deena pulled out the address book. “Can you look through here and tell me if any of these people worked with you?”

He squinted and handed it back. “This writing is too small. Read it out.”

As she called out the names, she marked the ones Collins recognized from the company. He noted that two of the employees had passed away, leaving five others.

Deena focused on one name. “I’d really like to track down Donna Morrison. Would any of these other people have kept up with her?”

“I don’t know, but you should call Carolyn Fitzhugh. If anyone will know what happened to her, Carolyn will. She’s into everybody’s business in Maycroft. Have you heard of her?” 

“I know who she is, but I have never met her.”

“She goes to the Baptist church. Used to be a big community do-gooder.”

Deena knew about the family’s reputation. “There’s a Fitzhugh Park, Fitzhugh Library, Fitzhugh Women’s Shelter.”

“That’s her,” Gene said. “She’s slowed down the last few years. Has heart trouble, like me.”

“Thanks. I’ll call her.” 

“Sis,” Russell said. “Would you mind giving Gene and me a minute alone?” 

She was surprised but trusted her brother. “Okay, sure. Mr. Collins, I appreciate your help once again. I hope you feel better.” 

He nodded to her as she stood up and walked out into the hall. Standing right next to the door, she listened as her brother began to speak.

“Gene, if what you say is true, then someone else murdered Matthew. This may sound like a strange question, but did Matthew ever say he was approached by someone wanting to hire him for some private work? Like a hit?”

Deena leaned even closer to the doorway and heard Collins respond. “How do you know about that?”

Russell stood up, walked over to the door, and pushed it until the latch clicked.

* * *
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DEENA SAT IN HER CAR fidgeting while waiting for Russell. After about ten minutes, she couldn’t wait any longer. Locking her door, she headed toward the entrance. 

Right then, Russell barreled around the corner. “Let’s get out of here.”

Annoyed with her brother, Deena stood waiting with her hands on her hips. “What happened? What did he say?” 

“I’ll drive.” He held out his hand, waiting for Deena to give him the keys. 

Frustrated that he was not answering her questions, she handed them over and got in the passenger seat. 

They both jumped as an ambulance drove past them, sirens blaring, pulling into the back parking lot of the building. 

Russell backed out, almost hitting another car. 

“Be careful,” she said. “You don’t want to get us killed.”

He glanced at her. “Poor choice of words.”

“What do you mean?”

“Gene Collins. I think he’s dead.”

Deena gasped. “You killed him?” 

“No, of course not! He had a heart attack. He was talking and suddenly grabbed his chest and keeled over. I got a nurse and they kicked me out of the room.”

“So that ambulance...”

“Yeah. Poor guy. I hope he makes it.”

They drove in silence a few minutes, and Russell turned toward the highway. “You are not going to believe this,” he said, looking in his rearview mirror. 

“What? What did he say?”

“No. You’re not going to believe who is following us. Leon Galt.”

Deena turned around to look. “What the blazes does he want now?”

Galt flashed his lights at them. 

“He wants us to pull over.” Russell glanced at his sister. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t want to talk to him until you tell me what Collins said.”

“Okay then. If I speed up, maybe he’ll get the message we are not in the mood to talk.” Russell pulled into the left lane to pass several large trucks. 

“Be careful,” Deena said. “There’s some road construction up here.”

“He’s speeding up. This guy is a slow learner.” Russell pulled back into the right lane to pass a slower car. Galt was on his tail. “I’ve got an idea. I’m going to slow down, pull onto the shoulder, and he’ll go flying by.”

Deena braced herself. Russell put on the brakes, pulled off onto the shoulder, and came to a stop. Just as planned, they watched Galt’s black sedan speed past. 

Impressed, Deena asked, “Where’d you learn that move? The army?”

“No, Top Gun.”

They saw Galt’s brake lights come on as he pulled onto the gravel shoulder. But, instead of stopping, his car fishtailed then flew off the road into the grassy embankment, flipping over once before landing upright. Steam immediately began pouring out from under the hood.

“Whoa!” Russell said as he drove slowly down the shoulder toward the scene. 

Other cars pulled off the road, and a man raced toward the wreck shouting to his friends, “Call 9-1-1!” Several people had their cell phones out and stood back watching. Deena and Russell got out just as they saw Galt open the door and emerge from his car. He pulled out his handkerchief and blotted it on his forehead, checking for blood. A few drops trickled from a small cut.

“Dude! Are you okay?” the young man asked, giving Galt a shoulder to lean on. “You could have been killed!”

“Yeah. I think I’m alright.”

The guy shook his head. “Your car is toast.” 

Seeing Russell and Deena coming to help, he left Galt standing with them and headed toward the car along with some other curious onlookers.

“Leon, are you okay? Do you need to sit down?” Deena felt guilty and helpless.

“Top Gun, right?” Galt asked.

“I’m sorry, man,” Russell said. “I didn’t mean for you to—” 

“Not your fault. I shouldn’t have followed you. I tried to catch you when you left the nursing home, but you took off too fast.” He put his hand up on his shoulder and rubbed it. “I just needed to talk to you in person.” 

Sirens announced the arrival of several emergency vehicles. “I have a proposition for you.” He swayed a little, and Russell caught him by the arm.

“I think that’s going to have to wait,” Russell said. 

Paramedics rushed down the hill as Russell helped Galt to the ground. 

“Are you two hurt?” one of the paramedics asked.

“No. We weren’t in the car,” Deena said. “We just—saw what happened.” She and Russell backed out of the way and watched as Galt answered their questions. 

“You have my number,” Deena said, and she and Russell walked up the hill to their car. 

Police officers were talking to other witnesses. She took the keys and got in the driver’s seat. “I’ve talked to the police once today. That’s enough.” Inching her way around a fire engine, she pulled into the backed-up, single lane of traffic and drove toward Crossbow.

“Are you going to tell Gary about this?”

“Of course. But first things first. What did Gene tell you?”

Russell took a deep breath as the accident scene grew smaller in his side mirror. “I guess you heard what I asked him. Apparently, about six months before he disappeared, someone approached Matthew to do a job. Offered to compensate him really well for his work. He refused but told Collins about it because he wanted someone to watch his back.”

“Did Matthew say who it was or what the job was?” She glanced nervously from the road to her brother.

“No. He said Matthew never mentioned it again.”

“If the guy was looking for a hired gun, he doesn’t sound very persistent.”

“I agree. You would think he would have ways of convincing Matthew.”

“Did you ask Collins if he ever told the police about it?”

“Yes, but that’s when he...stopped talking.”

“I see. Well, I’m going to call Carolyn Fitzhugh first thing tomorrow to see if she knows where we can find Donna. The fact that she was there and moved away a week later seems pretty suspicious to me.”

They drove in silence for a while, thinking about all that had just happened.

When they were almost to Russell’s, he shifted in his seat to look straight at his sister. “Deena, why are you doing this? Does it really matter at this point? Is it about the job at the newspaper?”

She thought about it. When she pulled in front of his house, she could hear Maggie barking in the distance. Leaning back in her seat, she let out a deep sigh. “You know, that’s a good question. At first, it seemed exciting. I might write an interesting story and get a job while also helping Gran get some closure. Then, it became bigger. More of a matter of right versus wrong.”

Russell nodded. “With Galt being the one wrongfully accusing Matthew of murder.”

“Now,” she said, “it’s more about finding the truth of what really did or did not happen.”

“Are you saying that if Galt’s evidence proves Matthew’s involvement in the assassination, you will just sit back and let the chips fall where they may?”

“What choice do we have? And besides, isn’t finding the truth the most important thing?”

“I’m not so sure,” Russell said. “Sometimes, the truth hurts more than it helps.”

“I’m beginning to see that.” Motioning toward the back of the car, she said, “Don’t forget to take that thing with you.”

“Will do.” 

Deena watched as Russell took the gun and walked to his front door. Opening it, he leaned down to scratch the dog and took the gun straight to the safe—where he had previously left the door ajar when he first took it out.

As she pulled her car back around to head toward home, she repeated her brother’s words in her head. Sometimes the truth hurts more than it helps. 
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Chapter 27
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Leon Galt lay in his hospital bed, aching from head to toe. “No,” he repeated into the phone. “Let it go. And by the way, there won’t be any more money coming your way.” He ended the call and laid his cell phone next to him on the hospital bed.

A nurse walked in with a plate of cookies. “Someone brought you a treat, Mr. Galt.” She set the plate on the side table and moved his pillow back into place. “Do you need anything while I’m here?”

“Stronger pain killers.”

She smiled, saying, “I’ll see what I can do.”

He reached for the note and read the name: Deena Sharpe. He threw it down. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were laced with arsenic.
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Chapter 28
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Gary made Deena promise to stay out of trouble when he left for work on Monday, waving the ticket she had received like a declaration of war. Although he was as concerned as she was about the outlook of Matthew’s legacy, he cared more about his wife’s safety than her obsession with finding answers. Apparently getting a ticket for reckless driving, causing a man to have a heart attack, and sending another man careening off the road were a little too much excitement for him to ignore.

Consequently, she didn’t tell him that she drove back to Bingham on Sunday with a plate of store-bought cookies for Leon Galt. She told him they were for a “sick friend,” which was not exactly a lie. He was in the hospital, and she had seen him more often than her other friends lately.

When the nurse had told Deena he was in surgery for a broken hand, she left the plate with a post-it note that read, Get well soon. -Deena.

It was the least she could do since they’d almost killed him.

Carolyn Fitzhugh was not in the phone book, but that didn’t stop Deena. She had a hunch Sandra would know how to get in touch with her. All the bigwigs in town supported the animal shelter and Sandra’s thrift store. Besides, she wanted to go to the shop for a new umbrella since the weatherman was finally predicting rain.

Sandra closed the store on Mondays during the winter months, but it was deep into tourist season and she needed all the business she could get. She looked up from the register when the bells on the door jingled. “Welcome.” She smiled at Deena, continuing to help her customer.

The glass and pottery aisle, as always, called Deena’s name, and she answered by making a beeline to its jam-packed shelves. Several new pieces of pottery peeked out from behind a set of blue-rimmed margarita glasses. She carefully picked them up, admiring their colorful Southwestern designs. They were perfect to sell at her booth, so she took them both up to the counter.

She walked over to the purses and accessories. A vintage parasol stuck out of the umbrella stand next to the scarves and gloves. She picked it up and saw that most of the silk was tattered, too worn out for her to purchase. Several folding umbrellas lay in a bin, including a red one with white polka dots. 

When she opened it, Sandra’s voice screeched from across the store. “Not inside! It’s bad luck!” 

Deena quickly closed the umbrella, feeling like a teenager caught making out with her boyfriend. She had forgotten how superstitious her friend was and waited for the customer at the counter to leave before walking up to the register. “Sorry,” she said, “but I don’t think it’s possible to have any worse luck than I’ve had lately.”

“Knock on wood,” Sandra ordered, and they both tapped their knuckles on the oak countertop. “Are you talking about your uncle’s case?”

“Yep. And by the way, that picture I showed you was indeed an engagement photo.”

“I thought so,” Sandra said with a self-congratulatory grin. “Anytime you want me to be your assistant sleuth, just say the word.” 

She rang up the two vases and then picked up the umbrella. “This is in good working condition,” she said. “I test all the umbrellas I get before I put them on the shelf. Outside, of course. This one is on the house since I scared the bajeebers out of you.”

“Thanks,” Deena laughed and pulled out her credit card to pay for the pottery. She heard something shuffle behind the counter and peered around the corner. “Who’s this?” she asked when she spotted a black ball of fluff. 

“This is Pepper.” Sandra untied the leash from her stool and walked the shy little puppy around to Deena who bent down to pet the little dog. “We are trying to socialize her, so I thought she might spend the day at the shop. She was found in a dumpster about two weeks ago. Isn’t she adorable?”

Deena felt a tug at her heart as she rubbed the neck and ears of the precious pooch. “I can’t believe no one has adopted her.”

“Oh, that won’t be a problem. She’s just too young still. There’s even a waiting list for her. It’s the older, not-so-pretty ones that we have trouble re-homing.” She reached into a small bag and pulled out a treat for the pup. “It reminds me of the treasures I sell in this shop. You see a sweet, flawless Hummel figurine, and it flies off the shelf. Then you have another one with a chip on the girl’s bow or maybe the boy’s arm has been glued back on, and you can’t give it away.” 

Deena shook her head, knowing she was guilty of seeing things that way.

“Things don’t have to be perfect to have value,” Sandra said.

“You’re right. If it were the same with people, we’d all be living in dumpsters.”

Sandra laughed. “When you finally decide to get a dog, let me know. I’ll help you pick one out.” She winked at her friend.

Deena snapped her fingers. “I almost forgot the reason I came in today. Do you know Carolyn Fitzhugh?”

“Of course. Doesn’t everyone? Oh, I forget you aren’t originally from Maycroft. She’s quite a character.”

“I was hoping to get a chance to talk to her about someone I am trying to locate.”

“Her daughter, Estelle, takes care of her now. I could call to see if she is up for a visit. Keep an eye on things and I’ll be right back.” Sandra disappeared into the storeroom as several new customers milled around the shop. 

Deena spied them suspiciously, hoping they wouldn’t try to shoplift. She didn’t want to bust some heads. Working on her uncle’s murder case had been empowering, and she was feeling more of her inner Lara Croft lately.

Sandra returned within a few minutes. “You are expected at the residence of Mrs. Carolyn Fitzhugh at precisely two o’clock this afternoon. I hope that’s okay,” Sandra said and wrote the address on a notepad.

“Perfect. Thanks, Watson.”

“If you want to win her over, I suggest two things: Wear a dress and take a gift.”

Deena’s face twisted in displeasure. “I can handle the dress part—if I have to—but what sort of gift should I take?”

“I bet she would just love a pretty Southwestern vase,” Sandra said, handing the shopping bag to Deena. “Oh, and whatever you do, don’t mention her brother.”
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Chapter 29
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As she pulled into the long driveway that led to the Fitzhugh house, Deena wondered if her navy and white dress was fancy enough for her visit to “Lady Fitzhugh.” She lived in one of the large houses on the outskirts of town that most people only drive by when showing visitors historic landmarks. 

Often referred to as the “Grande Dame of Maycroft,” Carolyn lost her husband nearly twenty years earlier but kept her social standing and estate in perfect order.

Deena, gift in hand, lifted the gothic brass knocker on the front door and waited for her hostess. A housekeeper wearing a uniform and little hat opened the door and escorted Deena to the parlor. An impressive staircase wound its way down and emptied into the large foyer. She glanced around the eclectic décor. A large urn with a bird-like figure balanced on a marble column. A western cowboy scene hung on the opposite wall. 

The housekeeper deposited Deena in the parlor, motioning for her to sit on a red velvet sofa. 

The built-in shelves across from her were filled with assorted knick knacks, everything from a brightly painted totem pole to a large ivory elephant. It looked like Jane Austen meets Annie Oakley.

The doors opened wide, and Estelle pushed her mother’s wheelchair into the room and parked her across from Deena. 

“Hello Mrs. Fitzhugh. I’m Deena Sharpe.”

Looking her over, the woman said, “How do you do, my dear. This is my daughter, Estelle.” 

Poor Estelle seemed out of breath, most likely from helping her mother get ready for the visit. She was about Deena’s age, but seemed older. She nodded and sat in a straight-back chair at the end of the rosewood coffee table.

“You have a lovely home,” Deena said politely. “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice. I brought you a small gift.”

“My, what a sweet gesture.” Mrs. Fitzhugh opened the package and admired the piece of pottery. “Such a pretty vase,” she said and handed it to Estelle who carried it out of the room. “Would you care for some tea?”

A glass of iced tea sounded perfect. “I’d love some.”

Mrs. Fitzhugh pulled out a small silver bell that was hiding somewhere under the layers of fabric beneath her crocheted shawl. The maid returned promptly with a full silver tea service. 

Hot tea? In the middle of July?

“I’ll mind it.” The housekeeper left the room just as Estelle tip-toed back in and took her seat. Mrs. Fitzhugh proceeded to go through the ritual of tea service, from cream to lemon to sugar cubes. She seemed to be enjoying herself. When she finally finished, she picked up her cup and blew on it. “You taught at the high school, is that right?”

“Yes,” Deena said, surprised by the comment.

“Too bad you lost your job. That poor Haskett girl. Such a shame.”

Deena was at a loss for words. She sat holding her teacup mid-air, steam opening the pores on her face.

“And your husband is a financial advisor. Such a handsome man. Reminds me of Jonathan Baker who used to raise horses down the road.”

Deena offered a weak smile. This old busy-body had more information than the FBI.

“Now, what can I do for you, dear?” Mrs. Fitzhugh held her cup and saucer and tilted her head like a queen granting an audience to one of her lowly subjects.

“Well,” Deena said, still feeling caught off guard, “I wanted to see if you know a woman I am looking for.”

Her hostess smiled, saying, “I know everyone, dear.” Then she placed the dainty china cup to her lips.

“This woman hasn’t lived in Maycroft for years.”

“As I said, I know everyone.” She took a sip.

“Then I guess you know Donna Morrison.”

With that, Earl Grey spewed from the old woman’s mouth, spraying a shower of hot tea all over her and the table.

“Mother!” Estelle cried. She grabbed the tea towels and began wildly blotting the doilies around her mother’s neck and chest.  

“Stop that! Stop!” Mrs. Fitzhugh yelled, slapping away her daughter’s hands as if swatting flies.

Deena calmly took a drink from her cup to hide her uncontrollable grin, hoping the wicked witch didn’t melt.

“I’m afraid you will have to leave,” Estelle said. Deena put down her cup and stood.

“No! Sit!” Mrs. Fitzhugh ordered. Deena sat, awaiting her next command.

“Stop that!” she yelled again at Estelle who had moved on to wiping up the tray and table. “Remove this tray!” Estelle began to pick it up. “Not you, Irene!” She rang the bell furiously, and the housekeeper rushed in. “Take this tray and take her with you!” Estelle and Irene left the parlor and closed the doors behind them. 

Mrs. Fitzhugh took several deep breaths to regain her composure. Her jaw was set as she looked sternly at Deena. “How do you know Donna Morrison?”

“I don’t. I just know who she is. I’m trying to locate her.”

“Why? What on earth would you want from that harlot?” She wrung her hands in her lap.

“I am looking into the death of my uncle.”

“Matthew Meade,” she said.

“Yes. Did you know him?”

Mrs. Fitzhugh gave Deena a stern look and did not answer.

“Donna Morrison was with Matthew on the night he disappeared. I would like to talk to her to see if she can offer any insight as to what was happening with Matthew and the company where they both worked.” Deena shifted in her chair, waiting for Mrs. Fitzhugh to respond.   

In measured words, she finally said, “Donna Morrison is what we used to call a ‘floozy.’ She was a gold digger looking for a sugar daddy. She found one in my brother.”

Deena cringed, remembering the warning she had gotten from Sandra.

“Glenn had big plans, political aspirations, but he put all that in jeopardy when he took up with that woman. He was married, you see, and had a son. He would sneak around to see her while his poor wife took care of the house and that baby.” Her eyes began to glisten; she was caught up in her memories.   

“Something eventually got to him. Maybe it was guilt...maybe it was just the liquor. He started drinking heavily and was fired. That was the end of his political career. They moved to Houston to be near his wife’s family, but it only got worse. The best thing that ever happened to him was when he drove off a ravine one night and was killed.”

How could anyone be so cold-hearted about their own child? Deena asked, “Did his wife know about the affair?”

“Of course. Women can sense these things, you know. But she stayed with him. After he died, she married herself a real nice fellow and had two more children.”

Afraid to get too personal, Deena decided to ask anyway. “Do you blame your brother or Donna for his downfall?”

Mrs. Fitzhugh hesitated. “Both.”

They sat in awkward silence for a long moment. Deena was not sure what to do or say.

Mrs. Fitzhugh spoke up first. “I understand why you would want to talk to her. I’ll give you the information I have.” She picked up the bell and rang it again. When Estelle opened the door tentatively, Mrs. Fitzhugh ordered, “Get me my book.”

Deena picked up her purse and fumbled around for pen and paper. 

Estelle returned with a thick, black leather-bound book. She handed it to her mother and walked over to stand by one of the room’s heavily draped windows. 

At first, Deena thought Estelle had brought in the family bible. In a way, though, it was. The book contained Mrs. Fitzhugh’s years of contacts, each entry neatly written in her own handwriting.

“Here is the latest information I have. Her married name is McCaig. Must have married an Irishman.” She wrinkled her nose as if smelling something foul. “What did you say your name was again?” She looked at her guest suspiciously.

“Deena Sharpe.”

“Sharpe. Oh yes, a good English name,” she said and relaxed. “Her address is 1289 Riley Road in Fort Worth. That should help you locate her.”

“Thank you so much, Mrs. Fitzhugh.” Deena picked up her purse and stood.

“I enjoyed your visit very much, Mrs. Sharpe. You are welcome to return any time.”

Deena nodded and, for some unknown reason, performed a half curtsy and followed Estelle to the door. 

Once on the front porch, Estelle lowered her voice to a whisper. “Be careful when you talk to Donna Morrison. Mother once told me she tried to blackmail my Uncle Glenn. She might try to get money out of you, too.”

Deena nodded and then hurried down the paved pathway. More secrets, she thought. Everyone had them.

* * *
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PARKING IN FRONT OF the Fitzhugh Public Library, Deena noted the irony. She hoped to find a current Fort Worth telephone directory. The girl at the counter was a former student, another one whose name Deena could not remember.

“Hi, Mrs. Sharpe. How’s it going?”

Deena used her fallback greeting. “Hey you!” The extra dash of enthusiasm always helped. “I’m good. How have you been?” 

“I’m going back to UT in the fall.”

“That’s great. So, I was wondering if you all would have a copy of the Fort Worth phone directory.”

“Sure, we have it online. I’ll show you.” 

They walked over to the small computer station and the girl got Deena started.

“McCaig,” Deena said as she typed the name into the search bar. She looked for a listing on Riley Road. Bingo! There it was. Michael McCaig. She wrote down the phone number and closed the program. As she walked back toward the counter, her eyes were drawn like magnets to the fiction section. Then she pictured the stack of mysteries on her night table that she had put off reading and decided against perusing the shelves. Before she knew it, she bumped into a tall pedestal, nearly knocking a marble bust to the floor. She grabbed it and set it upright, carefully stepping back to make sure it was steady. The gold nameplate screamed at her to be more careful. It read: Carolyn R. Fitzhugh. Great. Now she’s stalking me.

She passed the counter on her way out. “Thank you. Good to see you.” Chiding herself, she thought, the older I get, the more students I have named “You.”

Anxious to call Donna, she sat in the car and used her cell phone to dial the number. Two rings, three, four... 

“Hello,” a woman said.

Suddenly, Deena realized she had not thought about what she would say. She would have to wing it. “Is this Donna Morrison? I mean McCaig?”

“Yes, to both,” the woman said. “Who is this? If you’re selling something, I’m not buying.”

“No, no. My name is Deena Sharpe. Matthew Meade was my uncle.” She waited, hoping the other woman would speak first. She didn’t. “Did you used to work at Barnes Medical Supply?”

“Yes.”

“Did you know Matthew Meade?”

“Yes.”

“Did you know that his body was identified a few months ago?”

“Yes, I read about it in the paper. I suppose you want to ask me about the night he disappeared.”

“Yes.” Deena held her breath and crossed her toes. She didn’t want to have to beg.

Donna hesitated. “You say he was your uncle?”

“That’s right. Now that we know he was murdered, I am trying to find out everything I can about his disappearance.”

“I told the cops, investigators, everybody who asked me, what happened that night.” Donna paused again. “I’ll make you a deal. You can have one hour and ask me all the questions you want. But after that, I never want to hear from you again.”

Deena’s pulse raced. “That sounds fair. You name the time and place.”

“It needs to be in public.” Donna thought a moment and then said, “How about tomorrow night. There’s a place in the Stockyards called Jerry’s. I’ll be there with my husband at nine o’clock.”

“Perfect,” Deena said, scribbling down the details.

“I’m only doing this for one reason. You’re his kin, and kin means a lot to me.” She hung up.

Donna did not sound like the cheating blackmailer Mrs. Fitzhugh had described. Obviously, a lot can change in fifty years. Maybe Donna could help fill in some of the pieces of this puzzle before it was too late.

A strong wind blew dark clouds across the sky. Large drops of water turned to mud on the windshield. The temperature dropped. Searing heat became suffocating humidity. 

Deena pulled into the garage just as the sprinkle turned into a shower. Her cell phone rang inside her purse, but she let it go as she hurried into the house. Although they were desperate for rain, this was the kind of storm that brings with it a foreboding feeling. Deena shivered even though she was far from cold.

After setting her purse on the kitchen counter, she pulled out her phone and looked at the number for the missed call. She expected it to be Gary, but it was an unfamiliar number. The caller left a voice message. It was Leon Galt. He wanted her to come to the hospital to discuss an important matter, saying it had to be now or never.
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As soon as Gary entered the house, Deena accosted him. “We’ve got to go.” 

“What? Where?”

Deena grabbed her bag and headed to the door. “To the hospital to talk to Leon Galt.” 

“Now? What about dinner?”

“We can eat afterward. Please?”

Gary trailed after her and got in the car. “What’s so important this time?”

“He says he has a proposition for us. He is being discharged tomorrow morning, so it has to be today.”

Gary turned on the wipers and the defroster to clear the fog from his windshield. “Frankly, I am ready for this whole thing to be over. You are no closer to having an answer than you were a month ago. I’m ready to use a big hammer on this guy, legally speaking, and be done with him.”

“I totally agree. No more playing games. He either tells us what he knows or we call his publisher and threaten a lawsuit. Even if we can’t disprove what he says, no publisher wants to be sued.”

They drove to the Bingham County Hospital, just on the outskirts of Bingham. Deena talked about her visits to the thrift store and to Mrs. Fitzhugh. Gary was jealous that she got a look at the inside of the legendary house. She told him about her scheduled meeting with Donna Morrison.

“Tomorrow? I have out-of-town clients coming in tomorrow. Jeff and I have to take them to dinner. In fact, I was hoping you would go.”

“I’m sorry, but I really don’t want to push it by calling her back.”

“No, you probably shouldn’t. I am not letting you go by yourself, though. Either Russell goes with you, or I’ll make an excuse to Jeff.”

“I’m sure Russell can go.” She knew what her husband was thinking even before he said it. “Don’t worry. We’ll be good.”

“There’s supposed to be more rain tomorrow night. I don’t want you driving back that late in a storm. Promise me you’ll get a hotel room in Fort Worth and come home in the morning.”

“But that—”

“Promise,” Gary said.

“Okay.”

When they pulled up to the hospital, Deena opened her new umbrella and they walked quickly to the front door.

“Follow me,” she said, leading the way to the elevator and then the room. The door was propped open.

Leon Galt was fully dressed and seated in a chair across from the hospital bed. “Please sit down,” he said, motioning to a green vinyl sofa.

Deena looked around and noticed the untouched plate she had brought on Sunday. 

Galt followed her eyes. “Can I offer you anything?” he asked. “Water or maybe a...cookie?”

Gary started to speak, and Deena smacked his foot with hers.

“No thanks,” Gary said.

“No doubt you are anxious to hear what I have to offer. I’m ready to lay all my cards on the table. No more games.” 

“That would be refreshing,” Deena said. She sat back and crossed her arms. 

He had a notepad in his lap and began rifling through the pages, keeping his bandaged hand slightly elevated. “Matthew Meade was a top marksman in the army. He served under MacArthur and then Ridgeway in Korea. He performed special assignments. After he was discharged, his reputation followed him. He was one of three men considered to be the best shooters the military had ever seen. One of the men died in a house fire in 1960. That left your uncle and another man who had moved to Brazil in 1961.

“When a certain foreign group with communist ties decided to eliminate the president, they were led to people familiar with Oswald. He was a loose cannon, though, and they didn’t trust him to get the job done. I have several telegrams exchanged between two operatives arranging for a shooter. Both mention MSM, your uncle. I have an affidavit signed by one of these men stating he met with your uncle in May of 1963 offering him a deal. Meade refused to cooperate, which they found unacceptable.” Galt paused and asked, “Do you have any questions so far?”

“I assume you have these documents if we needed to see them,” Deena said.

“Of course. Now, I admit, the next part is a little speculative. According to my source, they continued to apply pressure to Meade. They threatened to harm his parents. Apparently, he gave in.”

“Apparently?” Gary asked.

“That’s when my source says he was pulled to work on another job. However, if you compare the description of your uncle to eyewitness reports of the man behind the fence on the grassy knoll, they’re a good match. Obviously, they wouldn’t keep him around after that, so they shot him and dumped his body on that old farm.”

Deena’s nose itched, a sure sign she was not convinced. “What do you think happened between the time he disappeared and November 22?”

“They would have kept him in a safe location, working out the details of the plan.”

Deena and Gary sat in silence, processing the information. 

“I have a question,” Deena said at last. “If Matthew was such a good shot, why wasn’t Kennedy hit from the front or side?”

“Again, this is speculation. I think he realized that Oswald had done the job and shot high. Either that or he lost his nerve and missed on purpose. Both scenarios, however, explain why witnesses heard more shots than were found to have hit the president.”

“This foreign group you mentioned, are you going to tell us who that is?” Deena asked.

“No. If the book isn’t released, I need to keep that information concealed for now—for safety reasons.” 

“Aunt Lucy said you asked her about people with Russian names.”

“One name actually, Zoyenka. It was a code word. You might find it mentioned in your uncle’s papers. It would prove they made contact with him. I don’t suppose you have seen it anywhere?”

“No,” Deena said. “In your book, did you call him a willing participant or what?” 

“I describe his role just as I told it to you. I even call it speculation.”

Deena and Gary eyed each other. “What do you think?” Gary asked.

“To be honest,” she said, “it sounds reasonable but thin.”

Fumbling with the pad of paper, Galt pulled out a typed document and handed it to Gary. “I am hoping this offer will close some of the holes you see in the story. I am offering you ten thousand dollars to spend in any way you like if you get Cora Meade to sign this release form, waiving all rights to legal action in connection with this book.”

“You’re kidding!” Deena exclaimed. “You are bribing us?”

“Not a bribe—a fee for services rendered. I can have a check cut as soon as you get me a notarized signature. As far as the money goes, you can keep it, give it to charity, or give your grandmother a really nice funeral— someday, that is.”

Boiling inside, Deena tried to remain calm. “Mr. Galt, I’m afraid you have misjudged us. We have no intention of making money off the death of my uncle.”

“Are you sure?” Galt asked. “You were willing to use the story to land a job. That’s not much different. And your cousin, Mark, he seemed more than willing to take advantage of my generosity and help me out.”

“Mark took money?” She figured he was involved but would never have believed he was actually working for Galt. 

“How do you think I got your cell phone number and always seemed to know where you were? He has been very helpful.” Looking at Gary as though they were pals, Galt said, “Perhaps you two should think this over. Talk to your family and see what they say. I’m flying out on Wednesday. My cell number is on that document. Call me as soon as you have a decision.”

Gary stood up, towering over Galt. “What if we tell you we intend to sue you and your publisher if this book is released? What do you say to that?”

“Unless you have contradictory evidence, I say that’s just more publicity—more sales—more money. I know it sounds crass, but in my line of work, that’s just how it is.”

Deena got up and stood by her husband. “Don’t worry,” she said. “You will definitely be hearing from us again.” 

They walked out of the room and got on the elevator. 

Gary did not even bother to crouch under the umbrella as they hurried through the rain to the car. When they settled inside, he turned to Deena. “Look, I know this is important to you, but it has to end. Go meet with that woman tomorrow night, but that’s it. You know I support you, but I’m worried. This thing is bigger than just us now.” He turned on the ignition. “I think we need to talk to Lucy and Richard and Gran and tell them everything we know.”

“And Mark,” she said.

“I think you should ask them what they want to do and then put an end to this.”

Deena was surprised by her husband’s suggestion. “You aren’t thinking about taking the money, are you?”

“Absolutely not,” Gary said more calmly. “Who knows, maybe the book will come out and be seen as just another failed attempt to complicate what was really a simple case—one lone nut pulling off the crime of the century.” 

“You’re right. Maybe I should just call Donna and cancel the meeting.”

He shook his head. “I know you. You will always wonder what she might have said. Besides,” he added, “you wouldn’t want Mrs. Fitzhugh to have covered her best dress in hot tea for nothing, now would you?”
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Full of nervous energy, Deena decided to clean out the refrigerator and pantry. Maybe she would take up cooking since she obviously was not cut out for investigative reporting. She was picking Russell up at seven o’clock. He insisted on getting the hotel room, telling Deena it would be a surprise. She already packed an overnight bag and put it in the car. The rain had slowed to a light drizzle, and she hoped it would stay that way.

Her refrigerator looked like a science project. Fruits, vegetables, and leftovers in various stages of decay seemed more like abstract art than consumable food. She pulled the trash can over and repeated the ritual she had performed on her car. Some of it was too disgusting to bother removing from the plastic containers. She threw them away, lids and all. A bag of lettuce had turned to liquid. Tomatoes looked like prunes. If it was wrapped in foil, out it went. This was just the fresh start she needed.

The pantry was not much better. She found four nearly empty bags of chips. Hidden behind the soup and jars of spaghetti sauce was a moldy bag of bread. Three half-empty boxes of cereal were pushed to the back. She checked the expiration dates. Two were almost a year old. These must have been from when Gary went on that diet. The musty odor was not just from the bread. She pulled out a bag of potatoes that had roots the length of her hand. I can’t grow roses, but potatoes I’m good at. By the time she was finished, she had filled two large plastic bags. Good thing Gary wasn’t coming home for dinner. She had totally lost her appetite.

Opening the blinds in the den filled the room with a wave of dust, little sparkles catching the few rays trying to peek from behind the clouds. Maybe I need a maid like Mrs. Fitzhugh, she laughed to herself. Preferably, someone who would also cook. She sat at her desk and decided to continue reading through the stack of Gran’s correspondence. The first was a letter from a cousin in Missouri, dated 1939. The letter told about her husband’s new job and the baby’s illness (croup, of course) and the visit from another cousin—typical life for that era. She read several postcards from places around the country, all wishing the Meade’s well and hoping to see them soon.

One stack of letters was bound with a brittle rubber band that broke apart when Deena tried to remove it. These were letters to Gran and Grandpa from Matthew when he was stationed overseas. An hour flew by as she read letter after letter, each with the same greeting: “Dear Mama and Papa, I am fine.” He would go on to tell them some little story about what he had eaten or what he and some of his buddies did for fun. If she hadn’t known these were wartime letters, she’d have thought he was away at summer camp. No details of the harsh conditions or brutal missions. All the letters were white washed as clean as Tom Sawyer’s picket fence.

As she got up to add these to the box of pictures, another letter on the desk caught her eye. It was sealed shut, nothing written on the outside. She sat back down to read it.

Dear Mom and Dad, 

If you are reading this, then you know that I am dead. I am sorry for the pain I have caused you by my actions. I took money to assassinate the president. I was blackmailed. I thought they would leave me alone, but they must have killed me. 

Your loving son,

Matthew

At first, she was stunned. Then she remembered the joke Gary had made about looking for this kind of letter. Could he just be playing a trick on her? Purple roses, she noted, examining the border on the paper. It was the very same stationery Gran used for the thank-you note she sent. 

Deena read it again, and then the truth hit her. Finally, something in this case made sense.

* * *
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THE STOCKYARDS WERE hopping with live music despite the dark clouds and occasional brilliant flash across the night sky. Donna introduced her husband, and Deena introduced Russell. At first, Donna seemed suspicious, expecting Deena to be alone, but she decided Russell could stay. She told her husband to wait at the bar for her so she could talk outside on the patio in private. He handed her his jacket, saying she might need it if the skies opened up.

They sat at a metal table covered by a large Corona umbrella. Donna drank Bud Light and took long drags on a cigarette. She slapped at a mosquito on her baked, leathery shoulder where spaghetti straps revealed a lifetime of sunburns. Although her hair was over-bleached and frizzy, she still had a girlish look about her.

Knowing the clock was ticking because of the weather and Donna’s time limit, Deena skipped the small talk and got right down to it. “First, let me ask you about the warehouse. Was there anything fishy going on?”

“You mean people stealing? Apparently so.” Donna blew smoke out of the side of her mouth. It seemed to get stuck in the air around her face. “I didn’t know anything about it until they were all fired. I think it was just a few of the guys involved, but I was clueless.”

“Was that after Matthew disappeared?”

“Yes, about a week. I quit right after that.” 

“Didn’t they fire you, too?”

“No. They knew I hadn’t done anything.” She took a swig of beer and glanced up at the clouds.

Donna had confirmed Gene’s version of the story. 

“What about Matthew?’ Deena asked. “How did people feel about him?”

“He was really well liked. Very polite. A little shy, but very nice.” 

A waitress came by and Russell ordered a couple of beers.

Things were becoming clearer for Deena. “How did management find out about the problems in the warehouse? Did Matthew tell them?” 

“Not that I know of. Honestly, I didn’t pay much attention to what was going on at work. I did my job and that was it.” She twirled a finger in the side of her hair. She might have been a dumb blond back in the day.

“Can you tell me what happened that last night at the café?”

“My car was in the shop, so Gene—Gene Collins— do you know him?”

“We did,” Russell said solemnly. 

“Anyway, Gene said he’d give me a ride home. Then he invited me to go to the diner for supper with him and Matthew, so I did. After we ate, I watched for my ride. He pulled up, I ran outside, and that was the last time I saw Matthew.”

Deena felt her pulse quicken as she envisioned that fateful night. “What about Gene? Was he at the table when your ride showed up?”

“No. He had gone around the corner to the men’s room, I guess. I remember saying bye to Matthew.”

“Did you pay your check?”

“No,” she said and chuckled. “I was in such a hurry I left my coat and forgot to pay my check.”

It all matches up with what Gene had told them. “When was the last time you saw Gene Collins?”

“Let’s see, it was the day they all got fired. Friday—I quit on Monday. Some people thought I got fired, but I didn’t. I...decided to move back home with my folks. Never saw him after that. Is he in trouble for that robbery business? Is that what this is all about?”

“No,” Deena assured her. “It’s about Matthew. Do you remember a man named Glenn?”

“Glenn!” She looked like she’d just seen Elvis. “What do you know about him?”

“Just that you were seeing him at that time...and that he was married. Did he know Matthew?” 

Donna looked back over her shoulder toward the bar just as the waiter brought the beers. “No. R.G.—that’s what everyone called him—lived south of Bingham.” 

“Is that who picked you up from the café?”

“No, my brother picked me up. R.G. and I had gotten into a big fight. It was actually his fault that I was even at the café that night.”

“What do you mean?” Deena took a sip of the beer Russell had given her. She would have preferred iced tea, but the humidity was dreadful and the drink was cold.

“You see, he came over on Monday night to see me. He had been drinking and wasn’t treating me very proper, if you know what I mean. I told him he had better start being nice to me or I’d leave him for my other boyfriend. That’s when he started laughing, saying I couldn’t get another boyfriend if I tried.” 

The thunder crackled, but the sky held its water.

Donna continued. “Then I said, ‘Not only do I have another boyfriend, but he knows all about you and me.’ Well, that’s when he lost his ever-lovin’ mind. He started cussin’ and fussin’. I should have known that would set him off since he had these big political plans, and our...um, relationship had to be kept a secret until he left his wife. I know now he was probably never going to do that. He wasn’t jealous—he was worried about his reputation if word got out that he was cheating on his wife.” She took a chug of beer. 

Donna was getting worked up. Her ruddy skin reddened as she talked. “When he left, he went outside to the parking lot behind my apartment, pulled a tire iron out of his pickup, and went to pounding on my front fender. Luckily, a neighbor came out and scared him off. I had to get my car towed to the shop.”

“Man, what a creep,” Russell said. 

“It gets worse than that,” Donna continued, empowered by the booze and the nicotine and a sympathetic audience. “The next couple of days go by and he doesn’t call me. Then late on Wednesday night after my brother dropped me off, he comes over after I was already in bed, smelling like a barrel of Jack Daniels, tracking mud all over my apartment. But this time he is being sweet and saying he’s sorry.” She took several more drags off her cigarette, and then dropped it on the ground, crushing it with her red stiletto. 

“What did you do?” Russell loved a good melodrama. The humidity had turned to a mist, and he wanted to hear the rest of the story before the rain came.

“Dumb me, I decide to forgive him. That’s when I tell him that I had lied to him before. I told him I didn’t really have another boyfriend. I just wanted to make him jealous, so I had made it up. I thought he’d be jumping for joy. But you know what he did? He threw up all over my living room floor. I couldn’t believe it! He starts yelling, ‘What have I done? What have I done?’ over and over, stomping back and forth across the floor.”

“What do you think he meant by that?” Deena asked, her stomach turning queasy. 

“I don’t know. All I know is that it went downhill from there. Of course, we were all worried about Matthew, but the following Saturday I came out of my apartment, and there was my car all fixed up. Inside was an envelope with four hundred dollars in it and a letter from R.G. saying that I was too good for him and that I should move back home. After seeing him act like a crazy man, that’s exactly what I did. Good-bye, R. G.”

Deena’s brain crunched this new information. “So, on Wednesday night after you had dinner with Matthew, R.G. came to your apartment with muddy boots and smelling of alcohol?” She looked at Russell, wondering if he was on the same wave length.

“What were these ‘big plans’ he had?” Russell asked.

“I s’pose it doesn’t matter all these years later. You see, he worked for the sheriff’s department as a deputy. Hoped to be sheriff himself one day. Then governor. Only problem was that in small towns, they don’t vote for men who cheat on their wives, at least not back then. That’s why our affair had to be kept hush-hush.”

A clap of thunder unleashed the rain that started pouring down in sheets. Everyone sitting outside jumped up and began running wildly, grabbing umbrellas, jackets, tablecloths—anything they could put over their heads as they ran for cover. Deena and Donna ran through the muddy slop and ducked under the patio awning. “My shoe!” Donna yelled. 

Deena looked over and saw a red shoe stuck in the mud by their table. They watched people trying to pay their tabs, running to their cars, slushing in the mud. “I hope I answered all your questions because I’m getting out of here,” Donna said as lightning and thunder cracked open the night sky. 

The flash lit up a picture in Deena’s head. It was Matthew. He was running through the rain with a coat over his head. “Donna, wait!” she yelled, trying to be heard over the racket. “The raincoat you left that night at the café—what color was it?”

“Green,” she yelled back and then disappeared inside the crowded bar.

“Deena, this way.” Russell was standing in the parking lot holding the red and white umbrella, motioning for Deena to run to the car. She slushed her way over to the table and pulled out the muddy shoe. She wanted to take it back in to Donna. A loud boom of thunder changed her mind, and she ran to the car. She was soaking wet and out of breath. She threw the shoe on the floorboard by Russell’s feet.

“The raincoat,” Deena said, gasping for air. “Matthew wasn’t wearing it when he was shot. He was holding it over his head to keep the rain off! R.G. probably threw it on the ground to cover Matthew’s body.”

Russell shivered. “Do you think R.G. shot Matthew?” He stared at his sister.

Deena turned on the car heater, not sure if the chill she felt came from the rain or the realization that the mystery was finally solved.

“Definitely, don’t you? Why else would he have felt sick after hearing Donna didn’t really have a boyfriend. He must have seen Donna through the window at the café and assumed Matthew was the man she was seeing. He worried Matthew might expose their affair and spoil all his political plans.” Deena shivered. “I wonder if Carolyn Fitzhugh knew the whole story.” 

Russell shrugged. “It seems so obvious—except to Donna, that is. Why didn’t you tell her? Why didn’t you tell her she got an innocent man killed?”

“I couldn’t, not after all these years. She didn’t know that coward Glenn would assume Matthew was her boyfriend and kill him. It wasn’t her fault. Like you said, sometimes the truth hurts more than it helps.”

“I suppose you’re right. After all, R.G. cared more about his career than he did her. Why make her suffer.” He looked down at the muddy red shoe on the floorboard. “What are you going to do with Cinderella’s slipper?”

“I don’t know.” She looked out the window. Cars were backed up, all trying to pull out of the parking lot at once.   

“So, do you know R.G.’s full name?” Russell asked.

“No, but he’s Carolyn Fitzhugh’s brother. She called him Glenn.” She looked in the mirror to see if the cars behind her were moving.

“R.G. Fitzhugh.” Russell turned the name over in his head. “No, that’s wrong. Fitzhugh is Carolyn’s married name. Her brother’s last name would be different, right?”

“Right.” Deena repeated the name several times in her head. Without warning, she gasped and flung open the car door. She jumped out and ran to the back hatch to get something out of her satchel.

“What the heck?” Russell called out.

“R.G.,” she said, getting back in the car. “The deputy who worked the Jane Doe case was named R.G.” She looked through her notes and found where she had written it down during her meeting with Trey Simms. “Here it is. R.G. Brice. It all adds up now. Donna said he lived near Bingham and was a county deputy. When the remains were found five months later, R.G.—Glenn— worked the case and made sure Matthew’s body was tagged as a female to keep it from being identified. And, it would have stayed that way if Trey Simms hadn’t found his skeleton fifty years later.”

“R.G. must have followed Matthew from the diner and gotten him to pull over somehow,” Russell said.

“And since it was raining, Matthew probably grabbed Donna’s coat and held it over his head. Obviously, that’s how R.G. got muddy feet that night. He shot Matthew and dumped his body in that farmer’s field.” She put the notepad back in her satchel and set it on the back seat. “Carolyn said her brother started drinking heavily after he broke up with Donna and got fired. Sometime after that, he died in a car wreck.”

“Because of guilt, would be my guess,” Russell said. Thunder crackled again. “Let’s get out of here before we wash away. I’ll give you directions to the place I picked out.” 

Fifteen minutes later, they pulled up to a motel in Arlington. “Why this place?” Deena asked, not recognizing it.

“This used to be the Inn at Six Flags. It’s where Marina Oswald was kept while the FBI questioned her after the assassination of Kennedy.” He grinned sheepishly. “It seemed like a good idea yesterday when I made the reservation.” 

Deena couldn’t help but giggle. “At least now we have a way to stop Leon Galt from publishing his lies about Matthew.”

There were several cars ahead of them under the striped awning at the front entrance. They decided to wait in line instead of dodging the rain to check in.

“What a night,” Russell said, closing his eyes and leaning his head back against the headrest.

Thump, thump, thump. They both jumped at the noise against Deena’s window. They looked out the foggy, wet glass to see Leon Galt standing in the pouring rain under a black umbrella.

“Geez, not him again,” Russell moaned. “This guy’s like Santa Claus. He sees you when you’re sleeping. He knows when you’re awake. Deena, what are you doing?”

“We can’t just leave him standing out there,” she said, rolling down her window. She motioned to Galt. “Get in.”

Galt closed his umbrella and ducked into the back seat behind Deena. After a long pause, he said, “You found something, didn’t you?”

His breath reeked of alcohol.

“How did you know we were here?” Russell asked, turning around in his seat.

“I called your house,” he said and laid his wet umbrella across his lap. “Your friend Cliff told me where you were. It wasn’t hard to convince him to give me the location once I told him who I was.” Russell rolled his eyes. “Remind me to have a talk with Cliff.”

“As a matter of fact, we did find something,” Deena said. “We found out the real story about who killed Matthew. There was no conspiracy. No intrigue. Just plain old murder.”

Galt waited for more information. “Is that it? Aren’t you going to tell me the details?”

“Shoe’s on the other foot now.” Deena looked in the rear-view mirror at his reaction. He was shaking his head in disbelief. 

“I guess I can talk to Donna Morrison myself.”

“She won’t talk to you. I know you charmed Cliff, but she’s pretty tough. Especially after I call her and tell her—”

“But can you prove it?” His tone had gone from curious to desperate.

Turning around in her seat, Deena began to feel sorry for him. After all, he had spent a long time on his research and was seeing it fall apart.

“Leon, this is a circumstantial case. Just as you said, we weren’t there. But, when you put all the facts together, it is crystal clear what happened that night. I’m going to the sheriff’s office tomorrow to give a statement, and then it will all be on the record.” She was tempted to add, You can be one of the first to read it.  

Galt lowered his head. “I had a hunch this would happen. Just too many cracks in the tent poles. I know you won’t tell me much right now, but are you sure he was killed that same night he disappeared?”

“Yes, because of the raincoat.”

“The raincoat?”

“Yes. Donna left her raincoat in the diner and it was found with Matthew’s body. It wouldn’t have been there if he had been killed a month later.”

“No. You’re right.” He stared down at his hands, gripping his soggy umbrella.

Russell motioned for Deena to move the car forward as one of the other cars in front of them pulled away. “I’m going to check us in.” He looked back at Galt and said, “Don’t do anything stupid.” He got out of the car and sprinted to the door.

“It wasn’t just a book deal,” Galt said softly. “They were talking feature film. A documentary. The whole nine yards. This could have been the big payday I have been working for all these years.”

Deena thought he might be about to cry and turned back to face the front of the car. “The thing is, Leon, your story isn’t true—not this part anyway. Doesn’t the truth mean anything to you?”

Deena waited for him to speak. The awkward silence was deafening. But then she felt something press against the back of her neck. It was cold metal. She froze.

Galt spoke slowly, taunting Deena. “Have you ever thought about that night? How must it feel to have a gun pointed at the back of your head, knowing—not wondering—but knowing it is about to go off? Do you think he was pleading for his life or praying for his afterlife?”

Sitting perfectly still, Deena held her breath. Shifting her eyes to the mirror, she saw the neon light from the motel sign flicker off the steel barrel. Now she wished Russell had left the gun in her glove compartment. He’s not going to shoot me, she thought. Surely, he’s not that drunk.

“Leon,” she said.

“Shut up, I’m thinking.” In the mirror, she watched him reach up and touch the bandage that covered the stitches on his forehead.

Deena knew he only had one good hand. She felt him push a little harder against her neck. Where was Russell? What would Lara Croft do?

“Let’s go,” he said. “Drive.”

That was the last thing she wanted, so she started to move toward the car door. 

“Drive!” He pushed the metal shaft into her neck and then up on her head.

She put the car in gear and maneuvered around the sedan that was stopped in front of her. She glanced to the right. No sign of Russell.

The motel was on the highway and there was only one road to take out of the parking lot. She pulled out onto the access road. 

“Get on the highway,” he ordered, his voice more sinister than before.

Deena did as instructed. Her cell phone rang. Probably Russell. He would call the cops and tell them the description of her car. However, she knew this stretch of road was a notorious speed trap. If only she could find a cop and get his attention. She started to weave a little onto the shoulder. Come on, Mr. Policeman. Reckless driver here. 

“Stop that!” The shout from the back seat startled her, and she jerked the wheel to the right toward the shoulder. When she did, Galt fell to the side, catching himself with his right arm. That’s when she saw it. In his hand was not a gun or pistol or revolver—whatever they call it—it was his umbrella. She had just been carjacked by a sleazy, greedy, umbrella-wielding hack from New York City! She pulled to the side of the road and stopped.

Knowing he’d been found out, Galt opened the door, got out, and started walking back from the way they came. He struggled to open his umbrella that had smashed against the car seat.

“Just wait!” Deena shouted, getting out of the car. “I’ll have you arrested! You’ll be in jail! Can’t wait to read about it in your next book!” She blinked her eyes to see through the rain soaking her face. She reached into the car and pulled out the muddy stiletto. Rearing back, she threw it as hard as she could, nailing her target in the back of the head. He fell to his knees, wobbled, and then just fell back on the ground defeated. 

She sat in the car with the door open, one leg hanging outside, ready to pounce on her prey at a moment’s notice. She dialed 9-1-1 and then called Russell. Barely a minute later, she heard a siren. The highway patrol car pulled in front of her and two officers jumped out. They walked toward Galt—guns pointed—who was holding the back of his head with his one good hand. 

“Nice shot,” he said as they approached.

“Stay right there!” one officer ordered. 

“Don’t ever underestimate a country girl!” Deena shouted.

The other officer put his hand out to keep her back. “I need you to come to the station to make a statement, ma’am.” 

She watched as they handcuffed Galt and put him in the squad car. Another police car pulled up. Russell jumped out of the back seat and ran to his sister. 

“What did that guy do to you?” he asked, looking her over for signs of trauma.

“I’m fine. I’ll tell you all about it at the station.” Tears started running down her face, mixing with the rain, as she thought about how lucky she was to have Russell in her life. They trotted back to her car.

One of the officers came up and gave her directions. She waited as both cars pulled away.

She turned to look at her brother. “I can’t believe you got that psycho man’s autograph.”

Russell grimaced. “At least I didn’t bring him cookies.”
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It was late by the time Deena and Russell got back to the hotel. She spent another hour explaining to Gary over the phone everything that had happened. With her head aching and her nose running, she plopped down on the bed and fell fast asleep. Her cell phone rang at seven-thirty the next morning. It was Aunt Lucy. 

“I’m sorry to call so early, but Mama had another terrible fright last night. She says she had another visit from Matthew’s spirit. Is there any chance you could come here and give her reassurance? She seemed much better last time after your visit.”

“As a matter of fact, I was planning to come this afternoon. I think I finally have answers for her, answers that should let her rest in peace. Wait—bad choice of words.”

“I know what you mean, dear.”

Deena explained that Gary and Russell would be coming and asked her to make sure Mark would be there, too. 

Deena’s breakfast consisted of coffee with a side of more coffee. Russell was starving. She told him she wanted to talk to Trey Simms at the sheriff’s office before going to see Gran.

Russell smeared grape jelly on an English muffin, waiting for his coffee to cool. “Are you going to tell him everything we found out?” 

“Since the murderer is one of their former deputies, I think they should know. All the evidence is circumstantial, but maybe they can at least close the case. Also, if Galt ever tries to stir up trouble again, the information will be on the record.” Deena wiped at the drops of coffee she spilled on her blouse. “This was odd,” she continued. “When I talked to Deputy Simms this morning, he said he has something he needs to tell me about Matthew’s case. I wonder if he got another tip.”

Russell stabbed his hash browns with his fork. “Maybe Leon Galt showed up and confessed.”

* * *
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“I HOPE THIS IS THE last time I have to come here for a while,” Deena said as they got out of the car. They went to the front desk and Deputy Simms came out to escort them to his office. She introduced Russell.

“I’m glad you called,” Simms said. “I know you found some new information, but there is something I want to tell you first.”

“Fire away,” she said and glanced at Russell.

“It’s about R.G. Brice. He investigated the Jane Doe case.”

“I know,” Deena said. “You gave me his name when we first talked.”

“I should have told you this before.” Trey squirmed a bit in his chair and began tapping his pencil on his desk. “You see, R.G. Brice was my grandfather.”

“What?” Had she really heard him correctly?

“He was my grandfather, Roy Glenn Brice, Sr.”

“But your last name—”

“I know. In late 1964, my grandfather was no longer working for the department. He died not long after that in a car accident. My grandmother remarried and her husband adopted my father, R.G., Jr. When I came along, my parents decided to keep the tradition alive.”

Deena looked down at the engraved nameplate on his desk. “So, you are R.G. Simms, III—Trey.”

“That’s right. I was too embarrassed to tell you before, seeing how my grandfather had done such a lousy job investigating the Jane Doe case. It was probably his fault Matthew Meade was misidentified as a female.”

Russell’s face had turned the color of melting snow. “Are you related to Carolyn Fitzhugh?”

“She’s my great aunt. Do you know her?”

“We’ve met.” Deena clutched the satchel in her lap, unsure of what to do. Should she tell Trey his grandfather was a cheat and a murderer?

Trey looked at Deena then Russell, both still as statues. “So, now that I got that off my chest, what new evidence do you have about the case?”

“Um, uh, about your grandfather,” Deena said. “I mean, about the case. I suspected something was unusual when I first talked to you, but this explains it.”

“You must be a pretty good investigator to have picked up on those clues. What about that lead I gave you? Did you talk to Henry Wilcox?”

“Turned out to be nothing,” she said. “Just a disgruntled former employee looking for some attention.”

“We get a lot of that kind around here, I’m afraid.” 

“I was able to find Donna Morrison.” Deena fidgeted with her satchel to buy time while she was thinking. She needed to tell him something. She could feel Russell’s stare as she pulled out a legal pad and flipped through the pages. “Yes, here it is. The green raincoat. The one found on Matthew. It turns out it was Donna Morrison’s.”

“I see,” he said, and scribbled on a notepad. 

“He wasn’t wearing it but was probably using it to cover his head. Whoever shot him probably threw it on top of his body.”

Trey nodded. “I’ll make a note of that.”

She proceeded to tell him about her run-in with Leon Galt. The deputy became more serious and assured her he would follow up on it.

Deena glanced at Russell and stood to leave. “Thanks for your honesty, Trey. It’s been nice working with you.”

“Remember, if anything turns up, the Bingham County Sheriff’s Office is always here to help.”

They left the office and got back in the car.

“Don’t say it,” she warned Russell. 

“I can’t believe Trey’s grandfather murdered our uncle, and we are the only ones who know.”

Deena covered her heart with her hand. “I didn’t know what to say. What would you have done if you were me?”

Russell sighed. “Probably the same thing.”

“Let’s get back to Aunt Lucy’s house. I have a bone to pick with Mark.”
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The summer storm’s cleansing bath had brought about a renewed spirit. Dust turned to mud then washed off the roads and trees. Even the weeds looked better. Lucy’s yellow and pink roses were full and happy after a thirst-quenching drink of water. Deena hoped she could raise the spirits of the family just as much. 

Inside the house, Mark paced back and forth like a nervous tiger. Gary sat on the sofa drinking a cup of coffee. Gran was dozing in the rocker. Uncle Richard and Aunt Lucy worked crossword puzzles at the kitchen table. When Deena and Russell walked in, everyone seemed to relax—everyone except Mark. Richard brought in kitchen chairs for extra seating.

“Did Matthew shoot the president?” Gran asked in a groggy voice.

Deena’s heart skipped a beat. “No, of course not! Who said anything about that?” Maybe Gran knew more than she had said.

“I may be old and frail, but I am not deaf.” She pointed at Mark. “I heard you talking on the phone to someone about it. That’s what you think, don’t you?”

Everyone looked at Mark. 

Russell was particularly annoyed with his cousin. “Why would you say that without having all the facts? We know you were working for Leon Galt, but this is taking it too far.”

“Leon Galt? That man from New York?” Richard asked.

Mark’s face reddened under the scrutiny. “Noel Future is his penname. He has evidence about Matthew’s involvement in the assassination. Ask Deena, she’ll tell you the same thing.”

Deena leaned forward on the sofa. “Did you know Leon Galt tried to kill me last night?” She heard several gasps. “Well, not really. He had an umbrella, not a gun. But he did carjack me.”

Russell interrupted her. “It’s a story for another time. Bottom line is, he was thrown in jail last night and showed his true colors. It was all about the money for him.”

“Also,” Deena added, “he told Gary and me what he thought, and believe me, he had no hard proof of Matthew’s involvement. Only speculation.” 

Mark stopped pacing long enough to return her stare, but then looked down without answering. Richard stood up and pointed to a chair. “Sit down, son, and talk to us.”

“Did Galt pay you to follow Deena?” Russell asked Mark.

“He gave me some money.”

Lucy gasped and shrank back against her husband, covering her mouth with both hands. 

Mark seemed unmoved. “It wasn’t nearly the amount he offered Deena and Gary. I would have gotten more if she had just gotten Gran to sign the form.” 

“Sign a form?” Gran repeated softly. “Oh dear,” she said and her face turned ashen. “That’s what Matthew’s ghost asked me to do last night. It was so real. He took my hand and tried to put a pen in it. That’s when I hollered.” 

Deena reached over and squeezed her hand. “It was no ghost, trust me. Would you care to explain, Mark? And start with the letter you left when you were at my house.”

“Mark! What have you done? Tell us,” Richard demanded.

“This is ridiculous,” Mark said. “I’m leaving.”

“Oh no you’re not,” Gran said, and reached out with her cane, catching Mark’s foot. He tumbled into the middle of the room landing face first on the rug.

“Touché!” Deena yelled, a little too loudly.

Russell helped him up and took him back to his chair. “Why don’t you just relax and tell us all about it.”

“Why don’t you tell them since you seem to have all the answers.” Mark rubbed his elbow and glared at Deena.

“My guess is Galt offered you money to follow me, but you decided to add some extra services on your own. You went in to Gran’s room one night when she was asleep and got a piece of stationery out of her night table. That was your first ghostly visit.” Deena pulled the note out of her bag. “Does this look familiar?”

Mark shrugged and looked away.

“It’s a note supposedly from Matthew admitting his involvement in the assassination. It’s fake, of course.”

“How do you know Galt didn’t tell me to write it?” Mark asked defensively.

“Because it was an amateur move. He wasn’t trying to lie. He just wanted to get his book published. But you, on the other hand, had no problem with it. That’s why you showed up at my house, to put this letter with the other documents I was going through. I’m guessing that you saw the thank-you note from Gran on my desk and got spooked, knowing it was the same stationery.”

“Son, is this true?” Lucy asked.

“Yes. But I was only trying to speed up the process. I thought what Galt said was true—at least it sounded true.” 

Gran wagged her finger at her grandson. “How could you think your own uncle would have done something like that?” 

He didn’t answer, looking down at his feet. “I should have gotten different stationery, but I wanted it to look old.”

“Good try,” Deena said. “But it wasn’t old enough. Remember, I know about vintage stuff. Something like that would have yellowed a great deal more. Maybe even have had paper mites. But that’s not what gave it away.” She read the opening of the letter aloud. “Dear Mom and Dad.”

“That’s not Matthew,” Gran said. “He always called us Mama and Papa.”

“I know. I read that in his letters to you.” She looked at her grandmother. “He was a good son.”

Gran’s smile revealed the first sign of relief since Matthew’s body was identified back in June. Deena turned to Mark. “So, you were the ghost that kept showing up at night. Shame on you for scaring an old woman like that.”

Mark hung his head and mumbled something that might have been an apology.

“Richard, I want to change my will. I’m afraid your son won’t be getting any of my money. It will all be going to Deena and Russell.” She frowned at Mark. “It’s not a fortune, but I bet it’s more than you would have gotten from that New York shyster.”

It was Mark’s turn to pale and pall. He stood up again.

“Sit down,” his mother ordered. “I want you to hear everything.”

Deena sat staring into the distance, trying to come up with the right words. All eyes were on her now.

“Deena,” Gary said gently.

She took a deep breath and turned toward Gran. “There was a woman who worked with Matthew. She had a very jealous boyfriend. The boyfriend was married, and he thought she was seeing Matthew behind his back. It wasn’t true though. He was also afraid Matthew might tell someone that he was cheating on his wife.” She covered Gran’s hand with hers.

“It wasn’t Katherine, was it?” Gran asked.

“No, this was after he called off his engagement to her,” Deena said. “This man saw them together at the diner that night and probably followed Matthew and got him to pull over somehow, maybe pretending to have car trouble, flashing his lights...something. It was pouring rain, so Matthew took off his glasses and left his belongings in the car. He grabbed the raincoat the woman had left behind at the diner to cover his head and was probably forced into the man’s car. The man drove him out to that remote field.” She paused. “He covered his body with the raincoat.”

“Do you know who that man is?” Richard asked.

“We have an idea, but he’s been dead for years. From what we heard, he probably found out he had killed an innocent man and began drinking heavily. He died in a car wreck.” Deena looked at Russell who nodded his head.

“So, he wasn’t wearing the raincoat like the sheriff’s office said?” Gran asked. 

“No. It was probably just lying on his body.”

Everyone sat quietly trying to make sense of the senseless act. Deena pulled the little address book out of her bag and handed it to Gran.

She clutched it to her chest. “So, my son didn’t do anything wrong? He wasn’t a criminal?” 

“No. In fact, he was very well liked and respected.” Deena took Gran’s frail hand in hers. “It’s still a tragedy, of course, but at least you have answers now.”

“Bless you for all you have done. Richard, I want you to drive me to the cemetery tomorrow after I’ve had a chance to rest.” She turned back to Deena. “I want to give you something.” 

Helping her grandmother up, they walked into the bedroom together. 

Gran sat in the old rocker. “Open the chest for me, please.”

Deena was surprised she was getting a rare look into the secret stash. She lifted the heavy lid and looked away, trying not to be too nosy. 

“There’s a box in the bottom left corner. See if you can find it.”

Deena reached under the folded uniform and retrieved a cardboard box. “Is this it?”

“Yes. Open it.”

She removed the lid and found a beautiful old camera inside. She looked up at Gran.

“Frank brought that camera back from Europe and gave it to Matthew. It was his most prized possession. We found it in the closet of his apartment after he disappeared. Now I want you to have it.” 

Deena was overcome with emotion. “I know this is a family treasure, and I will be sure to take care of it.” She turned it over in her hands.

“I know you will, dear.”

She recognized the Leica camera with a Zeiss lens as expensive and rare. Never having held one before, she admired it like a jeweler examining a fine diamond. She opened the film compartment and saw that it was empty except for a small scrap of paper. She read it and caught her breath. Then she slipped it in her pocket, hoping Gran didn’t notice. After putting the camera back in the box, she closed the chest lid and stood up. “Do you want me to help you into the other room?”

Gran smiled sweetly. “No. I think I am just going to sit here and rest.”

Deena hugged Gran and then walked back to join the others. Mark was still slunk down in the chair with his arms folded. She actually felt a little sorry for him.

“Don’t worry about it, Mark,” she said. “The important thing is that we now know the truth, and we can put this mystery to rest.”
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Deena, Gary, and Russell agreed Las Abuela’s would be the perfect place to celebrate, so the trio headed back to Maycroft. It was early, so they got a table in the bar and ordered margaritas, snacking on chips and salsa.

“Here’s to a job well done.” Gary raised his glass. 

“Poor choice of words since I still don’t actually have a job.” Deena sipped her drink. “I can’t really write a story and leave out all the juicy details. I guess this one will have to stay among us.”

“Well, Labor Day is right around the corner—”

“Don’t even say it,” she warned her husband. “I’m done writing those articles.”

He laughed. “I’ll drink to that.”

Russell glanced at the television over the bar as the announcers recapped the previous night’s baseball games. “I’m glad they didn’t ask for every little detail,” he said. “That could have gotten tricky.”

Deena nodded. “Sometimes less is more, I guess. Gran just seemed relieved to know Matthew wasn’t murdered because of something bad he had done. I guess that was good enough for her.”

“From the beginning, you said you wanted to help her get closure,” Gary said. “You did that.”

Deena looked at Russell. “I’m more worried about you, big brother. I don’t want you to end up alone and cynical like Mark.”

“That won’t happen,” he said with a grin. “I have Cliff and Maggie.”

“Hey, I just thought of someone who is about your age and single.” She winked at Gary. “Estelle Fitzhugh.”

He turned to look at his sister. “Sounds as if Mark would like her. She’s loaded.” 

Deena looked over to see Lloyd Pryor walk up to the bar and speak to the bartender. He turned around and saw her. “What are we celebrating?” 

“Just the end of a very long summer,” she said and introduced him to Gary and Russell. 

“Rhonda told me you were investigating your uncle’s death. What happened with that?”

“It’s a long story,” she said, “and not one I can write for the newspaper.” 

“Well, I’m glad I ran into you. I was thinking about calling you in a few weeks. I need someone to cover the political beat, especially with local elections coming up. The sheriff’s race in Bingham County is going to be a hot one.” 

Deena choked on a tortilla chip and reached for a glass of water.

“Really?” she managed to say.

“These kids on my staff think voter fraud has something to do with American Idol. One of the guys actually called Rick Parker the President of Texas.” The bartender returned with Pryor’s lunch order. “I need someone with some sense. Think about it and come by to see me next week.”

Watching him leave the restaurant, Russell looked at Deena. “Did that really happen? Did you just get a job at the newspaper?”

“I think I did!” She smiled and shook her head in amazement.

“You see,” Gary said, “good things happen to good people.” 

She leaned over and kissed her husband on the cheek. It had been a long journey, but she felt like she had learned some important lessons about life and about herself. 

“Check out this play,” Russell said to Gary. They both turned their attention to the sportscast.

Seeing that the boys were pre-occupied, Deena reached into her pocket for the slip of paper she had found in Matthew’s camera. She read it again and then folded it up. Holding it over the red glass candle on the table, she watched the flames eat away one letter at time until its secret was fully devoured. 

On the paper was written a single word: Zoyenka.

* * *
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THE END

* * *
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September 27, 1940

The day Charles Brice had dreaded for nearly nine months was here, and all he could do now was pray. Lily sat next to him in the car with her eyes closed, taking deep breaths, and rolling rosary beads between her trembling fingers. A tarnished St. Christopher medal dangling from the rearview mirror kept time with the windshield wipers, desperately trying to keep the rain and evil spirits at bay. Third time’s the charm, he thought.

They made no telephone calls to alert friends or family of their trip to the hospital. They had not discussed baby names. The nursery lay untouched, as it had been for the past six years. Their expectations were low, their fears beyond measure as they pulled into the parking lot of St. Francis Hospital in Boston. A nurse pushing a wheelchair met them at the emergency room entrance and took Lily straight to the maternity ward. He stayed behind to fill out paperwork.

This ritual was all too familiar, which only added to his anxiety. The pregnancy had gone well, just as the two previous ones. Today, though, there were two lives at stake—the baby’s and Lily’s. He didn’t know if his wife could survive having a third stillborn baby.

Dear God, he prayed, let this baby live.

“Sir. Mr. Brice? You can go back to the waiting room now.” The clerk was used to seeing dazed, expectant fathers. He looked up from the desk and remembered where he was. Standing up, he tipped his head slightly as he thanked her, and several drops of water fell from the fedora he had completely forgotten to remove.

He made his way down the corridor to the family waiting room. Maybe it was the full moon or maybe it was chance, but the room was cluttered with excited families awaiting the birth of a new child. One expectant father took a long drag from his Camel cigarette and moved his hat and coat so Charles could sit down. Several children played with blocks and read picture books in the middle of the floor. 

The men took turns pacing the room and then the hallway. When one man sat, another one stood. One by one, though, they were called from the waiting room to receive the good news. “It’s a boy” or “It’s a girl” led to handshakes and pats on the back. They passed around cigars and strutted proudly. Eventually, each man left to reunite with his wife and to meet his new little tax deduction.

This was the part where Charles lacked experience. In his case, a nurse would appear and say the doctor needed to speak to him. The first time was devastating. The second time was unreal. Today, he almost hoped the nurse would never call his name at all. 

He leaned his head back against the gray-green wall and closed his eyes, trying to escape his present situation. Picturing the farm in Texas where he had grown up, he saw himself as a boy helping his father with the cows and the hogs. He fetched eggs from the coop for his mother and pitched hay for the horses. And at night, he lay in bed dreaming of a chance to get as far away as he could to live in the big city where his shoes would always be clean and his hands would never sting from the endless scrapes and cuts that come as part and parcel with a laborer’s life.

Now, at age 35, he had fulfilled his American dream, but all he could think of was that small quiet life back on the farm—a life that should include Lily and their child.

“Mr. Brice.” A tall nurse in a starched white uniform called his name. She recognized him and waited for him to look up. “Mr. Brice,” she said louder. He opened his eyes slowly, feeling dizzy and nauseous. When he looked at her, she was smiling. He walked into the hallway and got the news he had waited so long to hear. “It’s a girl.”

Dropping to his knees, he wept and thanked God over and over. He didn’t care who saw him. This was the day the Lord hath made.

After a few minutes, he dug into his pocket for a nickel and called Lily’s parents. He wiped the tears with his handkerchief. There would be time later to wire his mother and father back home in Texas. Waiting to be led to the maternity ward, the time seemed to creep by excruciatingly slow. He was anxious to see Lily and his new daughter. When the nurse returned, he charged out of the waiting room like a wild animal going after its prey. He walked past five other women in the large ward before coming to his wife. She was holding the smallest creature he had ever seen. 

Lily looked like an angel. The expression on her face was beyond happy. She was fulfilled. He kissed her and stroked his daughter’s cheek with the back of his finger. Another woman on the ward screamed in pain, but he barely heard. This was the moment they had waited for, and nothing was going to spoil it.

“Isn’t she the most beautiful baby in the world?” Lily could not take her eyes off the little pink bundle. “Rose. Let’s call her Rose.”

“Perfect,” Charles said. “My two beautiful flowers, Lily and Rose.”

The same nurse who had brought him the good news came to take the baby back to the nursery for a bath. She told Charles he should go home to get some rest and that he could return for his wife and child in the morning. He kissed Lily and floated out the door.

When he arrived at the hospital the next morning, he was a new man. He entered as a father, not just a husband. When he checked in at the front desk, a look came over the clerk’s face as if Charles were a stranger or criminal. She whispered something to a young woman in a nun’s habit who asked him to follow her. She led him down the corridor past the waiting room and past the maternity ward. They rounded the corner and stopped at the office of Father Baker, the head of the hospital. She knocked on the door and entered. 

“Mr. Brice, please come in and sit down.” The priest motioned to one of the leather chairs across from his desk. Charles knew this was not protocol and began breathing rapidly.

“What is it, Father? Has something happened?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Is it Lily? The baby?”

“There’s been an accident.” The old priest could not hide his despair. He had sat with hundreds of grieving families over the years. Whether it was a son lost in the war, a husband killed in an industrial accident, or a dying parent receiving last rites, he had always managed to keep his composure and his faith. However, even he had a hard time understanding this cruel act of fate. “You see, the nurse was giving the child a bath and somehow the tiny baby slipped from her hands and fell to the ground.” He watched the expression on Charles’ face. “I am sorry to have to tell you that the baby’s skull was cracked, and she died at once. Poor little thing never even cried.” He stood up and walked over to sit in the chair next to Charles. “I cannot tell you how sorry we all are.”

The dizziness and nausea from the previous day returned. He swallowed hard to keep the bile from drowning him. “Lily,” he managed to say. “Does she know?”

“Yes.”

“Take me to her, please.”

“Before I do, you need to know that she is in shock. The doctor has given her something to make her sleep. We think she should stay another day.”

Charles did not respond. He just stood by the door waiting. They had moved Lily to a private room. It was small and dark, the only light coming from a bedside lamp. He kneeled down next to her and touched her face. Had he not known she was asleep, he would have thought she were dead. He stroked her hair and as he did, he cursed God. This woman doesn’t deserve this. 

He stood up, pushing past Father Baker and headed out of the building to the parking lot. “This cannot happen! I will not take my wife home to die of grief.” 

He drove to the convent, blinking hard to keep back the flood of tears.

Sister Katherine opened the heavy oak door and looked at Charles. He slowly shook his head, and she knew the worst had happened. She showed him to a small room where he sat waiting, rocking back and forth, praying for a miracle. He and Lily had met with her just weeks earlier to finalize adoption papers just in case they found themselves in this situation again. The home for unwed mothers was now their best hope for piecing their lives back together.

Just days earlier, a teenaged girl had given birth to twins. She planned to give up both babies but changed her mind at the last minute and decided to keep the boy. Sister Katherine had numerous couples waiting for a baby, but Charles and Lily were at the top of the list.

Sister Amelia carried in the infant and set her in the bassinet along with a small bag of necessities. Charles thanked the nuns, and God, repeatedly as he looked down at the precious new life. As he drove away, they knew that the baby girl was in good hands.

The hospital clerk looked surprised when Charles walked in carrying the bassinet.  It was time for supper and a nurse was trying to wake Lily to eat. Her eyes fluttered open but then closed again as if to block out the reality of what had happened. Charles walked in quietly and asked the nurse to step outside. He set the basket beside the bed, leaned close to Lily’s face, and called her name. The baby began to stir and let out soft gurgling sounds.

“Rose?” Lily opened her eyes and looked blindly around the room. She did not even seem to see her husband.

“No, sweetheart. It’s me, Charles.” He took both of his wife’s hands in his. She looked up and focused her eyes on his.

“Charles,” she said, “I thought I heard a baby. I thought it was Rose.” 

“You did hear a baby,” he said. “Rose has gone to heaven, but God has sent us another child.” He lifted up the tiny infant whose small cries grew louder. “Look at her, Lily. She’s beautiful.” Holding the baby just in front of his wife, he could see she was confused.

“Another baby?” she asked.

“I went to see Sister Katherine. This little darling needs a home. She needs a mother.” The baby puckered her lips and turned her head toward Lily. “She needs you.” 

He picked up the bottle of formula and held his breath as he handed it to his wife. She slowly sat up and took the bottle. Somehow, Mother Nature intervened, as Lily instinctively knew she must comfort the crying child. Charles placed the infant in her arms, and Lily took over. She studied the little face and began gently rocking her.

“Thank you, God,” she whispered without looking up at Charles.

Charles began breathing easier as his wife’s face began to relax. “Should we call her Rose?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I want to name her Carolyn.”

His jaw dropped, not believing what he had just heard. “Carolyn? Are you certain?” he asked. “You want to name her after the nurse who—”

“Yes,” Lily said, looking up into his eyes. “I want her to know that we forgive her.”

Charles leaned down and kissed his wife’s forehead. Tears ran down his face as he thought about how lucky he was to have found such a loving woman. At that moment, he knew everything would be just fine.
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Chapter 1
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If Deena Sharpe had known she’d soon be involved in a murder investigation, she might have skipped Christmas altogether. Instead, she stared unwittingly at the plastic tubs in the attic, wondering how she and Gary had accumulated so many Christmas decorations. She determined right then and there that this year she would finally cull the herd. But hadn’t she said the same thing last year?

Three cardboard boxes of her great aunt’s papers peeked out of the clutter, a reminder of her previous summer’s exploits as an amateur sleuth. 

The Christmas wreaths—her pride and joy—winked at her from behind a stash of pre-lit garland. Every year she would fire up the glue gun and fashion new wreaths for the front door and fireplace and just about every other flat surface she could find in the house. Thank goodness for those removable sticky hooks.  

Recently, she had spent hours searching Pinterest for new wreath designs to copy, always modifying them a bit to add her own flair. She might be lousy in the kitchen, but she was a beast when it came to crafting, a skill she had honed in her former life as a teacher. The Texas ranch-style house she and Gary bought nearly fifteen years earlier might look like any other in the suburbs on the outside, but she had an eye for décor and made sure the inside had a unique personality. It was a work in progress, as was she.

Only part of the attic had flooring, just enough to house the holiday decorations and some bins of old clothes. Stepping around an old plastic Santa, she grabbed the large box of last year’s wreaths with both hands and danced a pirouette back toward the attic opening. Forgetting to duck, she smacked face-first into a slanted wooden beam.

“Holy Don Quixote!” she yelled, trying not to curse. Luckily, she regained her footing before crashing through the floor and into the bedroom below. Once steady, she chastised herself for not waiting for Gary to get home from work to do this job for her. Unfortunately, he was afraid of heights, always making her stand at the bottom of the ladder when he put up Christmas lights along the roof, ready to catch him in case he fell. He would tease her and say, “If I’m coming down, I’m taking you with me.”

The bright stars blurring her vision lit the way down the ladder. She stumbled to the kitchen to get ice for her forehead. Just what I need the day before the Christmas party, she thought, and went to survey the damage in the bathroom mirror. No blood, but a blue-green bruise was already beginning to form. 

She sat on the bed and picked up Hurley to quiet his barking. The small terrier mix had moved into her home and into her heart a few months earlier when she visited the animal shelter with her friend Sandra. The poor pup had been neglected and was missing the tip of one ear and a patch of fur on one hip. Deena had flipped for his black furry face the minute she saw him and named him Hurley after her favorite character from Lost. Having no children due to a hysterectomy at the age of thirty, she was delighted by this new-found, pseudo-motherhood, even buying him a winter sweater, designer collar, and doggy condo—despite Gary’s teasing. Hurley’s soulful eyes told her he was sympathetic to her pain.

Deena had just settled into her second career as a part-time reporter for the local Northeast Texas Tribune, and Hurley often served as a sounding board for her story ideas. Except for wanting to sleep on her pillow at night, he was the perfect companion.

“Let’s get back to work.” She tossed the now-warm ice pack into the bathroom sink. December had crept up quickly, and she wanted to get her house holiday-ready before getting too involved with work. She was hosting this year’s family gathering, a stressful affair that generally took her outside her comfort zone.  

Besides her newspaper job, her booth at the Hidden Treasures Antique Mall took much of her time and attention. The small town of Maycroft was a great shopping destination just south of Dallas. She needed to make sure her booth was fully stocked to take advantage of the holiday season—as well as the pocketbooks of holiday shoppers.

The doorbell rang, and before she could get there, the FedEx truck was already pulling away. She shook the package, wondering which of her recent online purchases it might contain. A tendency to forget what she had bought made getting a delivery feel like Christmas morning. It was the new tartan plaid skirt she had ordered for the Fitzhugh Christmas party. Carolyn Brice Fitzhugh was hosting the shindig, and even Deena’s dressiest pants outfit would be too casual for Carolyn’s liking. 

She tried on the skirt and looked in the full-length mirror on her closet door. The fit was perfect, not too tight but not too loose. She dug black boots out of the back of the closet and tried them on. Not bad for a fifty-something retired teacher, she thought. “What do you think?” Hurley rolled over to get a belly rub, a sure sign he approved. 

The ever-darkening bruise on her forehead gave her a cartoonish look. Hopefully, she’d be able to cover it with make-up and a swoop of her brunette hair. A quick glance at her watch reminded her it was getting late. She wanted to get to the library to talk to Betty and go by the bookstore before Gary got home from work. If she could catch him before he got too comfortable, maybe he’d take her out to dinner.

She eyed the box of wreaths sitting on the floor by the kitchen table. Tempted to unpack them, she forced herself to close the lid. Decorating the house was a high priority, but not as high as making a good impression at the Fitzhugh party. She had a knack for mucking things up now and again. The last thing she wanted to do was commit a major faux pas in front of Maycroft’s upper crust.

* * *
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PREPARATIONS FOR THE party at Fitzhugh Manor were well underway. Caterers and florists streamed in and out the front door making it nearly impossible to keep the huge two-story Victorian house warm. The brutal summer heat had made way for a beautiful, cool fall. But it was the beginning of December, and cloudy skies and north winds brought the temperature way down. Coat-weather had finally arrived in northeast Texas.

Wendy Fairmont, Maycroft’s foremost party planner, ordered everyone around like a drill sergeant. “That’s only nine tables!” she yelled at the men from the rental store. “We have to fit eleven tables in this room. And don’t scratch the piano!”  She looked in her notebook at the sketches of the table decorations. “Cindy, don’t forget that the red napkins go on the white tablecloths, and the white ones go on the red.” 

“Got it,” Cindy said. “How does this table look with the poinsettias and candles?”

“Beautiful. But don’t forget the place cards. I’m going to see how the outside of the house is coming. Keep an eye on things in here.” Wendy walked out the front door to see if the holiday lighting was sufficient. She had designed an ivy swag to frame the front entrance, and the florist was having a hard time keeping it attached.

“This thing is heavy,” Jillian said. “I think we are going to have to drill in some anchors to keep it from falling.”

“Absolutely not! Carolyn will kill me if you damage her house. What if we put it between the columns instead? We can add another tree to the front porch.” Wendy was already dialing her assistant at the warehouse before the florist could answer.

Estelle Fitzhugh, Carolyn’s daughter and caregiver, ducked under the massive decoration as she walked out the front door. Wendy sensed her stress about everything being finished on time. 

“You’re not supposed to be out here,” Wendy said as she saw the worried look on Estelle’s face. “You know you can trust me. We’ve pulled this off perfectly for five years in a row.”

“I know, and I do trust you. But mother is particularly anxious this year since she has increased the guest list by almost twenty people.” 

Estelle looked nothing like her seventy-five-year-old mother except for the crocheted shawl she had draped around her shoulders. Her father had passed away nearly twenty years earlier, and she had spent most of her adulthood looking after her wheelchair-bound mother. And every year she told Wendy she worried that this year’s party might be her mother’s last.  

“If you give me about two more hours, you won’t even recognize the place.” Wendy put her hands on the back of Estelle’s shoulders and gently pushed her up the steps to the front door. “Besides, I don’t want you to catch a cold standing out here. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”

Estelle stopped in the doorway. “Don’t forget the boxes for the book donations. Mother wants them right inside the front door.”

Wendy nodded. “The donation boxes are ready at the warehouse. They’re wrapped in silver foil paper with big red bows, just like we planned.” Estelle seemed appeased and went back into the house.

Wendy was used to dealing with nervous clients. It was a big part of the job. But her firm confidence always seemed to reassure them. Except for the groom’s grandmother falling into the reflection pool at the Holden/Brooks wedding, she was proud to say all of her events came off without a hitch. Still, she kept her fingers crossed when no one was looking.

* * *
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THE LIBRARY WAS TOMB-quiet except for the Mid-Counties Writer’s Club gathered in the reading room. A burst of laughter from the group greeted Deena as she came through the front door.

“Hey there,” Betty said as Deena walked up to the front counter with a stash of books under her arm. “I thought you’d be at the courthouse covering the big verdict that’s due in today.”

“Actually, that’s Dan’s beat. He covers crime. I cover politics.” Deena set three books on the counter to check in. 

“Oh, I see. That’s why you wrote all those articles on the sheriff’s race. I still can’t believe Bob Lowry won again.”

Deena laughed. “He’s not such a bad guy. Just a bit of a hot head.”

“Speaking of heads, what did you do to yours?” The librarian squinted at Deena’s shiner.

“I ran into a beam in the attic looking for my Christmas wreaths.”

“If I didn’t know how madly in love you and Gary were, I’d be sending you to the Fitzhugh Women’s Shelter instead of the Fitzhugh Library.” Betty looked at the titles of the novels Deena had set on the counter. “Did you like any of these?” 

“I only had time to read this one.” She pointed to a cozy mystery with a dog on the cover. “I seem to sleep much better now that I’m not teaching. I can only get through a few pages before I’m off to sleepy-land.”

“Do you want to check these other two back out?”

“Better not. Now that the holidays are here, I won’t have much time for reading. I’m still trying to finish the latest Stephen King. It’s got me sleeping with the lights on. Speaking of that, I was hoping you could help me out. Gary and I were invited to Carolyn Fitzhugh’s party tomorrow night, and I—”

“—was wondering if I knew her favorite book,” Betty said. “You are at least the tenth person to ask me that in the last week.”

Deena plunged her hands into the pockets of her new North Face jacket and sighed in disappointment. “I thought I was being so clever by asking you.”

Betty scanned the returned books and put them on the cart to be re-shelved. “Ever since the invitations went out saying that each guest was to bring a book for a library donation, everyone has been trying to figure out Carolyn’s favorites. They want to be in her good graces.”

“I get that. This is the first time we’ve been invited, and I hope it won’t be the last. Even though Gary and I have lived here over twenty years, the highbrows of Maycroft still see us as tourists. Luckily, Gary’s financial group handles a lot of their business. Also, I got a chance to meet the ‘Grand Dame of Maycroft’ last summer when I was working on my uncle’s murder case. For some reason, Carolyn seemed to like me.”

“And there’s Russell, of course,” Betty added.

“Russell? What does my brother have to do with it?”

“Rumor has it that he and Estelle Fitzhugh are seeing each other.”

Deena’s eyes widened as if seeing George Clooney ride in on a white horse. “What? You’re kidding?” She shook her head in amazement. She had a hard time picturing her laid-back brother dating a rich woman like Estelle Fitzhugh. “I’ll be calling him as soon as I get home.”

Betty laughed. “So what book were you thinking of buying for the party?”

“All I could come up with was Gone with the Wind.”

“Heavens no! Carolyn hates that book. She says Scarlet O’Hara is a silly twit.”

Deena grimaced. “So what do you suggest?”

“Carolyn gave me strict instructions not to help anyone. But since you are a friend, I’ll give you a hint. Here’s the book I bought to take.” Betty held up a brown paper bag and smiled. “It’s a memoir.”

“You aren’t going to take it out of the bag?”

“Nope. That would be cheating.” She slipped the package back under the desk. “Now you’d better get to the bookstore before they close. The party is tomorrow, and you don’t want to get stuck buying erotica.”

“Thanks for nothing,” Deena said and winked at her friend. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“By the way,” Betty called after her, “what book is Gary bringing?”

“Fifty Shades of Grey.”
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Chapter 2
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Russell Sinclair stood straight as a soldier facing his best friend Cliff. “How do I look?” 

“Pretty good for an old country boy who doesn’t know the difference between champagne and Mountain Dew. I’ll bet the boys down at the VFW wouldn’t recognize you.” Cliff reached over to fix the knot on Russell’s tie. “I thought the only time I’d ever catch you wearing a monkey suit would be in your coffin.”

“Thanks,” Russell said as he looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. He dabbed at a bloody spot on his chin where he had cut himself shaving. “This is why I don’t date. Way too much trouble.”

“Well, you’re dating now, and not just anyone. Estelle Fitzhugh is in line to be one of the richest women this side of the Trinity River before too long. Go big or go home, man.”

Russell pulled at his sleeves, wondering if one was longer than the other. “You know I don’t care about money. A man just gets lonely—not that you aren’t good company, of course.”

“Hey, you don’t have to tell me.” Cliff walked over to sit on the corner of the bed. “Gail has only been gone a little over two years, and I miss her every day.” 

Russell patted his friend on the shoulder. 

Russell and Cliff had been friends since high school. When Russell couldn’t seem to get his bearings after returning home from the army, Cliff gave him a job in his appliance repair shop. Together, they had successfully run the business for thirty years. For the past fifteen years, they had lived next door to each other in the small, country town of Crossbow, about twenty miles from Maycroft.

“By the way,” Cliff asked, “what did your sister say when you told her about Estelle?”

“Actually, she heard it from someone in town. Called me yesterday. She was shocked at first, but then carried on like a lovesick teenager. Asked me a dozen questions. I reminded her that it was her idea in the first place and to mind her own business.”

Cliff chuckled. “That’ll never happen.”

“I know, but it’s just so much fun to drive her crazy.” 

Russell was three years older than Deena, although she usually acted like a mother hen. Once they were grown and out of the house, their parents moved off to Hawaii. Even though they visited every year or so, Deena had been the one to take care of Russell, helping him over occasional rough patches. He suffered from bouts of depression and migraines, but she was always there for him. Gary had even turned down a job in Florida so she could stay close by. Although she said it was because she loved living in Maycroft, he knew it was so she could look after him.

He slipped on his dark blue suit coat and adjusted his sleeves again. Leaning toward the mirror, he tamped down a stubborn section of hair and threw away the piece of tissue stuck to his chin. “That’s it,” he said, turning back to Cliff. “That’s as good as it gets.” He picked up the book he had bought for the party.

Cliff stood up to face his friend. “I would offer one suggestion, Cinderella. How ‘bout you let me cut that price tag off your sleeve before you head off to the ball.”

* * *
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GARY AND DEENA TURNED down the scenic, tree-lined road that led to the largest homes in Maycroft. Most of the estates’ residents would be at Carolyn’s party. A glow in the distance brightened the night sky above the Fitzhugh house. She wanted to tell Gary to drive faster but knew he’d just tell her to calm down. 

Except for an occasional wedding or funeral, Deena had few opportunities to play dress up. Although she liked the casual lifestyle of living in a small North Texas town, it was fun now and again to wear fancy clothes and sparkly jewelry. Maycroft was the kind of place where men could wear cowboy boots just about anywhere, and young people even wore jeans to church. She drew the line at that, but she had gotten in the habit of wearing slacks more often than dresses or skirts.

“Any special instructions for me?” Gary pulled behind several other cars waiting in line for the valet. 

“What do you mean?”

“You usually give me instructions like, don’t belch, don’t loosen your tie, don’t look up anyone’s skirt.”

“Seriously, you’re a grown man. You know how to behave in public.” She smiled and then added, “But don’t do any of those things.”

As they pulled up to the valet stand, one young man opened Deena’s door while another took Gary’s keys and gave him a receipt. 

“Hey, Mrs. Sharpe. You look nice.”  Holding out his hand was one of Deena’s former journalism students.

“Hey, you. Making a little extra money for college, I see.”

“Yes ma’am. Just got finished with finals. Hoping to keep my 3.7 average.”

“Way to go! Keep up the good work.” 

Deena made sure Gary had the books they had brought. Her palms were sweaty despite the cold evening wind. She looked around for Jordan, the photographer at the newspaper who often took pictures at social events. Not exactly paparazzi but close enough. He must have snapped a few shots before it got dark, she thought. 

She squeezed Gary’s hand. “The place looks so beautiful. I feel like a princess.”

“Just don’t trip on your way up the steps.” Gary offered his arm. “Remember when you—”

“Yes, I remember. So much for being a princess.”

Irene, the housekeeper who had greeted Deena the first time she met Carolyn Fitzhugh, opened the door and took their coats, motioning for them to walk toward the candlelit ballroom where Carolyn was seated in her wheelchair. Estelle stood on duty behind her. Deena looked around for Russell but couldn’t find him.

“Wow,” Gary whispered as they waited behind several other couples to enter the room. “I had no idea how huge this place was. It looks even bigger than from the outside.”

Deena squeezed his hand and reached for her book. Her knees felt rubbery as she looked around for familiar faces and spotted Sandra and Ian. She watched as the couples ahead of them greeted the two Fitzhugh women. 

Carolyn was the epitome of Southern grandeur. She wore a red velvet skirt with a black satin jacket. Across her shoulders was draped a heavy, white lace shawl that puddled in her lap. Although her blush was a little too bright, her ruby and diamond earrings glistened around her face and added a twinkle to her eyes.

“Hello Mr. and Mrs. Sharpe. I’m so glad you could come.” Carolyn reached out a gloved hand to Gary.

“Mrs. Fitzhugh, this is my husband, Gary.”

“So glad to meet you, Gary. Please call me Carolyn.”

“Nice to meet you, Carolyn.” Gary’s six-foot frame towered over her, so he bent down and nodded. 

“Not only handsome, but a real gentleman,” Carolyn said as though greeting a beau. “What books have you brought me tonight?”

“I love a good murder mystery,” Gary said, “so I brought my favorite Sherlock Holmes.”

“Classic mystery. Excellent!” She motioned to one of the large donation boxes. “And you my dear? Let me guess. To Kill a Mockingbird or Gone with the Wind?”

“Neither, actually.” She took a deep breath. “It’s a new biography that just came out about Eleanor Roosevelt.” Her hands shook as she held it up.

Carolyn hesitated and then said, “Very nice. Looks like someone did her homework.” She gave Deena a little nod.

Deena let out a sigh of relief. At that moment, though, her eyes began to water and her nose tingled. “Thank-choo,” she said, sneezing all over her hostess. “Oh dear! I’m so sorry.” She felt her face flush and for a moment thought she might hyperventilate. 

Estelle covered her mouth to camouflage a laugh. 

Carolyn pulled out a lace hankie from under her voluminous shawl and dabbed at her cheek. “Don’t worry, my dear,” she said. “As I recall, I spat all over you the first time we met.”

Deena gave her a half-hearted smile and started down into a curtsy when Gary tugged on her arm to follow him. “What the heck, Deena Jo? You can never lecture me about my manners again.” He led her around the maze of tables toward Sandra who was laughing and motioning to them. 

“You’re at our table,” she said, gasping for breath. “Classic entrance, Deena, really!”

“Ha-ha. Glad you enjoyed it.” She sat down, looking around at some of the other guests who had obviously witnessed her humiliation. “Now everyone will know me as ‘that woman who sneezed all over Carolyn.’” 

“No, they won’t,” Sandra said. “They’ll know you as ‘that woman with the giant goose egg on her forehead who sneezed all over Carolyn!’” Deena winced and pulled at her hair.

“Don’t get too close if you’re coming down with something,” Gary said.

“I’m not! I’m perfectly fine. Or at least I was.” She reached up and touched the bulge on her forehead that had begun to throb. 

“No worries,” Ian said, leaning across his wife. “These things can be rather stuffy. We could all use a good laugh.” 

“Do you know many of these people?” Deena tried to look around without turning her head. 

“Actually,” Ian said, “our law firm represents most of the people here.”

“I thought you were a public defender, watching out for the little guy.” Deena opened her napkin and spread it across her lap, her hands still quivering.

“He is,” Sandra said. “He does family law for his firm, and they assign him the pro bono cases for the county.” She took a sip of her iced tea and then reached for the sweetener. 

Sandra Davis ran the Second Chance Thrift Shop that raised money for the local animal shelter. Born and raised in Maycroft, she was well known in town for her charity work. 

“I’m surprised Carolyn’s not serving wine,” Deena whispered to Sandra.

“We’re in the Bible Belt, and most of the older fuddy-duddies still pretend not to drink. There will be champagne with dessert.”

A couple who appeared to be in their late seventies tottered up to the table. The gentleman nodded. “Hello. We are Edwin and Penelope Burrows. I believe we are your tablemates.”

Gary and Ian stood, and Gary pulled out the chair for Penelope. After introductions, Deena looked over her shoulder to see a flock of penguins swoop in delivering the first course. They moved quickly and precisely, like a scene right out of Hello Dolly.  

Deena savored the spinach salad drizzled with mustard vinaigrette. “This is delish,” she said to Sandra. “Who is the caterer?”

“I think it’s Chef Jacques,” she said, using the French pronunciation. “He catered last year, too.”

The scent of sweet pine from wreaths and lighted trees filled the room. A tuxedoed gentleman tinkled out carols on the grand piano, adding to the cheery atmosphere. The large room took on a warm, cozy feel now that all the guests were seated and relaxed.

Penelope smiled and waved gregariously at several women around the room. “Now, what did you say your name was, young man?” She leaned toward Gary and put her hand on his arm, giving it a squeeze. “My, aren’t you the strong one,” she added with a flirty grin.

The smell of bourbon smacked his face. “Gary Sharpe,” he said politely, ignoring the second statement. 

“You must be new around here. I don’t recall seeing you at any of our club functions.” She put her arm on the table and nudged him with her shoulder. “Are you married?”

Gary looked startled.

“Now Penelope, leave the poor man be. Can’t you see that his wife is sitting right next to him?” Edwin slathered a piece of sourdough bread with butter.  

“Oh, fiddle sticks. You know I’m just having fun here with Barry.”

“It’s Gary,” Deena said, leaning over her husband toward the woman who was twenty years her elder. “And yes, he’s married. To me.”

Sandra interrupted. “Look, there’s Russell.”

Deena sat up and watched her brother take his seat between Carolyn and Estelle. 

“He sure cleans up well,” Sandra said.

“Doesn’t he look handsome?” Deena hardly recognized him. Rarely did he wear anything other than Hawaiian shirts and cargo shorts, even in the winter. She noticed his face was freshly shaven, making him look a little less like Jimmy Buffet than usual.

“Oh, my,” Penelope said, looking over at Russell. “Is he single?”

Gary put his hand on Deena’s leg to stop her from another embarrassing situation. Luckily, the waiters returned to collect the salad plates. A moment later, the entrée arrived. They dined on fennel-crusted prime rib and green beans with shallots. There was also a generous scoop of cheddar and garlic mashed potatoes. This was Texas, after all.

Edwin called over a waiter and semi-discreetly gave him a small wad of bills. A few minutes later, the waiter returned with a large glass for Penelope that he announced was “a Coke.” Clearly, it was Coke mixed with whiskey. Before long, Penelope became absorbed in her meal and her beverage and quit trying to play footsies with Gary. 

“Estelle sure looks different from when I met her last summer,” Deena said to Sandra. “She’s practically glowing.”

“Maybe she and Russell are—”

“Ewww! Stop! That’s my brother you’re talking about.” Deena took a sip of tea then savored a bite of potatoes as she observed Estelle. She no longer had a sour, pinched-face look. Her light brown hair was out of its tight bun, falling just below her shoulders. Her pale skin had color, and her make-up showed off her pretty blue eyes. Although she was hardly a candidate for the next “Bachelorette,” she was pleasantly attractive. Russell looked somewhat uncomfortable sitting between the two Fitzhugh women, but Deena could sense an intimacy between him and Estelle that she found absolutely adorable.

Soon the table conversation turned to holiday plans. The pianist played seasonal favorites as guests finished off the main course.

Deena looked down at her satin blouse and tried to wipe off a spot of salad dressing. “By the way, are we still going to the flea market in Canton on Saturday?”

“I’m planning on it,” Sandra said. “My niece is watching the store for me so I can stock up on goodies.” She motioned to the head table. “Look, Carolyn is getting ready to make her speech.”

Waiters rushed around picking up dinner and bread plates. Carolyn tapped the side of her glass with her spoon, and the guests gave her their attention. 

“I want to thank everyone for coming tonight and for your generous donations to the Fitzhugh Library.” She glared across the room. “Don’t think I won’t remember you still owe me a book, Walter,” she said, wagging a finger in his direction. 

Everyone laughed. 

“As you know, the library was built by my late husband, Donald, for the good citizens of Maycroft. Your generous donations help keep it running. And ladies, remember that we are decorating the library for the holidays on Thursday at ten o’clock sharp, so don’t be late. Someone will need to call Penelope to wake her up.” 

More laughter followed.

“Now, for the most important part of the evening. This is where we serve you dessert and ask for more money. Gladys is here to talk about the Fitzhugh Women’s Shelter and Bernie will speak about the Fitzhugh Children’s Park. I expect everyone to pay attention and dig deep in your pockets. You all know how much I hate to talk about money, so if you will excuse me for now, I will return in a few minutes for the champagne toast.” 

Estelle stood up, right on cue. Everyone clapped, and Estelle wheeled her mother out of the ballroom and closed the doors behind them. 

Waiters returned with a fabulous chocolate truffle cheesecake along with coffee and champagne. Gladys stood next to the piano. Before she even started her pitch for the women’s shelter, men reached into their breast pockets for their checkbooks. Several women had brought sealed envelopes as though they were tithing at church. Deena looked at Gary, and he pulled out his checkbook. “How much?” he asked Deena in a whisper.

“How much?” she asked Sandra. 

“You’re probably safe giving a hundred,” she whispered back.

“A hundred,” Deena said to Gary. “I hope that’s for both charities.”

After a few minutes, they all clapped for Gladys, and then Bernie walked over to take his turn. Deena looked across the room to see Russell pulling at his tie, looking quite unsettled. 

“What happens next?” Deena whispered to Sandra who was pretending to listen to Bernie.

“Everyone will start milling around and gossiping while waiting in line for the powder room. Then Carolyn and Estelle will return. Carolyn will thank everyone again and we’ll all sing ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas.’” She turned back to face Bernie. Whispering over her shoulder, she added, “Also, everyone will guzzle down as much of Carolyn’s champagne as they can while waiting for their cars to be pulled around.”

After Bernie finally finished his spiel, there was a mass exodus for the ladies’ room. Most of the men just stood up to stretch their legs and to greet friends. Deena spoke to several people she knew, including Betty, and then headed over to find Russell.

“How are you doing, big brother?” Russell stood up and gave Deena a hug. “I can’t remember seeing you this dressed up since you were a groomsman in my wedding.”

“Oh, yeah. You made me wear a baby blue tux.”

“Give me a break. It was the Eighties.” She grinned and poked Russell in the arm. “So, tell me about you and Estelle.”  

“She’s nice. I like her.”

“Details. I want details. Have you kissed her?”

Russell blushed. “Don’t you have someone else to bother right now? Where’s Gary? I’m sure he’s looking for you.”

“Russell has a girlfriend,” she said in a sing-song voice.

“We have only been seeing each other for about a month. You sure that constitutes boyfriend status?”

“A month is like five years at your age. You are definitely her boyfriend.”

Russell pulled at his tie again.

“I get it,” she said. “But don’t think I won’t be calling you. Should I set another place at Christmas dinner?” With that, she left to join Sandra in line for the ladies’ room.

Before long, the piano player banged out a spirited version of “Deck the Halls,” a signal for the guests to return to their seats. However, just as he got to the second fa-la-la, a shrill voice from the direction of the foyer rang out above the music. “M-o-t-h-e-r!” 

Russell jumped from the table and ran to the foyer doors. Estelle stood at the top of the grand staircase. There was Carolyn Fitzhugh, laying spread eagle on the ground at the bottom of the stairs, tangled up in her wheelchair. Two small silver bells rolled around on the floor near her. Estelle raced down the steps and leaned over her mother. Doctors Roberts, Morton, Henley, and Wilson all rushed to her side. 

“Call 9-1-1,” someone yelled as the guests began to crowd around.

“Stand back,” Dr. Roberts ordered. “Give her some air.” Russell had his arm around Estelle who was shaking and crying. Dr. Mortimer placed the stethoscope he always kept in his pocket on Carolyn’s chest. After a minute, he sat up and looked at his colleagues, shaking his head. “She’s gone.” A collective gasp seemed to take all the air out of the room.

Estelle let out another cry. 

Just then, someone back in the ballroom yelled, “Happy New Year!” It was Penelope Burrows.
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Chapter 3
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From the time Deputy Trey Simms solved the 50-year-old missing person case last summer, he had been on Sheriff Lowry’s good side. The Perry County sheriff’s race was hotly contested in the November elections, but Lowry had won his fifth term by the width of a fingernail. Deena had covered the race for the Northeast Texas Tribune. Simms had brought in the youth vote and was now a minor celebrity in the area.

Trey Simms was also Carolyn Fitzhugh’s great nephew, which is why he was on security duty the night of the party. Not expecting any trouble, Trey had kept watch outside to make sure the guests’ cars were safe and that lookie-lookers driving past to admire the stately manor didn’t linger too long. His friend Ray was in charge of valet parking. They had spent the evening discussing family, football, and the holidays.

Maycroft, just southeast of Dallas, was a tourist town known as a mecca for antique shops, quaint little inns, and down-home cooking. The crime rate was low, but the population was growing as Dallas continued to burst its seams and spew commuters farther in all directions. 

Most residents were Texas Rangers fans, but when it came to football, the town’s loyalties were more contentious. Of course, there were retired snowbirds who had flown south to enjoy their nest egg or open a little bed-and-breakfast. They brought their hometown team spirit with them. For the natives, though, there were just enough people who had family around Houston to create a solid rivalry between the Cowboys and Texans. Playoffs were right around the corner, and both teams were still in the hunt.

Trey had been one of the first people in the door when Carolyn was found on the floor of the foyer. He helped clear out the guests and waited in the house for the coroner to collect the body.  The Fitzhugh estate was just outside the Maycroft city limits, so it fell under the county’s jurisdiction. However, city police and fire departments also provided services to the area. Two other officers showed up with the EMT within minutes of the call.

After all the guests had left, an officer took pictures of the scene. The only “evidence” was Carolyn’s toppled wheelchair. Pending a preliminary report from the local coroner, Carolyn’s death was clearly an accident. She had apparently rolled too close to the edge of the stairs and had tumbled down to the bottom. But because there were no eyewitnesses, her body would be sent to the Medical Examiner’s office in Dallas for a final determination of cause of death. 

When he left the house around midnight, Trey promised Estelle he would check with the coroner and stop by to see her in the afternoon. 

As he drove up, Wendy was directing the clean-up of the house. She was visibly distraught and not her usual snappy self.

“Oh, I hadn’t expected more police here today,” she said when she saw Trey in his uniform. “An officer last night said it was okay to clear everything out today.” She reached up to tuck a loose strand of hair back in her messy ponytail.

“No problem,” he said. “I’m just here to see my Aunt Estelle.”

“I didn’t realize you were related. I’m sorry for your loss.” She motioned to the parlor. “Estelle is in there.”

Before going into the room, Trey stopped and looked around the foyer, remembering how different it was just hours earlier. Flowers, from lilies to roses to chrysanthemums, had arrived in a steady stream all morning and covered the entry tables. Wendy had placed some of the arrangements along the edge of the large staircase. The sweet smell of flowers mixed with pine from the Christmas decor would have been overwhelming had the front door not been open much of the morning. 

Hearing a loud voice coming down the long corridor from the back of the house, Trey followed it to the kitchen.  Irene was ordering around the catering staff who were not working fast enough for her liking. They would normally have finished cleaning up before leaving last night, but considering the circumstances, they agreed to return this morning to clean and remove all their equipment.

“What do you want?” Irene asked Trey when he appeared in the doorway. 

“Just checking on things.” Her tone surprised him. Irene Harrison had worked for Carolyn more than fifteen years, and he had been around her at several family gatherings. He expected her to be upset but was surprised at her blatant anger. Even though he was only in his second year of law enforcement, he had witnessed the many different ways people dealt with grief. This must be hers, he thought, and backed his way out of the kitchen.

He knocked on the parlor door before entering. Estelle sat on the sofa with her mother’s black-and-white cat, Clover, in her lap. Several of Carolyn’s friends who had been at the party filled the adjacent chairs. Russell stood by one of the room’s large windows and seemed relieved to see Trey. He walked over and shook hands. 

“Thanks for stopping by,” Russell said. Leaning in closer, he whispered, “I’m not used to all this social stuff. I really don’t know what to do.”

“Yes sir. I get it.” Trey glanced over Russell’s shoulder and saw the women staring at him. “I’m sure Estelle is just glad you’re here for her.” He walked over to the group. “Hello ladies. Aunt Estelle.” He tipped his Stetson hat politely. 

“Please have a seat, Trey. Have you met Mrs. Burlington and Mrs. Smathers?”

“Nice to meet you.” He turned back to his aunt. “I need to go over some information with you in private, if that’s all right.”  

Estelle nodded and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Ladies, thank you so much for stopping by. It means a great deal to me. Please tell the other members of the Bluebonnet Club that I appreciate all the flowers and support.”

“That’s so kind of you.” 

The women took turns hugging Estelle, and Clover began to hiss. Russell seemed to take their leaving as an opportunity to escape. 

“Russell,” Estelle said as she extended her hand to him, “I’d like you to stay.”

The two women shot each other a disapproving glance. Trey wondered if they thought Russell wasn’t good enough for one of Maycroft’s finest families. They probably thought the same about him. He walked them out the front door.

The parlor was decorated in a style to match the Victorian exterior. A red velvet sofa and tapestry-covered chairs surrounded a dark rosewood table. One wall was lined with built-in bookcases that held an eclectic collection of art pieces. Calling it “art” was generous. Most of it was souvenir quality with a bit of gold plate thrown in. They were obviously gifts or pieces collected on Carolyn’s travels.

When he returned, Russell was sitting down and seemed more relaxed. Pulling a piece of paper out of his jacket pocket, Trey turned to Estelle. “I have the preliminary report from the coroner. It shows that your mother died of a broken neck caused by the fall. She had trauma to her head, a broken arm, and multiple cuts and lacerations. Those injuries were all secondary to the broken neck. Without performing a full autopsy, they cannot determine if she possibly suffered a stroke or heart attack before the fall. The coroner did not find anything else noteworthy. He ruled it an accident.” He returned the paper to his pocket.

Tears glistened in Estelle’s eyes, but she kept her composure. “Is he going to perform a full autopsy?” 

“That will be done up in Dallas, not here locally.”

“How long will it take? We need to make arrangements for the funeral.” She laid her hand protectively on the cat’s back.

“It’s hard to say just yet. The funeral home will help you keep in contact with the ME’s office.”

“Thank you for that information, but that’s not the main reason I wanted you to stop by today.” Estelle motioned toward the parlor doors, and Trey got up to close them. 

“So what’s up, Aunt Estelle?” 

“Trey,” she said sternly, “there is no way on God’s green earth that this was an accident.” 

Her demeanor had turned so suddenly that Trey nearly missed the chair when he sat. This was a new side of his sweet, Southern aunt. 

“Mother did not fall down that staircase. She was murdered.”

“Murdered?” Trey and Russell responded in unison.

“That’s right. Mother never went near the top of those stairs. She had no reason to. The only way she would have ended up at the bottom of those steps is if someone pushed her.” Her eyes began to well again, but she sniffed back the tears.

“Aunt Estelle,” Trey said gently, “I know this is a shock for you. Grief is—”

“Don’t give me that speech, Trey. I know what you’re thinking. But I also know my mother. You’ve got to believe me.” The look on her face told the whole story. She meant what she said.

“By the way,” she said turning to Russell, “did you get in touch with Deena?”

“Yeah. She should be here any minute.” Trey noticed some of the color had drained from the poor guy’s face.

Estelle sat back. “Good. I want her to hear this, too.”

There was a knock on the parlor door, and Wendy stuck in her head. “Estelle, do you want me to have the guys deliver these boxes of books to the library?”

“Yes, dear. Also, there are two large boxes of coats we collected at the Fall Fling that need to be taken to Sandra at the thrift shop. Would you mind having them deliver those also? They are in the second room on the right at the top of the stairs.” Hearing her own words made Estelle stop and think again about the sight of her helpless mother sprawled out on the floor at the bottom of the staircase. She shivered, stroking Clover to comfort them both.

Estelle looked back at Trey. “You know, Russell and I met at the Fall Fling. I was collecting coats for the Women’s Shelter. Along came this handsome man with the most beautiful blue wool jacket.”

“I gave him that jacket for his birthday,” Deena said, standing in the doorway.

“Oh, please come in.” As Estelle stood up to greet her, Clover leaped off her lap and onto the coffee table.

Deena hugged Estelle and stepped back. “I’m a-ller-gic!” The final syllable came out as a sneeze. “To cats,” she added. 

“Oh dear, I’m so sorry.” Estelle reached over to pick up Clover. “What’s this?” She lifted up the cat to examine her belly.

Trey leaned closer. A few dark red spots dotted her white fur. “Looks like dried blood.”

Estelle sighed. “What have you gotten yourself into now?” She picked up her mother’s silver dinner bell from the table. After several loud shakes, Irene rushed in looking harried. “Would you please take Clover and see that she is cleaned up?” 

Irene stomped out carrying the cat at arm’s length.

“Now, let’s get down to business,” Estelle said. “Thank you for coming over, Deena.”

“I have about an hour before I have to get back to the newspaper. I’m finishing up a piece on the County Commissioner’s court.”

Estelle looked straight at Deena. “I need your help. You have investigative experience. I believe my mother was murdered.” She hurried before Deena could interrupt. “Trey said there is going to be a full autopsy performed. I want them to check for poisons and any other evidence of foul play.” 

Trey watched Deena’s reaction and could see the look of surprise on her face. He wanted to assuage Estelle’s suspicions. “Obviously, they will check for everything, but it seems clear that—” 

“It doesn’t seem clear to me,” Estelle said. “I’m telling you, someone pushed Mother down those stairs.”

Trey looked at his watch. “I really need to get back to the office. Why don’t you all discuss this and call to fill me in later. For now, though, I would hold off speaking to anyone directly about this. Let’s just wait for the medical examiner’s report.” He walked over and patted his aunt on the shoulder. “I’ll be in touch.” As he walked out, he nodded toward the door so that Deena would follow.

“I’ll walk you out,” she said.

When he and Deena were on the front porch, Trey confided his concern. “I don’t like where this is going,” he said. “You know what’s going to happen if she starts crying ‘murder.’ She’s going to have everyone—including your newspaper—looking at her as the prime suspect.”

Deena shivered against the cold. “Why? Estelle would never have hurt her mother.”

“I agree. But you know what detectives always look for: means, opportunity, and motive. Some people might argue that Estelle had all three.”

“That’s crazy. What would be her motive?”

“Money, of course. You never know what goes on behind closed doors. Who knows what Aunt Carolyn’s will has in it.”

Deena’s teeth chattered. “But she’s going to want me to help her. What should I do?”

“Listen to her theories. Do some snooping around, but make sure it is all hush-hush. Stall. Maybe the medical examiner’s report will bring her back to her senses.” 

Deena nodded in agreement. 

Trey zipped his jacket. “Now get back inside before you freeze to death. We don’t want to have another dead body in this house.”

* * *
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A COMMOTION IN THE parlor caught Deena off guard. What disaster could have befallen in the short time she’d been out of the house?

Jacques, the head chef from the catering company, Wendy, and Irene were all speaking at once. It was a scene straight out of a reality TV show. Finally, Russell put his fingers to his lips and whistled shrilly, causing everyone to stop and stare. “What’s the problem?”

Wendy, hands on hips, looked to be at her wits’ end. “Chef Jacques claims one of the carving knives he used last evening is missing. He thinks it was stolen and wants to file a police report. I’m trying to assure him that it was probably just misplaced.”

Irene butted in. “I told him that it will take me a week just to put the kitchen back to the way it was before he and his staff invaded. I said I would let him know the minute it turns up.”

“But what you have not explained is the value of that knife,” Chef Jacques said. “It’s a Katzenbach carving knife worth nearly three-hundred dollars. This is a fine instrument.  I used it to cut the prime rib. Did you see even one jagged edge on that meat? Did you see the uniformity of every slice?”

“Did you see how many of Mrs. Fitzhugh’s dishes you used?” Irene asked in her snarkiest tone.

That’s all it took for the arguing to resume. Russell motioned to Wendy. “Would you please ask the staff if they saw anyone in the kitchen last night who shouldn’t have been there? That’s probably what the police would do, if anything. Tell Chef Boy-ar-dee that you are investigating and will get back to him. That should buy a little time until it turns up. If he won’t agree to that, just tell Estelle and she can buy him another one of his over-priced cleavers.” Before letting her go, he added, “Also, can you see if someone can scrounge me up a beer?”

Wendy quickly moved the discussion into the hall and shut the doors behind her.

“Way to go, bro.” Deena smiled at Russell as he sat back down on the chair. She contemplated trying to talk to him alone to tell him the warning she had received from Trey, but she was anxious to find out what Estelle wanted her to do. Things were heating up, along with her curiosity. Her nose still tickled from cat fur, so she looked in her purse for a clean tissue, coming up empty. She didn’t dare ask for one, knowing Estelle would just ring that annoying bell again.

“I want to tell you both why I believe Mother’s death was not an accident.” She pulled on the edges of a delicate, crocheted handkerchief in her lap. “Mother and I had a routine—a system. Her bedroom suite is on one side of the hall, mine and two other rooms are on the opposite side. There is a back stairway next to the kitchen by the maid’s room. It has a motorized lift to the second floor. I can show it to you later after the kitchen clears out. Mother would always get out of her downstairs wheelchair in the kitchen, ride up the stairs, and then get in her upstairs wheelchair. She couldn’t possibly use the front staircase. In fact, it always made her nervous to get too close.” 

“Are you saying that your mother was able to stand up by herself?” Deena noticed a few threads of the hankie lying loose in Estelle’s lap. She was obviously a bundle of nerves.

“Yes. She had use of her legs, but she was weak and could only manage a few steps. That’s why she always, always made sure someone was with her when she sat on the electric stair chair. One time it got stuck when she was home alone, and she had to sit there for over an hour. You can imagine how upset she was.”

Deena nodded, having seen the prickly side of Carolyn Fitzhugh the first time they met. She could picture the old woman spitting cactus needles by the time she was rescued.   Wendy knocked on the door and slipped in with a beer for Russell and hot tea for the ladies.

“Thanks,” Russell said, giving Wendy an appreciative smile.

Estelle ignored the tea as the pile of threads in her lap continued to grow. “As I said before, Mother’s routine was to ring a bell when she was ready to go on the stairs.” 

Deena and Russell both looked down at the bell on the coffee table. 

Estelle obviously knew what they were thinking. “Not that bell. Mother had loads of them all over the house. She always kept a few in her chair, too. When she would ring one, either Irene or I would help her. Since Irene was working with the staff last night, she was supposed to ring for me when she was ready to go back downstairs for the champagne toast. I had finished...um... powdering my nose and waited for the bell. After a few minutes, I went out into the hall, but Mother wasn’t there. I checked her room and then went down to the kitchen to see if she had gone on without me. Irene said she hadn’t.” 

Tears began trickling down Estelle’s cheeks, and she pulled harder on what little fabric was left in her hands. Clearly, she was reliving the scene from the previous night. Deena looked over at Russell and gave him a pointed look. He set down the half-empty bottle and went to sit by Estelle, putting his arm across her shoulders.

“That’s when I hurried back up the kitchen stairs. Something made me walk to the end of the hallway to look down from the top of the staircase.” She turned and buried her face in Russell’s neck. 

She seemed to be unraveling just like the handkerchief in her lap. Deena could see that Estelle’s sobbing triggered Russell’s protective instinct. He wrapped his arms around her and stroked her hair, whispering words of comfort. 

The scene brought tears to Deena’s eyes as well. She had hoped and prayed that her brother would one day find someone to love and grow old with. It looked like he finally had. That warm feeling she always got when finishing a romance novel washed over her. She was ready to declare that they would live happily ever after when another sneeze exploded from her mouth and startled everyone back to reality.

“Well,” Deena said, reaching for a napkin off the tea tray. “It sounds like we have some work to do. I think we need to start investigating, but we had better keep it quiet. We’ll have a better chance of catching the culprit if he—or she—doesn’t know we are suspicious.” 

Estelle nodded in agreement. 

Thank goodness, Deena thought. “You realize that the only mystery I have ever tried to solve was the death of my uncle, right?” As soon as the words left her lips, she regretted saying them. After what Trey said, the last thing she wanted was for Estelle to hire a private investigator or go to the sheriff. 

“I know. I just feel like I can trust you—and Russell. Besides Trey, you are the closest to family I have right now.” 

Deena looked at Russell to gauge his reaction. He had a sick look on his face. She wasn’t sure if he was thinking about Carolyn or the knot Estelle seemed to be tying around his ring finger. It was time to put on her super-sleuth façade. “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to harm your mother? Did she have any enemies?”

Estelle stood up. The pile of loose threads fell to the floor. “Oh dear,” she said, staring down at them. “I hate to say it, but there were a few people who didn’t like her. Penelope Burrows, for one.” She walked over to the parlor doors and peeked out. She closed them again and sat in the chair next to Deena. “You see, Mother and Edwin Burrows were once engaged. Penelope did everything she could think of to split them up. It finally worked when my father came along. Still, Penelope was always jealous of Mother. When Father died, Edwin started visiting here often. Mother let it go on a while just to irritate Penelope.”

“That’s the couple who were at our table last night,” Deena said. “Penelope seemed sloshed to me. I never saw her leave the table, but I lost sight of her when I got up to use the ladies’ room. That was right before...” She let her words trail off rather than state the obvious.

“Who else might have had a grudge against her?” Russell asked as he leaned down and picked up the pile of loose threads.

“Ronald Gilbert. He owns the property next to us. About thirty acres. He bought it from my father years ago. What he didn’t realize was that my father kept the mineral rights to the property. Apparently, there’s a fortune in oil under all this land. Father didn’t want oil rigs in the backyard, so he refused to drill.” Estelle’s eyes twinkled a bit as she talked about her father’s cunning business sense. “Mr. Gilbert tried to buy the rights many times over the years, but Father refused to sell. He said he had plenty of money from his other land holdings and didn’t want to spoil the natural beauty around here. After he died, Mother refused to sell them as well.”

Russell stood up to stretch his legs and walked over to the large window and pushed back the heavy brocade drapes. Looking out at the landscape, he asked, “Why would that give him a reason to murder your mother?”

“Maybe he thought I would sell the house and move if she were gone. Maybe he thought I would just sell him the mineral rights.” Estelle looked at Deena. “I don’t know what his intentions might have been, but I do know he despised my family. You can just sense these things, you know?”

Deena shook her head. “I understand. I definitely think that puts him on the list of suspects. Was he at the party?”

“Yes, of course. You know, that’s how we do things in the South. We smile to your face, but talk about you behind your back. We always kept a pretense of hospitality with the Gilberts, bless their hearts.”

Deena pulled a small spiral from her purse to write down a few notes. “Russell, make sure you get that list of names from Wendy. We need to know who might have been snooping around last night.” 

He nodded in agreement.

Trey had asked her to stall Estelle so she wouldn’t take her suspicions to the authorities. But Deena was beginning to wonder if Estelle might be on to something. That left her stuck between a rock and a hard place. 
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Except for a few houses, Butterfly Gardens, Deena and Gary’s subdivision, was in full holiday decoration mode. Those residents who refused to participate cited reasons of religion, resources, or just plain rancor. Deena loved holiday decor but didn’t go overboard like some of her neighbors. People in the suburbs were notoriously competitive. Whether it was whose child had the most goals at the youth soccer game or who could be first to bring food to the new neighbors, there seemed to be an invisible scorecard, and she and Gary were always somewhere near the bottom.

When she got home from the newspaper office, she had a booming headache and a runny nose. “Remind me to take an antihistamine the next time I go to Estelle’s,” she told Gary as he walked in the door from work. She sat at the kitchen table addressing Christmas cards.

“And hello to you, too.” He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “What’s up?”

“Hold on to your hat. This is big.” She waited as he pulled off his tie and sat down at the table. “Estelle thinks her mother was murdered.” She watched for his reaction.

“I’m not surprised.”

“You’re kidding! Why would you think that?”

Gary got up and walked toward the bedroom. “Because, who falls down their own stairs in the middle of a party with a house full of people? It’s a little too coincidental, don’t you think?”

Deena sat on the edge of the bed while Gary changed into jeans and a t-shirt. “Well, I guess. But to think she was murdered seems harder to believe.” Deena was stunned at Gary’s reaction. He was not the dramatic kind. “So who do you think is the likely culprit?”

“Estelle.” He walked past her to the kitchen.

“Estelle?” Gary’s lackadaisical attitude was beginning to annoy her. “How can you say something like that and be so calm? And what are you doing?”

“Making sandwiches for dinner. Want one?”

“Sure.” She plopped down at the table. “Trey told me privately to keep Estelle from talking about murder in public because it might make her end up looking guilty.”

“That makes sense.” Gary spread mustard on one side of the bread and mayonnaise on the other, using a different knife for each. It was no wonder he became an accountant. He was meticulous about everything he did. “She probably got tired of waiting for her mother to kick so she could start her own life. Russell may have had something to do with that.”

“What? You think Russell was—”

“No, I mean, being with him may have made her more anxious to get out from under her mother’s control. And don’t forget about the money she stands to inherit.” He brought the turkey and Swiss cheese sandwiches to the table. “I’m having a beer. What would you like?”

“I would like you to sit down and talk to me about this whole thing,” she said, glaring at him.

“Wine, it is.” He poured her a glass and joined her at the table. “This is the last of the Thanksgiving leftovers.”

She took a sip from her glass. “Let’s assume Estelle had a motive, opportunity, and...and...what’s the third thing?”

“Means,” Gary said with a mouthful of sandwich.

“Right, means. Why would she bring up murder in the first place? Why would she ask me to help her with the investigation?”

Gary choked on his sandwich and took a swig of beer to wash it down. “So now you are involved, too? You realize you are an ex-journalism teacher turned reporter, not private investigator.”

Picking up her sandwich, Deena’s tone turned sentimental.  “You should have seen Russell and Estelle together. They were so cute. She called us ‘family.’ How could I say no?” The wine warmed her insides.

Gary didn’t even try to argue. “What investigating do you plan to do?”

“Apparently, Penelope Burrows is Carolyn’s longtime enemy. You remember her from the party, right?”

“Oh, yes. I can still feel the bruise where she squeezed my thigh most of the night.”

“She and the ladies from the Bluebonnet Club are decorating the library for the holidays as one of their service projects tomorrow. I’m going to volunteer to help. Penelope will be there, so hopefully I can get some information from her.” 

“Don’t you have to work at the paper tomorrow?” 

“Lloyd said I could take some time off. I told him I had some personal business to take care of.” She ate a few bites of her sandwich and thought about the conversation at Estelle’s house. Then she told Gary about the argument over the missing knife.  

“You asked me why I thought Estelle might have brought up murder in the first place if she’s guilty,” he said. “Simple. A good offense is the best defense. She goes on the attack before anyone else gets a jump on it first.”

“Do you honestly think she might have done it? If so, shouldn’t I say something to Russell?”

“I’m not saying she did or didn’t. There’s not enough evidence yet. However, she’s the most obvious early contender. The game has just started, though. It’s the first quarter, so a lot could happen.” He chugged the end of his beer. “I don’t think you should say anything to Russell at this point. You don’t want him to resent you for not taking his girlfriend’s side.”

“You’re right. I’d hate to put a wedge between us.” Gary was always so level headed. She, on the other hand, tended to be more reactive. “I’ll just stall like Trey said until the final autopsy report comes back.” She swirled the wine in her glass. “But I’m going to be keeping my eye on Estelle, for sure.” She thought about Carolyn’s brother, Glenn, and her discovery from the previous summer. “After all, we know of at least one bad apple in their family orchard already.”
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Finally something he could get into, Russell thought.  He agreed to pick up Estelle and go with her to Mortimer’s Funeral Home to make preparations for Carolyn’s interment. It wasn’t that he was obsessed with death; he just thought it would be more interesting than hanging out in the parlor watching the parade of visitors dripping condolences all over Estelle.

Sitting across from Jeffrey Mortimer, Russell’s mind wandered while Estelle signed a stack of papers and talked about insurance. He wondered how a man could spend his whole life dealing with grief and death. When he saw Jeffrey’s Rolex watch peek out from under the sleeve of his black suit, he had his answer. His attention was brought back to the discussion when he heard the words “concrete burial vault.”

“I assume you want the premium model.” Jeffrey filled in the paperwork without even looking up at Estelle.

“Now wait a minute,” Russell said. “Let’s hear about this.” He saw a look of surprise on Estelle’s face. “Tell us about these vaults.”

Jeffrey reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a brochure. “There are three types. The basic vault only includes a single liner. You don’t want that. The standard vault has thicker walls to keep out water, insects, and any other elements. It’ll get the job done—for a while.”

Russell put on his reading glasses and leaned forward, trying to take in the brochure’s details. Before he could read much, Jeffrey turned the page.

“Now if you really want to protect your beloved mother for the longest time possible, this is what you want. The Premium Platinum Protection Vault. Not only does it contain the thickest walls possible, the liner is made with semi-precious materials to delay rust and erosion of the casket. You can even add photographs or emblems to the lid as a lasting memorial to your dear, sweet mother.” Jeffrey sat back and let out at long sigh, apparently satisfied with himself. 

Russell imagined it was the same sound the man made after hanky panky with the little woman.

Estelle put her hand on Russell’s arm. “What do you think, darling?”

He cringed at the sappy term. “You see, I’m kind of an expert myself in underground containment. My buddy Cliff and I are building a bunker designed to last fifty years or more. Can yours do that?”

Caught off guard, Jeffrey cleared his throat to answer. “Fifty years is a long time, Mr. Sinclair. It’s hard to say.” He carefully refolded the brochure. “How about this. You come back in fifty years and dig up the vault. If there is a leak, I’ll give Miss Fitzhugh here a full refund.” He let out a hearty laugh, and Estelle smiled weakly. 

Russell wasn’t laughing.

“Hmm. One more question. Does this vault do anything to keep the corpse from drying up like an old rotted prune and being eaten away by worms and maggots?”

“Russell!” Estelle turned to Jeffrey. “We’ll take the Premium model.”

“Fine.” He put the brochure back in the drawer and closed it with a definitive bang. “I’ll be back in a moment to take you to see the casket selections.” He strolled out of the room, victory oozing from every pore.

Estelle waited until Jeffrey was out of earshot. “What was that all about?” 

Russell watched her face and neck turn red like Deena’s did when she was angry. Must be a girl thing, he thought. “I’m sorry, but I don’t like seeing people throw away money. I saw men—young men—buried on the battlefield with nothing more than a few handfuls of dirt. It doesn’t seem natural to lay down so much cash on something that goes into the ground and you never see again.”

“That ‘something’ you are referring to is my mother!” She stared at Russell and tightened her grip on the purse in her lap.

“That’s not what I meant.” He studied her face and realized he was out of line. This was their first fight, and it was his fault. “Look, it’s your mother, your money, your call. I don’t want to interfere.” 

Her expression soften. “I’m so glad you’re here, Russell. I’m just on edge. I don’t know how I would have managed this without you.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek.

She’s got spunk, he thought. I like that. She’s not afraid to stand up for herself. 

Jeffrey returned and asked the couple to follow him. 

Russell stood and offered Estelle his arm. “Let’s go, dear, and pick us out the best kick-ass, heavy-duty, Cadillac coffin of all time!” 

As they followed Jeffrey down the hall, Russell thought about how deep a hole he was digging, relationship-wise, that is. He also wondered how long it would last and how long it would be until Estelle unearthed his inner demons.
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Someone had to be the chairman of the Library Service Project, and this year the chore fell to Helen Burlington. She had a harder time than usual getting volunteers since Carolyn’s death had spread a pall over the event. About five years earlier, the elite club grew weary of serving the community. Some of the members had moved away or passed away—shirking their responsibilities. That’s when the group decided to bring in fresh blue blood.  The only women they trusted to carry on the mantel of town snobbery were their daughters and nieces. Unfortunately, not many had stayed around Maycroft. Besides that, the town’s Junior League held more prestige and offered more perks for the younger women. 

Deena was running late—as usual. One of her worst habits was tardiness, which was ironic since she had spent twenty-nine years as a school teacher. If only her darn clothes dryer hadn’t stopped in the middle of a cycle, she would have been right on time. She had forgotten to pick up the dry cleaning, and now she had to choose a different outfit. Her pink Nordic sweater looked best with her gray slacks. Since they were still wet, she had to find a different sweater that would go with her navy pants, the only nice ones left in her closet. She tried on three before choosing a green cardigan. She dug around in her closet to find an acceptable pair of shoes. One of these days, she would get more organized.

As she drove the short distance to the library, she glanced in the car mirror at her forehead. The bruise had gotten darker. At least it matched her green sweater, she thought. More concerning, though, was the Bluebonnet Club. What if they didn’t want her to be there? What will she say to Penelope? Before she could think too hard, she was pulling into the parking lot. 

From her car, she watched as Betty held open the door for Helen as she carried in a box of supplies. Maybe it was okay that she was fashionably late. Here goes nothing, she thought, and headed to the front door.

Expecting to find a flurry of activity inside, Deena was surprised to see just four women drinking coffee at a table covered with boxes of assorted decorations. She spotted Betty at the front desk and walked over.

“I’m surprised you’re here,” Betty said. “I thought you’d be at the newspaper office writing Carolyn’s obituary.”

“That’s Laurie’s beat. I write about politics, remember?”

“Oh, that’s right. Are you here to help decorate?”

“I thought I would lend a hand if the Bluebonnets will have me.”

“They can use all the help they can get.” Betty walked Deena over to the table. “Ladies, this is Deena Sharpe. She is a friend of Estelle’s and was at the party Tuesday. She is volunteering to help with the decorating.”

“Bless your heart,” Helen said. “We were just discussing themes. Have a seat.”

Relieved, she pulled up a chair. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Well,” Helen said, “we had chosen Santa’s Sleigh Ride as our theme, but somebody lost the sleigh.”

“I told you I didn’t lose it. I just can’t remember where I stored it.” Doris Smathers looked indignant and added another packet of sugar to her coffee. 

“Regardless, we are all out of ideas.”

Deena thought about all the holiday themes in her classroom and the school library. “Let me see,” she said, getting up to peruse the decorations.

“Whatever it is, let’s make it simple,” Helen said. “I don’t want to be here all day. I need to get my hair done.” 

Deena spotted a large cut-out of Santa Claus. “How about ‘St. Nick’s Story Time?’ We could use that wooden Santa and make a display of Christmas and Hanukkah books. We could make a little wreath for each table with a book in the center.”

“I love it,” Helen said. They all nodded in agreement.

“Me, too!” A shrill voice from behind her startled Deena as she turned around to see Penelope Burrows wearing a tacky snowman sweater and blinking earrings. “Grab your guns, ladies, and let’s knock this thing out.”

“Guns?” Deena asked.

“Glue guns, of course.”

Deena made a list of supplies they would need and sent Helen and Doris on their way to the craft store. She assigned Lynne and Roberta to help Betty start pulling the books they would put on display. That left her and Penelope to prepare the Santa background.

Deena smiled at Penelope as they unwrapped the large wooden panels. “It’s nice to see you again.” 

“Pardon me? I don’t believe we have ever met.”

“Don’t you remember? We met—” Deena stopped herself, thinking it might be better not to mention that they had been at the same table. “I’m Deena Sharpe.”

“Nice to meet you. Are you related to the Sharpes of Palm Springs?”

“I don’t believe so.” Deena pulled on the butcher paper wrapping. 

“Hmm.” Penelope set down Santa’s head. 

For the next few minutes, they worked in silence as Deena tried to think of something to say. She noticed that Penelope had applied heavy make-up to her face and neck, trying to cover up several deep scratches. She also had scratches on one of her hands. Deena was sure she would have remembered those abrasions from the party. After all, Penelope had been up close and personal with Gary. “Such a shame about Carolyn,” Deena said at last. 

Penelope brushed dust off her dark wool slacks. “Time for a break.” Walking over to the table, she poured herself a cup of coffee and then pulled a prescription bottle out of her purse. Deena watched her gulp down the pills with her hot coffee. 

“About Carolyn,” Deena said, “can you believe she fell down the stairs in her own house?”

“Crazy old witch. I’m not surprised by anything she did. You reap what you sow.”

“Oh, I thought you two were friends.” Deena faked the surprise in her voice.

“Couldn’t stand her. She was such a phony. Everyone thought she was so generous and thoughtful. I knew who she really was. Don’t tell anyone, but I’m glad the old cow is gone to that big grazing pasture in the sky.” She reached back in her purse, pulled out a small bottle of Jack Daniels, and poured a generous amount into her coffee. “Just a little something to get over the grief, if you know what I mean.” She winked at Deena and took a big swig from her cup. “Want some?”

“No thanks. I’m not really into day drinking.” Not wanting to appear shocked, Deena picked up her cell phone and opened her Pinterest app. She had pinned a small wreath that she thought would work perfectly for the centerpieces. 

Lynne rolled a cart over with the books they had found. “This may be more than we need, but better safe than sorry. I’ll leave them on the cart until we decide where to put them.”

Deena thought of a new approach get the lowdown on Penelope. “Lynne, would you mind helping me move the Santa display into place?” 

“As long as it’s not too heavy. My back’s been giving me trouble.” They walked to the far side of the library. Deena asked Lynne to carry Santa’s head and she carried the body. They set the pieces down and began scooting a table and chairs out of the way.

“Poor Carolyn,” Deena said, opening the conversation. 

“Bless her heart. I’m really going to miss her. Such a tragic accident. And right there in her own home.” Lynne shook her head.

“I know.” Deena considered her words carefully. “You don’t think she might have been on some medication that made her disoriented, do you? Or maybe have had a drink?”

“Drink! Heavens, no. Carolyn was not that sort.” Lynne lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’ll let you in on a secret, though. Penelope Burrows is the biggest lush this side of the Mason Dixon.”

“No!” Deena tried to sound shocked.

“Yes, ma’am. Did you see her at the party? She was so drunk she couldn’t even walk. I watched her try to get up to go to the ladies’ room, but she was so soused that Edwin made her sit back down.”

“Oh, my.” Deena shook her head in disbelief. “Is it true that she and Carolyn were not best of friends?”

“That’s an understatement. You should have seen them at the Fall Fling. I thought for sure Penelope was going to start a cat fight. Luckily, Edwin broke it up. He was always sweet on Carolyn, you know.”

“Really?” Deena stood holding the display, ready to put it in place. “Did you notice those scratches on her hand and face? What do you think happened?”

“She said she tripped and fell into the Christmas tree on the front porch when she was leaving Carolyn’s. I didn’t see it, but it sounds like something she would do when she’s all liquored up.”

“You two aren’t gossiping about me, are you?” Penelope appeared again from nowhere.

“Of course not, dear. By the way, I just love that sweater,” Lynne said and smiled sweetly. 

Penelope grinned and turned to Deena. “You know, honey, unless you want to ruin your reputation around here, you might want to take your hand off Santa’s crotch. Some people might get the wrong idea.”

Deena looked down to see how she was holding the display. “Oh, my,” she said again as her face and neck reddened. “Pardon me, Santa. Is that a candy cane in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?” 

Penelope howled, Lynne blushed, and Deena wished she had held her tongue.

By the time she was finally heading home, she had ruled out Penelope as a suspect. It seemed she had never left the table during the party. If she were drunk enough to take a tumble on the porch when leaving the party, she was definitely too drunk to have managed the stairs unnoticed. 

Deena blew on her thumb where she had burned herself with the glue gun. For a bunch of snobby old gossips, the Bluebonnet gals were actually some hard workers. She couldn’t help but laugh thinking about how they teased each other. It reminded her that people are just people—even if they are rich.

Hopefully, Trey was right, and Carolyn’s death was just a tragic accident. Deena hated trying to find the worst in people instead of the best. Still, Estelle had a point. It didn’t seem likely that Carolyn would have just rolled too near the edge of the stairs. If Penelope’s jealousy weren’t a motive, maybe greed was the ugly hand of the killer. The reading of Carolyn’s will was scheduled for this evening. Maybe there would be new leads. Deena prayed none of them would point right back in the direction of her brother’s new girlfriend.
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Without even looking at his cell phone, Russell knew the call was from Cliff just by the ringtone. As they pulled into the side driveway of Estelle’s house, Russell saw a sleek black Porsche parked at the curb and a man knocking on the door. 

“Who is that?” He knew it was too early for Jim Redmond to be there about the will.

“Um...uh...just someone I know.” Estelle was out of the truck before he could put it in park. 

He caught the phone call right before it went to voicemail. “Hey man, what’s up?” 

“Are you with Estelle again? She’s got you on a short leash,” Cliff said.

“Nah. She just wanted me to help her with the funeral arrangements. Later, we are going to meet with the attorney about the will.” He watched as Estelle and the stranger went inside and closed the door behind them.

“Hey, don’t let that guy cheat her. You know how some of those lawyers can be.”

“I’m on it. So what’s up?”

“Just checking to see if we’re still going hunting on Saturday? It’s the last time we can shoot ducks ‘til after the holidays.” 

“You bet. I need some guy time.” Russell hesitated. “Although, I will need to check with Estelle just to be sure.”

“She’s got you bagged and tagged, buddy. Call me later and let me know if the little woman gives you permission.”

“Yeah, will do.” Russell got out of his truck and looked back over at the shiny new Porsche. Not a car you see very often around these parts, he thought. Probably another family friend there to gush over Estelle. Amazing how many people come out of the woodwork when someone dies. Although Russell had a soft heart, he hated all the emotional stuff. 

When he walked inside, Estelle was coming out of the parlor trailed by the tall, middle-aged man. He was dressed ready for a blizzard, wearing a wool scarf wrapped up to his chin, a heavy overcoat, and leather gloves. Russell could see Irene watching them from the kitchen.

Estelle stopped in the foyer. “Russell, this is Blake Whitman.” They shook hands. “Russell, would you mind waiting for me in the parlor while I show Mr. Whitman out?”

“No problem. Nice to meet you, Blake.” Russell walked off, relieved he didn’t have to sit through another visit. He could hear muffled voices outside the room and wondered how long Estelle would be occupied. Thinking about his dog being shut inside the house all morning, he checked his phone to see the time. He needed to get home to let Maggie outside. Debating whether to call Cliff back and ask him to do it, he decided he could use a break. After all, he would be back there that evening for the reading of the will.

When he opened the parlor door, his mouth dropped. Blake had his arms around Estelle, and they were locked lip-to-lip in a kiss. And not the friend-of-the-family kind either.

Estelle turned around when she heard Russell. Her face was flushed and her lipstick was smeared.

“Russell...” Her voice cracked as she tried to speak.

The three of them stood awkwardly, not knowing what to say or do. Blake broke the silence. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said to Estelle and left the house.

“Who was that?” Russell had a feeling he knew but wanted to hear it from Estelle.

“He’s a friend—was a friend. He—I don’t want to talk about it. I’m exhausted. I’m going to go lie down.”

“But—”

“It’s none of your concern. I’m going up to my room.”

“Good. I need to go home and take care of Maggie.” Russell picked up his jacket and started for the door.

“Maggie? Who is she?” Estelle lifted her chin, staring at Russell indignantly.

“I told you before. Maggie is my dog.”

“You are coming back tonight for the reading of the will, aren’t you? Deena will be here.” She moved toward him, but he kept walking.

“Maybe.” Pulling the heavy front door behind him, Russell felt like an escaped prisoner. How had he let her get to him? Maybe she wasn’t the person he thought she was. She wasn’t being honest about that guy, and honesty was his number one priority in a relationship. That’s the main reason he was still single. He knew he had trust issues, and they ran deep. 

He got in his pickup and sped off. They had only dated a month. It never occurred to him that she might be seeing someone else. He needed to talk to her so he could find out where he stood. Why had he let himself get in so deep? One thing he knew for sure: If she didn’t come clean about this Blake Whitman, they were finished. 

* * *
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THESE DAYS IT IS UNUSUAL to have a formal reading of a person’s will. However, since multiple parties were involved, Jim Redmond agreed to do it the old-fashioned way this time. Estelle wanted Irene and Trey to be present since she knew her mother had named them as beneficiaries. 

Irene had prepared coffee and a cream cheese pound cake covered with a light vanilla glaze. She had asked Marie James to come over to serve the guests. 

Irene knew Marie could use the extra money. Her husband had a questionable reputation, and she had two children to support. Marie came to Carolyn’s three times a week to do laundry and perform house-cleaning chores. She also helped out on special occasions, like the Fitzhugh’s annual Christmas party.

When Deena rang the doorbell, Marie greeted her. She took Deena’s coat and showed her to the parlor. 

“Hello. I’m Jim Redmond.” The attorney stood up and reached out his hand to greet her.

Irene was sitting in one of the straight back chairs near the side wall. It was the first time Deena had seen her wearing anything other than her housekeeper’s uniform. She had her hair down and was actually quite attractive. 

Neither Estelle nor Russell was there. 

“Would you all care for some coffee?” Out of habit, Irene got up to serve the guests.

“Thanks, I’ll have some coffee. That cake looks delicious,” Deena added, knowing Irene had likely prepared it. “Is Russell here yet?”

“I don’t believe so, ma’am. He left earlier this afternoon and hasn’t returned.”

Deena added sweetener and cream to her coffee while Jim Redmond read over his legal papers. The atmosphere was tense. At last, Estelle came in looking somewhat more haggard than the day before and sat down on the sofa.

“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I thought Russell would be here, but I suppose he couldn’t make it.” She looked at Deena.

“Maybe he’s running late.” She looked at her watch and wondered where her brother could be. Unless he were ill, he would have been here on time. “Should I call him?”

“No,” Estelle said flatly. “My nephew Trey was also supposed to be here, but he had to work. Let’s just get started.”

Mr. Redmond reached for his briefcase and pulled out another folder. “Before we get started, I want you to know that there are other persons named in the will. I will be sending each of them a certified letter in regards to the will’s contents.” 

Estelle seemed to be distracted. When she realized Mr. Redmond was waiting for her to say something, she said, “That’s fine.” Deena wondered if she even knew what she had agreed to.

“I can read from the will verbatim or summarize the important parts. It is up to you two.” He looked at Estelle and Irene. 

“A summary is fine with me,” Estelle said and looked at Irene who nodded in agreement. Deena reached over and took one of the strawberries garnishing the cake plate. 

“We are here to read the Last Will and Testament of Mrs. Carolyn Fitzhugh. Before we discuss the disposition of her assets, I need to go over exactly what those assets are.” He cleared his throat and began reading. “One. The estate containing forty-six acres of land in the county of Perry, Texas, including the residence and other buildings on said property. Two. All of the furnishings and other personal property contained within and on said estate. Three.” He looked up at Estelle and Irene. “This is a long list, but I think it is important to review it for the record.”

“That’s fine.” Estelle clenched her hands in her lap. “Please continue.”

Bright lights illuminated the front window as a car drove up the long driveway. “That must be Russell.” Deena jumped up to meet her brother as the attorney continued reading.

When she opened the front door, Russell was getting out of his car. His breath formed a smoky fog as he walked up the steps. “You’re late.” Deena took his coat and handed it to Marie who had walked up behind her. 

“I almost didn’t come,” he whispered, blowing on his hands to warm them. “Estelle and I had a fight today. I’ll tell you about it later.”

They walked in and Estelle patted the sofa indicating she wanted Russell to sit next to her. She seemed relieved. 

“Mr. Redmond, I think I’d prefer you just let us read the rest of the list for ourselves,” Estelle said. “I didn’t expect this to be quite so tedious. Would that be all right with you, Irene?

“Yes ma’am.” She shot an annoyed look at Russell.

Deena noticed that it was not the straight back chair making Irene sit so upright. She looked uncomfortable in the situation. 

“If both parties agree, I will move on to the disposition of the property.” He turned several pages of the document until he found the one he wanted. Clearing his throat again, he began reading. “I, Carolyn Rose Brice Fitzhugh, being of sound mind and body, etcetera...leave all of my assets and debts to my daughter Estelle Rose Fitzhugh to be settled and bound upon my death, with the following provisions.” He looked over the top of his glasses at Estelle. “There is some legal jargon here about the executor and probating the will.” He stopped and drank a sip from his coffee.

Deena wondered if it was thirst or a flair for the dramatics that made him stop.

“Article one. I bequeath $100,000 each to the Fitzhugh Public Library, the Fitzhugh Women’s Shelter, and the Fitzhugh Public Park in Maycroft, Texas. Article two. I bequeath $100,000 to my great-nephew Roy Glenn Simms, III—Trey—of Bingham, Texas. Article three. I bequeath $15,000 to my dear friend and employee Irene Harrison of Maycroft, Texas.”  

Irene let out a gasp, and everyone turned her way. Deena couldn’t tell if she looked excited or disappointed.

Mr. Redmond continued. “Article four. I bequeath all property rights, including mineral rights, for the land designated as tract seven to Ronald Gilbert of Maycroft, Texas.” 

It was Estelle’s turn to gasp. She looked at Deena and Russell, but then quickly regained her composure.

“Article five. I bequeath $50,000 to Barnabus Bigelow of Wolfshed, Texas.”

“Who?” Estelle looked confused.

“Barnabus Bigelow,” he repeated. “There is no relationship given.” He paused and drank another few sips of coffee. “That’s the gist of it. I have a very rough estimate of your inheritance, Miss Fitzhugh, based on last year’s tax return if you would like me to give it to you.”

“No,” she said quickly. “I’ll meet with my accountant next week to sort all this out. Please, everyone, have some dessert.” She stood up and rang the bell. Marie entered promptly and began cutting the cake.

“Excuse me, ma’am. I think I’ll go to my room now,” Irene said.

“Oh, please stay, Irene. You are a guest this evening.” 

Deena turned an ear toward the two women so she could better hear their conversation. They were close in age, although Irene was thinner and had darker brown hair that she usually wore pulled back in a bun.

“I know we haven’t talked about what’s going to happen now that Mother is gone, but I hope you know I want you to stay and continue working here,” Estelle said. “You have become an important part of the family. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” As she took a step forward, Irene took a step back.

“Thank you, Miss Fitzhugh,” she said stiffly. “I will let you know of my plans in the next few weeks.” Deena watched her leave the room. Estelle looked surprised by the response.

“Deena,” Russell said. “Come have some cake.” 

She knew he was uncomfortable sitting alone with Mr. Redmond. Russell was quite congenial with people he knew, but shy and reserved with strangers.

After about fifteen minutes, Jim Redmond announced it was time to be getting back home. They all thanked him and Estelle walked him out.

“Whew. Survived another one.” Russell leaned back in his chair and relaxed.

“Are you okay? I’m worried that all this stress is going to bring on one of your migraines.”

“Me, too. So far it’s been okay.”

She set down her plate and reached for the cup Marie had refilled. “Wow. Estelle has more money than I thought. How do you feel about that?”

“I don’t know. She—”

Estelle returned to the parlor and closed the doors behind her. She rushed over to sit next to Russell. “I’m so sorry.” She buried her head in his neck. “I should have told you the whole story.”

“It’s okay. As long as you tell me the truth, it’s okay.” He patted her on the back.  

Deena felt awkward as the two began talking softly. She walked down the hall to the powder room to give them privacy. Staring in the gold mirror with little carved cherubs, she thought about the early days of her relationship with Gary. They would fight and make up, usually unable to remember what they had argued over in the first place. She missed the passion. Still, she thought as she looked at her gray roots in the mirror, she wouldn’t trade the relationship they had now for anything. Gary was her best friend and their love was deeper than mere passion.

After a few minutes, she walked back in and could see that whatever was wrong seemed to have been resolved. Russell had his arm draped across Estelle’s shoulders and she was nestled up next to him.

“Is everything okay with you two?” She picked up her coffee and took a sip. It was probably going to keep her awake, but she couldn’t resist the rich aroma.

“All’s well,” Russell said and gave her a nod.

“So who is the stranger your mother left money to?” Deena asked.  

“I have no idea. I’ve never heard of him.” Russell picked up the folder of papers the attorney had left and handed it to Estelle. “Find the spelling of his name, and I’ll look him up on my phone.” 

“Here it is.” She read out the letters. 

Russell entered the information and began scrolling through the results.

Deena lowered her voice. “What about Irene? I couldn’t read her reaction. If someone just gave me $15,000, I’d at least smile.”

“Maybe she expected more. After all, she has worked for mother for almost twenty years. I should probably give her extra. But the way she spoke to me just now gave me the creeps.”

“Do you think she’ll stay on here? Does she have family? Where do they live?”

“Hold on, madam reporter. One question at a time. I don’t know if she’ll stay. I want her to... I think. She has family in Louisiana. That’s all I really know.”

“And Mr. Gilbert? Could he possibly have known the mineral rights for his property were in the will?”

Estelle shook her head. “I don’t know. If so, it might be a motive.”

“Your mother was full of surprises. I wish I had gotten to know her better.”

Russell put his phone back in his pocket. “Can’t find anything on the internet. You sure you have never heard of this guy?”

“Positive. With a name like ‘Barnabus Bigelow,’ I think I’d remember.”

Deena set down her cup. “So, I guess we need to find out who he is and if he belongs on the list of suspects.” 

“Speaking of lists,” Estelle said, “I finally got one from the night of the party. Irene wasn’t helpful at all, so I told Wendy I would ask around myself.” She retrieved a folded paper from an ornate box sitting on the large bookshelf. “Marie was apparently the only one who paid any attention to what was going on that night. She wrote out this list of non-staff she remembered seeing in the kitchen.” Estelle handed it to Deena who read it aloud.

“Miss Carolyn’s friend with bushy eyebrows. Man with red hair. Miss Estelle’s boyfriend. ”

“Me?” He sounded startled. “I never left the ballroom. I barely got there in time for the party to start.”

“I remember,” Estelle said and gave him a wink. 

“And Mr. Gilbert.” The name sent a chill down her spine. “He’s definitely a suspect now.”

“The friend with bushy eyebrows is Tilly George. She and Mother have been friends for years. She got here early to see if there was anything she could do to help. Mother asked her to look in on the kitchen staff so she would feel useful. I’m not worried about her at all.”

“What about the man with red hair?” Deena handed the list back to Estelle.

She shook her head. “I can’t think of anyone at the party with that description.” She put the list back in the box and returned it to the bookshelf. “By the way, Jeffrey Mortimer from the funeral home called. The Medical Examiner is releasing mother’s body on Monday, and the service is going to be next Thursday. Will you make sure they get the notice in the newspaper?”

“Of course,” Deena said. “By the way, did anyone ever find the missing butcher knife?”

“Not that I’ve heard. I’ll ask Irene tomorrow.”

Russell picked up the will. “I’m interested in this Bigelow fella. Maybe we should take a road trip and pay him a visit. He should be happy since he’s now $50,000 richer.”

“Money is the root of all evil,” Estelle said to Russell.

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never had much.”

Deena laughed at her brother. “Well, after what happened today, Penelope Burrows is off the list.” She gave a quick recap of her encounter at the library. “Right now, we should focus on Mr. Gilbert and the mystery heir.” She stood up and looked around for her coat. Luckily, instead of ringing the bell, Estelle went to get it herself. 

Deena waited until Estelle was out of earshot. “Glad you two worked things out.” 

“Me, too,” Russell whispered. “Only one problem. I’ve never really trusted rich people, and I’m not positive I can trust Estelle.”
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Chapter 8
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Sitting in the office of Lloyd Pryor at the Northeast Texas Tribune used to intimidate Deena. Now that she had gotten to really know the editor-in-chief, she felt comfortable plopping down in one of several overstuffed chairs and discussing the latest story leads. The regional newspaper covered local news across three counties and published every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday. 

Besides a nose for news, she and her boss had something else in common. They were both teachers at heart. Lloyd was a seasoned journalist and did what he could to help bring along the younger members of his staff. He had worked for years in Baltimore but moved back to Texas ten years earlier so his wife could take care of her ailing parents.

The place was hopping on Friday in preparation for Saturday’s edition. She wanted to check in with Laurie to make sure she included the time and date of the funeral service in the feature she was writing on Carolyn. Lloyd had told Deena she could take a few weeks off to deal with personal business. Little in the way of local politics ever happened in early December anyway, especially with the state legislature out of session. 

Lloyd huddled over a large cinnamon bear claw and steaming cup of brew. Sticking her head in the door, she asked, “So what’s news today?” She fully expected his usual quip of ‘Nothing. What’s news with you?’ But instead, Pryor motioned for her to come in. He had that look in his eye. It’s a glint that shrewd reporters get when they sense a story is in sniffing distance.

“I know you said you were helping out your brother and Estelle Fitzhugh for the next few weeks, but I get a sense there’s more to it. Are you going to spill the beans or make me beat it out of you?”

Her face flushed and her nose tickled. She had never been a very good liar. Too much of a conscience, probably. She shuffled her feet like a schoolgirl called out by the principal. It was no use. “It could be something or it could be nothing.”

“You think Carolyn Fitzhugh was murdered, don’t you?” It was more of a statement than a question.

Deena’s jaw dropped, but she quickly snapped it shut. “No-o,” she answered feebly, drawing the word out to two syllables. 

“But somebody does. Am I right?” Drops of dark coffee slid from his chin and made another casualty of his tie.

She took a seat in her favorite chair and searched for just the right words. Speaking slowly, like a judge giving complex instructions to a jury, she proceeded to answer. “Let’s just put it this way. If circumstances present themselves as such to reveal information that could be used to draw a conclusion that was formerly dismissed and therefore left unknown, then there could be a likelihood—”

“Cut the crap,” Lloyd said, dismissing her double-speak. “I trust you. And if this turns out to be a story, I expect you to include every juicy morsel. Deal?”

“Deal.” She smiled and left the office. Reprieved for now.

Laurie’s desk was too neat for a reporter.  Feature writers were a different breed. They always got bylines and were often frustrated novelists. Deena gave her the information about Carolyn’s funeral. 

“Got it,” Laurie said, and typed it into her story. “Do you know when the medical examiner will release the final report?”

“They have to wait for the toxicology results. I would expect it to take at least another week. Real-life autopsies are much slower than the ones on television.”

Deena headed over to her desk and thumbed through messages. Her cell phone rang. It was Sandra. At first, she couldn’t make out what her friend was saying. She must have been whispering so that customers in the thrift shop couldn’t hear her voice. “I’ll be right there.” Deena grabbed her purse and headed out the front door.

The Second Chance Thrift Shop was about two blocks away. Deena often shopped there in hopes of finding donated treasures to buy and sell. Even though Sandra was fifteen years younger than Deena, they shared many of the same interests and had become good friends.

Deena couldn’t imagine what was so urgent that made Sandra ask her to high tail it over. Although Sandra was the most superstitious person Deena had ever known, she wasn’t prone to drama. She generally kept a cool head and composed demeanor. Several cars were parked in front of the shop, confirming Deena’s suspicion that Sandra had customers inside. 

She opened the door and heard the familiar jingle of the bells on the door. They were there to alert Sandra if customers came in while she was in the back storeroom. A woman was paying at the register. Deena recognized her as the mother of one of her former students. Not wanting to get into a conversation with her, Deena ducked behind a rack of women’s dresses, nearly stepping on another shopper. It was Marie.

“Mrs. Sharpe! I didn’t know you shopped here.”

Deena’s skill at stealth left something to be desired. “Yes. Actually, I shop for items for my antique booth.” She thumbed distractedly through the clothes in front of her.

“My sister and I sell merchandise at the flea market. We love to look here for anything collectible.”

“Well, isn’t that something.” Deena looked over at the register and saw Sandra waving at her from behind the counter. “It’s good to see you again, Marie.” 

She hurried to the back of the shop and followed Sandra into the storeroom. They stopped next to one of several large cardboard boxes of clothing. “So what’s the big secret?”

Sandra motioned for her to come closer and pointed to the inside of one of the boxes. “Why do you suppose there is a bloody butcher knife inside a box of coats delivered here from Carolyn Fitzhugh’s house?”

Deena gasped and then covered her mouth. She had a strong feeling this was the missing knife from the party. Her mind raced. If this was indeed the knife Chef Jacques had used to slice the prime rib, of course it would have blood on it—cow’s blood, that is. But how would it have gotten into this box of clothes? She searched her brain to remember what had been said about the knife and the boxes.

“These must be the donated coats collected at the Fall Fling,” Deena said as she replayed the conversation in her head. “I was at Estelle’s house on Wednesday when Wendy Fairmont’s helpers were bringing them downstairs to deliver to you.” 

“Okay, but what about the knife?”

“The caterers were there cleaning up, and Chef Jacques claimed his carving knife was missing. He said it was expensive and thought someone might have stolen it.”

“Whew. That’s a relief. Let me pull it out again to see if—”

“No, stop!” Sandra jumped back, putting her hand to her chest. Deena had not meant to sound so alarming. She thought about whether she should let her friend in on the mystery. Not seeing a way to avoid it, she tried to sound casual. “There’s the slightest possibility that Carolyn might have been...murdered.”

“What?” Sandra leaned her head toward Deena as if she hadn’t heard correctly.

“Don’t freak out, but we probably shouldn’t touch the knife just yet.”

“But I already touched it! I dropped it when I saw the dried blood. I tried to call Ian, but he’s in court. That’s when I called you.” 

“First things first,” Deena said, trying to appear calm. “Get me a flashlight. I want to see if this is even the same knife. I might remember the brand name once I see it.”

Sandra took a quick glance in the store for shoppers. Seeing none, she grabbed a flashlight and handed it to Deena.

The tall wardrobe box was half empty. Sandra had already removed some of the bulky coats and jackets. Deena stood on her tiptoes and leaned over to read the name on the side of the knife. Squinting to see the small letters, she said, “Katz—” 

“Cats? I want to see.” Sandra and Deena both jumped as Marie stood inside the doorway of the storeroom. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. I was ready to check out and couldn’t find you. Did a cat have kittens in there?” She took a few steps toward them.

“Cats? No!” Deena said. “Not cats. Rats.” 

“Rats? Yikes!” Marie quickly ran back into the store.

Sandra followed her. “Yes, rats. Big hairy rats. There goes one!” She pointed near Marie’s feet.

“You need an exterminator, quick!”

“You’re right. I’ll call an exterminator.” Sandra picked up the handful of items Marie had placed on the counter and escorted her to the door. “Here, take these. They’re on the house. The rat house.” Sandra opened the door and shooed her out, locking it behind her. She turned the “Open” sign around to “Closed.” Just to be safe, she made a quick tour around the shop to make sure there were no more customers.

“Okay. Spill the beans.” She crossed her arms and stared at Deena.

“It’s a Katzenbach. Same as Chef Jacques’.”

“Great. So you think Chef Jacques killed Carolyn?”

“No. Let’s go sit down and I’ll explain.” Deena swore Sandra to secrecy even though it wasn’t necessary. Her friend was not one to gossip like most women she knew. She told her about Estelle’s suspicions, Trey’s warning, Penelope Burrows, the missing knife, the mystery heir, and the list of suspects.   

After listening patiently, Sandra asked the obvious question. “So do you think Carolyn was murdered?”

“At first I didn’t, but now that I’ve seen that knife, I’m beginning to wonder. That wasn’t steak juice on that knife. It looked like real blood.”

“That’s what I thought, too. So what should we do?”

“I think we should call Trey to see what he says. Maybe they can look for fingerprints and see whose blood it is. Maybe it’s Carolyn’s.” 

“But she died of a broken neck. She wasn’t stabbed to death.”

“Estelle said the coroner’s report showed she had cuts. Don’t you think we should find out?”

Sandra looked back at the box. “I really wish I could talk to Ian first.”

“I understand, but I don’t want to sit here all day babysitting this knife while we wait for him to call you back. I trust Trey.”

They agreed to call him. Deena didn’t mention the knife on the phone, but told him she needed to discuss Estelle. He said he would come by as soon as he finished up a report he was working on for Sheriff Lowry. 

“Why don’t we sort through this other box while we wait. I’ve got to pull out the men’s coats to sell in the shop. I’m taking the ladies’ and children’s coats over to the Women’s Shelter.”

“Sounds good. Let’s go slow, though, just in case there are any other surprises.” They began pulling out the garments one at a time.

“This is a gorgeous men’s Pendleton jacket,” Sandra said, holding it up to show Deena. “It’s covered in cat hair.” She slapped at the fabric to brush it off. “I should be able to get a pretty penny for it here in the shop.”

“Let me see that.” Deena looked at it closely. “Yep. That’s the jacket I bought Russell for his birthday. It’s probably dog hair, though, from Russell’s lab, Maggie. Otherwise, I’d be sneezing like crazy.” 

“Do you want it back?” 

“Heavens, no! I don’t know why I thought my brother would ever wear wool in Texas. Actually, it was a great investment since he met Estelle when he donated it.”

“Aww. That’s so sweet. Well, the money will go for a good cause. Lots of people abandon their pets in the winter, and the shelter has taken in quite a few more animals in the last two weeks.” She hung up the jacket and reached for another. “Did you hear something?” Sandra turned toward the back door. There was another rattling sound.

“Maybe it’s Trey.”

“That’s right.” She wrestled with the chain and padlock on the back door. Ian insisted she keep that door securely locked when she was in the shop. He also made her park in front of the store instead of the alley. She only used the back door when someone brought in a large donation or when she had to move in large pieces of furniture. 

She finally pushed it open. Finding no one there, she stepped into the alley and caught just a glimpse of someone disappearing around the corner. Shutting it, she heard a loud knock coming from the front of the shop.

“I’ll get it.” Deena headed to the front and saw Trey looking in the front window. 

“Thanks for coming,” she said as she let him into the shop. “Sandra, have you met Deputy Trey Simms?”

“Just briefly after the party.” 

“Howdy-do,” he said and tipped his hat.

“We asked you here to show you something,” Deena said. “Follow me.” When they got to the box in the storeroom, she handed him the flashlight.

“What am I looking at?” He shined the light in the box.

Deena pointed and Trey focused the beam of light on the large knife.

“What’s this?”

“That is the missing carving knife from Estelle’s house.”

“I’m sorry if I sound dense, but what missing knife are you talking about?” Trey switched off the light, looking puzzled.

“Oh, I forgot you had already left when this happened.” Deena explained the drama of the missing knife and the boxes of coats taken from the house. She also told him the knife appeared to have blood on it.

“I see. So, you think this knife is somehow related to Aunt Carolyn’s death.”

“Don’t you think it’s suspicious that a big, bloody kitchen knife made its way upstairs inside a box right after Carolyn mysteriously died?”

“Sounds fishy to me,” Sandra said, nodding in agreement.

“First of all, no one has said her death was ‘mysterious’ besides you and Aunt Estelle. Let’s just take a look at this knife.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a handkerchief and lifted it out of the box. “Huh. It certainly looks like dried blood on the tip.” He eyed it carefully. “I’ll be right back.” He carried it out to his squad car and returned a few minutes later holding it in a paper evidence bag. 

“What do you think?” Deena asked. “Are you going to check it for prints and get a DNA profile on the blood?”

He looked at the bag and noticed just how sharp the blade appeared. “What exactly do you expect us to find on this knife?” 

“My fingerprints.” Sandra raised her hand as if in school. “I picked it up before I realized what it was.”

Deena nodded. “I expect that you will find the killer’s fingerprints and Carolyn’s blood. Estelle said they found cuts on her mother’s body. Maybe the killer started to stab her then pushed her down the stairs instead. Knowing there was blood on the knife, he threw it in the box and then he...he...” She stopped, not knowing what should follow.

“In police work, we call that ‘going down a rabbit hole.’ We could go through a lot of ‘what if’ scenarios, but we don’t even know what we have. Remember, this isn’t even a real case, and if it becomes one, it won’t be mine. Sheriff Lowry will assign it to a different deputy, being that I’m a relative.”

“And an heir,” Deena added. “How does it feel to suddenly get a hundred thousand dollar pay day?”

Trey couldn’t help but grin. “Pretty good, actually.” Looking back at the knife, he said, “I’ll take this to the lab, and see if they can lift prints from it. They can do blood typing to see if it’s a match to Aunt Carolyn. After that, we’ll see what we’ve got.”

“Thanks, Trey. I won’t mention anything to Estelle until I hear back from you.”

“Remember what I told you. Just stall her for now. The medical examiner’s report should be out by the end of next week. And if it turns out there’s something to this knife, it means someone out there is not afraid to hurt people to get what he wants. I don’t want any of you getting hurt.” He headed to the front of the store.

His warning left Deena with a cold chill, even before he opened the front door.
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Chapter 9
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Friday was date night at the Sharpe house, which meant dinner at Las Abuelas. Mexican food and margaritas were just what she needed. After helping Sandra deliver the coats to the shelter, Deena stopped by to check on her booth at the antique mall. As usual, it required cleaning and rearranging. She pulled a few items to take home and went searching in the dumpster for boxes. She wanted to make room for some holiday merchandise she had at the house. By the time she left, she was filthy— like she had rolled around on the floor of a laundromat. She wanted to shower and change clothes before Gary got home.

Although it was cold, the sun had been out all day and now cast a stunning orange glow behind the clouds. Hopefully, the weather would stay nice for tomorrow’s shopping trip to the flea market. An unfamiliar car parked in front of the house caught her off guard as she pulled around the corner of her street. She pressed the garage door opener and was equally surprised to see Gary’s car parked inside. He wasn’t due home from work for at least another hour.

He and an older man were sitting at the kitchen table. The gentleman was wearing a three-piece suit and even had a gold pocket watch on a chain. For a moment, she thought he might be dressed in costume for a production at the community playhouse.

“Deena, this is Ronald Gilbert. He wanted privacy to go over some financial matters, so we decided to work here at the house.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, taking off her jacket. “Are you Carolyn Fitzhugh’s neighbor?”

“Yes, that’s right. Have we met?” He raised a bushy gray eyebrow.

“Not exactly.” Deena could not believe a murder suspect was sitting in her own kitchen. She thought quickly about how to get the information she needed from him. “We were at Carolyn Fitzhugh’s party on Tuesday. Such a tragic accident.” She sat down at the table.

“Yes, tragic.” Deena’s presence seemed to make him uncomfortable.

“You were there, right? I think I saw you in the kitchen.”

“In the kitchen? Oh, you must have seen me going out to get Francine’s handbag from the car. She has a terrible habit of leaving it behind.” 

“I see,” Deena said. “Back door guests are best.”

“I suppose.” He turned to Gary as if pleading for help.

She didn’t stop there. “I was at the reading of Mrs. Fitzhugh’s will and understand she gave you the mineral rights to your property.”

“I didn’t realize my personal finances were of concern to anyone else.” He looked over at Gary suspiciously. 

“Deena’s brother is seeing Estelle Fitzhugh. You know how small towns are.” Gary glared at Deena then looked back at Mr. Gilbert. “I can assure you, anything we discuss here is strictly in confidence.”

“I would hope so.”

“I bet those mineral rights are worth a lot of money,” Deena said, knowing she was on shaky ground. “Did you know Carolyn was leaving them to you? I guess her death was a fortunate thing for you.”

He bristled at the remark. “That’s a strange thing for a Christian woman to say! Death is never fortunate, young lady. What church do you go to?”

“That’s none—”

“First Methodist,” Gary said and steeled his eyes on Deena.

“Hmm. Maybe you should consider joining us Baptists before your soul is forever clenched in the hands of Satan.”

Deena knew by Gary’s face that she better quit while she was ahead. She smiled politely and excused herself to get cleaned up before she got in more hot water. 

What a coincidence that Mr. Gilbert was Gary’s client—at least for now—and also a possible suspect in Carolyn’s death. But Deena’s gut told her the man she just met was not a murderer. She wished she had been more courteous. Maybe she should go back out and turn on some Southern charm. Before long, she heard the front door close and knew she missed her chance to make up for her bad behavior.

When she came back out, Gary was sitting on the sofa watching SportsCenter. Before she could apologize to him, the doorbell rang. 

Heading for the door, she asked, “What now? Will this day never end?” 

It was Christy Ann from across the street. “Hi. I need to talk to you about something. I waited until your guest left.”

“Come on in where it’s warm. What can I do for you?”

“I only have a minute. I’m very busy you know. You see, your nose is broken.”

“Pardon me?” Deena instinctively reached for her face.

“Your nose is broken. On the Rudolph display in your yard. The red light is broken.”

“Oh.” Deena laughed. “Thanks for telling me. I noticed it yesterday. Gary said we have to buy a whole new light socket. We haven’t had time to fix it, but we’ll get to it this weekend.” She glanced back at Gary for confirmation.

“You know, the voting has already started for the Neighborhood Association holiday decorating contest. Cricket Lane came in second last year. Luckily, the Danforth’s moved, and I expect us to win this year. A Rudolph without a red nose does not speak well for any of us.”

“I know, Christy Ann. I said we’ll get to it this weekend—that’s tomorrow or Sunday. I’ve been really busy.”

Christy Ann tilted her head as if scolding a child. “Deena, you are retired. I, on the other hand, have three children to care for. When I came home on Monday from Tiaras and Tutus, I discovered a string of our icicle lights burned out. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that Sherry Randall on June Bug Drive didn’t come over and sabotage them. Anyway, I drove to the store, bought new ones, and replaced the old ones myself within an hour.”

Deena felt her face redden but tried to keep her voice even. “Yes, I am retired from teaching, but I have a new job at the Tribune. You do read the newspaper, don’t you? Or are you too busy?”

Christy Ann put a hand on her hip and wagged her head. “I take my three children to dance, soccer, karate, piano, and Mommy and Me Yoga. I know busy.”

“Well, I also run a small business at the antique mall that keeps me very, very busy. And, if you must know, a close friend of mine just passed away on Tuesday. Carolyn Fitzhugh...maybe you’ve heard of her? I have been extremely busy helping her family with personal matters.” Deena flipped her hair, the international sign for ‘back off, man.’

“Tuesday? On Tuesday, I was at the community center with my three children. We were making care packages to send to orphans in Third World.”

Deanna frowned. “You do know that there’s not actually a country named ‘Third World,’ right?”

“Ladies, ladies. You made your point,” Gary said as he walked up behind them. “We’re all busy. I will personally take care of that task tomorrow, Christy Ann, so Rudolph can once again shine his light on this cozy little neighborhood.”

“Thank you,” she said curtly and turned to leave. 

“Good,” Deena called after her. “I’ve got a ton of Christmas cards to finish addressing tonight.” She shut the door and turned around to see Gary standing right in front of her.

“Is there something bothering you, dear? You’re not going through the change again, are you?”

“Of course not,” she said, pushing him aside as she headed to the bedroom. “That happened twenty years ago when I had my hysterectomy.”

“Just making sure.”

Deena sat down on the corner of the bed and picked up Hurley. “I know I sound like a crazy person, but I just don’t know what to do.” She told Gary about the thrift store and the knife. 

“What did Trey say about it?”

“He was skeptical that it was connected to Carolyn’s death. He told me just to keep stalling Estelle until the autopsy is released.”

“Are you sure you can trust him?”

“Gary! What are you saying?” Deena put Hurley back down on the floor and stared at him.

“I’m just saying that you all have made up a list of suspects for a crime that may or may not have happened, and several of those suspects are people in Carolyn’s will. Why didn’t you include Trey and that housekeeper—”

“Irene.”

“—Irene on the list? Wouldn’t they have a motive, too?”

“Are you just making fun of me now?” Deena felt hurt that Gary wasn’t being supportive.

“Not at all. But remember, Trey wasn’t totally honest with you last summer about your uncle’s murder. And he was at Carolyn’s house the night of the party. Not only that, but $100,000 is a fortune to a public servant.”

“You’re right, but I just don’t think he would kill his great-aunt for money.”   

Gary sat next to Deena and put his arm around her. “Look, I’m just trying to show you how crazy things can get when you go looking for trouble. My main concern in all this is you. I don’t want you getting so frustrated and upset—especially if it turns out that this was just an unfortunate accident—which it probably was. Let Estelle go to the police if she wants. She’s not your responsibility.”

“I know, but Russell is. You know I’ve always watched out for him.”  

“He’s a grown man. He will tell you if he wants your help. Besides, maybe someone working in the kitchen really did try to steal the knife. He—or she—could have cut himself on it when he took it upstairs to stash it. The movers could have taken the boxes out of the house before he went back to get it.”

Deena considered this theory. “I hadn’t thought of that. You could be right.”

Gary turned her face to his and kissed her. Deena knew this was his way of putting a period at the end of the conversation. 

He was right. She would continue to keep her eyes and ears open, but not let it upset her. “I’m sorry about Mr. Gilbert.” 

“Don’t worry. He’s not actually my client. I was helping out Lee Miller who’s on vacation. I calmed him down.”

Deena stood up and headed toward the bathroom. “Let me take a quick shower so we can get some dinner.”

“Sounds good. Are you and Sandra still going to Canton tomorrow?” 

“Yes. We want to get some new holiday decorations and look for bargains to re-sell.”

“It will do you good to get your mind on something else. Now hurry up. There’s a frozen margarita down the road with your name on it.”

As the warm water washed over her, Deena couldn’t quite suppress the anxiety she felt. What if Trey did have something to do with Carolyn’s death and was trying to cover it up? As one of Carolyn’s only living relatives, he might have known she’d leave him something in her will. Why did he work last night instead of coming to Estelle’s for the reading? Maybe he felt guilty or was afraid of what his reaction might be. 

She snapped the faucet off and grabbed a towel. These were just the kind of thoughts Gary had warned her about. Like Trey said, she was chasing rabbits. The same curiosity that made her a good journalist often got her into trouble. And unlike the curious cat with nine lives, she just had one.
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Hunting was a mixed bag for Russell. Like many sportsmen, he loved the outdoors and the chance to commune with nature. Drinking beer, peeing in the woods, and hanging out with friends were as much a part of the experience as the actual sport. 

Marshall Sinclair had taken his son out at an early age to practice shooting.  Russell remembered the first time he shot at birds instead of just a target. Amazingly, he got one and ran out to retrieve his prey. When he saw the mangled bird lying dead on the ground, he threw up. Thus began his love-hate relationship with hunting. Things got worse after he left the military.

Despite his ambivalence, Russell was fascinated with firearms and had amassed an impressive collection. Because he suffered from PTSD and took medication for his migraines that often left him disoriented, he didn’t feel comfortable around loaded weapons. He liked to say that “Guns don’t kill people, ammunition does,” and he had a strict rule of never keeping any ammo in the house.

“This is the life,” he said to Cliff as they drove out to the lake early Saturday morning. “I don’t need a girlfriend. I’ve got you and Maggie and my family. That’s all I need.”

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Cliff said as he steered his truck around a dead possum. “We ain’t getting any younger, and it’s nice to have someone to cuddle up with, if you know what I mean.”

Russell leaned his head back and stared out the window. Instead of the beauty of the tall pines, all he could see was Blake Whitman wrapped around Estelle like a bear devouring a meal. 

Estelle.

What was it about this woman that seemed different? Special? It certainly wasn’t the money, although he could see how an outsider might think it was. Unlike the girls he had dated in his youth or the older women who were just looking for a husband, Estelle was more complex. Every time they talked, he learned something new about her. She was like a book, and each page brought new insight to the subject. She could be fun and feisty, serious and somber. Sure, she might be a bit clingy, but that wasn’t so bad. 

Still, he couldn’t shake the picture of her with Blake. “Did I tell you I caught Estelle kissing another guy?”

“What? Are you kidding?” Cliff eyed his friend.

“Nope. After we got back from the funeral home, there was this guy at her house. I came out and there they were. She wouldn’t tell me what was going on, so I left.”

Cliff shook his head. “Two-timing—”

“Nah, it’s not like that. She told me about it later. Turns out she had been engaged to this guy until a few months before we met.”

“Engaged? And never told you?” He shook his head in wonder.

“She said he dumped her without much reason and left town. That day he showed up was the first time she’d seen him since he’d left.”

“So, what was the deal? Why did he come back?” 

“Apparently, according to the guy, Estelle’s mother had run him off. Said he wasn’t good enough for her and threatened him if he didn’t leave. The Fitzhughs have a lot of power, you know. He told Estelle that he didn’t want to come between her and her mother, so he took off.”

Cliff rubbed the back of his neck and adjusted his cap. “So why did he show up now? And what are you going to do about it?”

“When he found out Mrs. Fitzhugh died, he came to see if Estelle would take him back. She said she was caught off guard and that’s why she let him kiss her.”

“What a coward. Probably came back for the money.”

“Maybe. I really like Estelle.”

“Enough to fight for her?”

Russell looked out at the pine trees lining the road. He had been struggling with that same question for the past two days. He had finally resigned himself to let Estelle choose who she wanted to be with. Turning to Cliff, he said, “I’m not a fighter anymore. Guess that makes me a coward, too.”
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Ironically, First Monday Trade Days in Canton isn’t actually on a Monday. It occurs on the weekend before the first Monday of every month. People come from all over the South to shop at one of the country’s most popular flea markets. 

Deena and Sandra were like soldiers going into battle when they got out of the car Saturday morning to hit the booths. Like all serious shoppers, they came armed with large totes, bottles of water, and plenty of cash. They had a plan and were ready to attack.

They hit the Pavilions first. These indoor buildings housed mostly new gift items and crafts. Deena couldn’t resist getting Hurley a set of personalized dog bowls and Gary a George Strait t-shirt. She took pictures of several cute wreaths she wanted to try to make. Before long, it was time to head outside for the “good junk.” This is where Deena often found items to sell in her booth. It takes a good eye and deep digging to find the real treasures, but that’s what made it fun.

Sandra started down an aisle of mostly rusty barbed wire and tin that had been fashioned into yard art. Deena held back, trying to remove a rock that had found its way into her shoe. She finally managed to shake it loose when she heard Sandra. “Deena, come see this stuff.”

Sandra ooh-ed and aah-ed over a long table covered in vintage collectibles. Everything from porcelain figurines to art pottery to vintage jewelry cast a pretty light among the rust and dust around them. Several other shoppers perused the same items. On the back side of the booth were clothes, linens, and household goods. It was the pottery that caught Deena’s eye. “Look at this piece of Roseville.” She salivated as she held it up for inspection. “This pine cone design is rare and collectible.” The price was more than she wanted to pay but not outrageous. She set it back down and leaned in to get a closer look at several bakelite bangles.

“I love this old hand-mirror,” Sandra said. “Do you think it’s Victorian?”

Deena examined the piece. “I’d say it’s more Art Deco because of the shape. It’s really pretty and the price is about right.” She continued to inch toward the center of the table as some of the other shoppers moved on. 

“This looks familiar,” Sandra said as she picked up a colorful vase with a distinctive Southwestern design. “Isn’t this like the pair of vases you bought last summer in my shop?”

“Looks like it.” Deena took the small vase and turned it around in her hands. “In fact, I gave one of them to Carolyn Fitzhugh when I first met her. The other one is still in the guest room in a box of glassware. I need to clean it and put in my booth to sell. Look at the price they have on it.” She showed it to Sandra. “I think it would be good to sell them as a pair. I should see if they’d knock a little off the price.”

Deena motioned to the booth’s vendors. 

One of the young women walked over. 

“Is this your best price on this vase?”

She turned around and called to the other girl behind her. “Marie, she’s asking about your stuff. Come help her.”

As if in one of those slow-motion scenes from a movie, Marie and Deena made eye contact, each taking a second to recognize the other. 

Then it hit her. “Marie! It’s you. You said you sell at the flea market, but I didn’t know you meant Canton.”

Marie smiled but looked a little dazed. 

She probably wasn’t expecting to see someone she knew, Deena thought.

“Hello,” Marie said at last, noticing Sandra there as well. “What do you need?”

“I was just wondering about this vase. I had a pair just like this, but I gave one to Mrs. Fitzhugh. I thought maybe I could get a deal on this one.”

“Um, uh...just a minute.” She went back to talk to the other woman. They whispered back and forth. Deena assumed they were discussing prices. 

The other girl came back to the table. “The one you need to talk to is me,” she said stiffly. “All of these things in the booth—I mean on the table—are mine. You can have that vase for half price.”

“Wow! That’s very generous of you.” Deena reached in her pocket to get the money.

“These are some really nice pieces,” Sandra said, holding up a Lladro figurine of a woman and child. “Where do you find most of your merchandise?”

“I go to thrift stores and garage sales.” She took the money from Deena and handed her a bag and piece of newspaper to wrap around the vase. 

“Are you and Marie related?” Deena asked, noticing that Marie had disappeared. 

“She’s my sister.” 

“Well, thanks. Tell her we said bye.” As Deena began to roll the vase in the newspaper, something caught her eye. On the side of it, camouflaged by the colorful design, was a small price tag that Deena recognized from Sandra’s thrift shop. She peeled it off with her fingernail and held it up to show Sandra as they walked on to the next space. “Look at this. Do you remember if you had three of these vases in the shop?”

“No way. I remember those coming in. Helen Burlington donated them. She said they were a gift from her daughter-in-law in Arizona and didn’t match her décor.”

They both stared at the tag. 

“I honestly can’t remember if I removed the tag from the vase I gave Carolyn.” Deena looked back at the booth and saw Marie’s sister talking on her cell phone. Marie was nowhere in sight. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Only if you’re thinking that Marie has sticky fingers.” Sandra sounded downright angry. “She works for several well-to-do families in town. I wonder if they’ve noticed anything missing around the house.”

“What should we do?” Deena wrapped the vase.

“I think we should go confront the little thief and tell her we are on to her scheme.” 

She considered the idea and put the package in her tote bag. “Here’s what I’m thinking. We talk to her, and tell her we will give her a chance to explain her side of the story to Estelle after Carolyn’s funeral. If we make a big deal about it now, it will be all over town and have the Bluebonnets in an uproar.”

“That’s true,” Sandra said. “We don’t want them all in a tizzy right before Carolyn’s funeral.”

Deena looked back at the booth. “She’s obviously hiding from us. Let’s walk down to the end of this aisle and then circle back. We can come up from behind her booth and do the ol’ surprise attack.” She put on her sunglasses, feeling like a private eye on her first stake-out.

Sandra led the way. They stopped occasionally to appear as though they were interested in the merchandise. Deena glanced over her shoulder to see if their target had reappeared.

“Watch it!” Sandra took a step back before Deena ran into her.

“Sorry. I was trying to see through the crowd. I can’t tell if she’s come back yet.”

“After we talk to Marie, I want to look at these barbed-wire Christmas trees again. Aren’t they adorable?”

Deena pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head so she could see. “I love these. Look, there are wreaths, too. I really like this Western decor. Right now, though, let’s just keep our eyes on the prize.” 

They rounded the corner and walked slowly down the aisle, ducking behind other shoppers. As they came closer, they saw Marie slipped into the back of her booth through another vendor’s space. 

“Look, there she is,” Deena said. “I love it when a plan comes together.” She clapped her hands in satisfaction. 

They cut through the racks of clothes and swooped in right behind their prey. “Hello, Marie,” Sandra said.

The girl jumped, letting out a shrill cry. When she saw who it was, her face turned ashen and her eyes began to water.

“I guess you know why we’re here again,” Deena said as she pulled the vase out of her bag.

Marie stared at the ground. “I don’t suppose you want a refund, do you?” 

“Let’s walk over to the concession area and talk a minute,” Sandra said. “It will be more private.”

They sat at a picnic table and set their bags on the ground. Deena showed Marie the price tag. “Can you explain why you have Carolyn Fitzhugh’s vase in your booth? Also, where did you get all those pricey things to sell?”

Marie began to sob. Deena instantly felt sorry for her. “I took them from Mrs. Fitzhugh’s house. I don’t want to go to jail! I have my kids to take care of.” Her crying became louder.

“It’s okay.” Deena pulled some tissues out of her bag.

“No, it’s not okay. Stealing is a crime.” Sandra glanced at Deena then glared at Marie.

Deena wondered if Sandra was doing the good cop/bad cop routine. She softened her voice. “Why, Marie? Why did you take these things?” 

“I know it’s wrong.” She hung her head and blotted her eyes. “I just needed the money. I have so little and the people I work for have so much, especially Mrs. Fitzhugh. She had a big closet upstairs where she put all the gifts people brought her. Sometimes, I would just—”

Deena looked at Sandra as Marie’s crying started up again. “Look,” Sandra said sternly, “after Mrs. Fitzhugh’s funeral, you are going to tell Estelle about what you’ve done. We won’t say anything for now. She can decide what to do about it.”

Deena handed Marie another tissue. “We don’t want to upset Estelle with this right now. She has enough to handle.”

Marie looked up at the two women through red puffy eyes. “You’re not going to call the police?”

Sandra kept up her serious demeanor. “No. But I want you to box up anything that doesn’t belong to you and take it back home. Don’t sell another piece. You will return it all to Estelle next week.”

Marie breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes ma’am. Thank you, thank you. I will do just what you said.”

“Everyone makes mistakes,” Deena said. “It’s what you do about them that reveals your true character.” She patted Marie on the arm, and they got up to go their separate ways.

Deena and Sandra walked in silence back to the booth with barbed wire decorations. At last Sandra spoke. “Everyone makes mistakes. It’s what you do about them that reveals your true character.” She snickered. “Where did you get that? A fortune cookie?”

“You forget that I was a teacher for twenty-nine years. We say stuff like that in our sleep.”

“You have such a soft heart. I’m not sure you’re cut out to be a crime fighter,” she said, patting Deena’s shoulder.

“I know. I don’t want her to get fired from those families. Everyone deserves a second chance.”

“You’re right. She actually reminds me of the stray dogs at the shelter—a little damaged but worth saving.”

Deena laughed and thought about Hurley. “Good point. After all, it’s not like she killed anybody.”
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After church on Sunday, Deena and Gary pulled out the rest of the holiday decorations from the attic. Luckily, he had replaced the reindeer socket on Saturday while she was in Canton. She had hoped to avoid another visit from Christy Ann Scrooge. Gary watched the Cowboy game while he hung ornaments on the tree. Deena worked on the barbed wire wreath she bought at the flea market. This one is going over the fireplace, she decided.

After cutting herself twice, she put on garden gloves to protect her hands as she glued on pinecones and poinsettias. She made a burlap bow to attach to one side. A sprig of bluebonnets completed the look.

“What do you think?” She held it up to show Gary.

“Nice,” he said, barely taking his eyes off the TV. “Bring it here and I’ll figure out how to hang it.”

The house was coming along nicely. She set out her ever-growing collection of Santa mugs on the buffet in the dining room. A glass cloche surrounded by vintage Hummel figurines gave a whimsical feel to the entry table. The empty boxes of decorations finally out-numbered the full ones. 

“I’m thinking about donating some of these old ornaments and decorations to the thrift store. Do you care?”

“Looks nice,” he said. Obviously, his mind was on the game.

“Hmm. I’m going to dance naked in the front yard. Okay?”

“Fine. What?” He turned around this time.

“Just seeing if you were paying attention. Don’t forget to put out that ugly Dancing Tiki Santa,” Deena called from the kitchen. “Mom and Dad will expect to see it on the mantel.”

Deena’s parents would soon be flying in from Maui. This was the first time they would be back for a visit in two years. Gary’s sister, Nora, lived in Louisville with her husband and two children.  It was their turn to come to Texas for the holidays. The reality of hosting the big family gathering had begun to sink in, and Deena was trying to stay calm.  

As she piddled around the living room rearranging displays into small vignettes, a crackling sound drew her attention toward the den. Gary was kneeled on the floor picking up shards of glass.

“Oops. I dropped one.” He held up a piece of a vintage mercury-glass icicle ornament.

“Just leave it. I’ll get the broom.” 

As she swept up the tiny bits of glass, her mind returned to Marie and the flea market. She could still picture all those expensive collectibles sitting on that table. How could someone just steal from their boss and callously turn around and sell the stuff? Didn’t she have a conscience? Maybe we were too easy on her, Deena thought. She carried the dustpan to the kitchen trashcan and emptied the contents. Marie was at the party. And we caught her red-handed stealing from Carolyn. 

Deena shook her head to clear her thoughts. That’s ridiculous. Just because she took a few things that didn’t belong to her doesn’t mean she had something to do with Carolyn’s death. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to the story.

Trying hard to refocus on her project, she re-counted the number of house guests she would be hosting for the umpteenth time, still unsure if Estelle would be there with Russell. “Gary, me, Russell, Mom, Dad—”

The doorbell rang. “Uh-oh. What now? Is Rudolph humping Christy Ann’s elves?” She glanced out the front window and saw Russell on the porch. She opened the door and said, “Look who’s here. I was just thinking about you.” She gave him a brotherly hug.

“Is the game still on?”

“Just starting the fourth quarter,” Gary yelled from the den. “Grab a beer and have a seat.”

Deena cleaned up the mess on the kitchen table, happy with the progress they had made. She sat on the couch next to Russell. “How’s it going?”

“Fine, I suppose. I just left Estelle’s and thought I’d stop by.”

Deena waited for a commercial to quiz him. “So, what’s up with you and Estelle?”

“Oh, the usual.” Deena noted a pinch of sarcasm. “Found out she was engaged and now I’m just waiting for her to choose between him and me. That’s all.”

Gary slammed down the footrest of his recliner and stared wide-eyed at Russell. “Are you kidding?”

“When did all this happen?” Deena asked, motioning for Gary to mute the television.

“Can we talk about it after the game? I’m all talked out for now and just want to relax a few minutes. I’m starting to get a headache.”

Deena instinctively stood up to get a pillow and throw blanket. She turned off the overhead light. “Lay back. Just take it easy,” she said. “We’ll talk later.”

Food always helped when Russell felt a migraine coming on. She went to make sandwiches. Staring inside the refrigerator, she breathed in the frosty cold. How could this be? Estelle had been engaged? Poor Russell. She took out what she needed and went about preparing the food. A few tears slipped down her cheek. 

They ate and watched the game. Dallas kicked a last minute field goal to hold on for the win.

“Great game,” Russell said. “Thanks for letting me hang out.” He stood up to leave.

“Sit,” Deena ordered, and both Russell and Hurley obeyed. “Tell us what happened.”

He spent the next few minutes telling them about Blake Whitman and Estelle. 

Deena could tell he was upset even though he was trying to play it cool. 

“It’s tough, you know?” He rubbed his eyes. “I don’t even know if I want a long-term relationship. How can I expect her to pick me if I don’t know where this is going? That’s what I told her. The ball is in her court now.”

Deena could tell her brother was worn out. “Do you want to stay here tonight?”

“Nah, I need to get back to take care of Maggie. Thanks, though.”

She walked him to the door and patted his back. “It’ll work out. I’m sure of it.” 

He offered up a weak smile.

After he left, Deena plopped down on the couch and pulled up the throw, hugging it to her chest. She ached for her brother. “What do you think?”

“It’s a tough one,” Gary said. “Either way, though, he’ll be okay.” 

Deena leaned back and closed her eyes as Gary turned his attention to the next game. What would happen if they broke up? Would she and Estelle still be friends? She had considered telling Russell about finding the butcher knife at the thrift store and seeing Marie in Canton but felt the timing was bad. These thoughts meandered around her brain, and then suddenly they collided.

“Gary! I think I figured out who stole that knife!”
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Sandra was excited to see what new donations had come in on Saturday when her niece was minding the store.  Hannah had reported that the shop was busy, so she did not have time to look through the new items that were brought in. Monday mornings were usually slow, so Sandra knew she would have time to sort through the sales receipts and bags of donations. 

Trying to juggle her Starbucks latte and a bag of croissants, she finally managed to unlock the front door without dropping anything. The light in the storeroom had been left on. No big deal, she thought. She had failed to turn it off a number of times herself. Flipping on the switch by the front door brought the shop to life. She set down her purse and the pastry bag on the back counter.

It was colder than usual in the shop, but the aroma of coffee filled the air and gave it the homey feeling Sandra had worked so hard to foster. In order to compete with Maycroft’s numerous boutiques and antique stores, she kept her front window display filled with vintage and unusual finds. Since the shop first opened, she had gained a loyal following of shoppers who always stopped by when they were in town. She even created a Facebook page to tantalize customers.

Hannah had left everything neatly organized on the counter, including several post-it note messages with smiley faces. She looked through the receipts and ate a croissant, knowing it would not be long before the neighbors in the surrounding stores popped in to say hello.

Sure enough, the bell jingled on the front door and Aaron from the dog grooming salon stuck his head in. “Howdy. We missed you on Saturday. Find anything in Canton?”

“Hey, come on in. Yeah, I found some cool stuff.”

“Speaking of cool, it’s freezing in here.” He rubbed his hands together before helping himself to a pastry.

“I’ll fix it.” She walked back to adjust the thermostat in the storeroom. “What the—”

“What is it?” Aaron hurried to the back room.

“Oh, no! Someone broke in.” The back door lay partially open. The deadbolt had splintered the doorframe. “Hannah must have forgotten to fasten the chain.”

“Don’t touch anything,” Aaron said. “I’ll call the police.”

Looking around the storeroom, she realized someone had rummaged through the bags and boxes that were stacked by the wall. She knew there was no money in the store because Hannah had dropped off the cash box Saturday evening with Ian. Nothing else in the back room seemed disturbed. Although she had dealt with a few shoplifters in the past, this was her first break-in. She tried to keep her cool in front of Aaron, but her hands felt clammy and her chest was tight. 

“They’re sending someone over now,” Aaron said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Just a little surprised is all. I wonder if any other shops were broken into?”

“If you’re okay here alone, I’ll walk around and check with the other owners. Maybe somebody saw something.”

“Thanks. Let me know what you find out.”

Sandra called Ian and left a message with his assistant. She didn’t want him to hear about the break-in from someone else. News traveled fast in Maycroft. As she walked down the aisles, nothing looked unusual or out of place. The glass case where she kept expensive items like jewelry and cameras was undisturbed. She flinched when she heard the bell on the front door jingle. 

“Oh, Officer Nelson, it’s you.” Sandra was happy to see her.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. So, what’s going on?” 

Cassidy Nelson was Maycroft’s first female police officer. She had been on the force nearly ten years now and had a reputation for being a caring public servant who could also be tough. 

“Someone broke in the back door. I was just looking around to see what might be missing.” Officer Nelson followed Sandra to the storeroom.

“Looks like whoever did this used a crowbar. When did you last see the door locked?” She pulled out a small notepad. 

“My niece worked for me on Saturday. She would have locked the door before she left at around six. I didn’t come in yesterday.” Sandra fidgeted nervously with her nails, not sure if she should touch anything. 

“So have you noticed anything missing or damaged? What about the register?”

“It looks fine. I haven’t opened it yet. I don’t keep money in it overnight.”

“Go ahead and check to make sure it wasn’t jimmied open.” 

Sandra did as instructed. It opened with no problems. “That glass case over there has the valuables in it. It wasn’t broken into either.”

“It could be that whoever broke in got cold feet and left. Or they may have heard something that scared them off. Was there anything disturbed at all?”

“Just these boxes and bags in the storeroom,” Sandra said, walking toward to the back. 

Officer Nelson pulled out her flashlight and examined the door carefully. She stepped out into the alley to look around for anything out of the ordinary. Two cars were parked further down behind some of the other stores. Several large dumpsters sat full, ready to be emptied after a week’s usage. When she returned, Sandra was on the phone with Ian.

“I’ll call you back. I love you, too.” She ended the call and looked anxiously at Officer Nelson. “What do you think?”

“I think you got lucky. You need a better lock on that door. I don’t think I can lift any prints from what I’ve seen.” She closed the notebook and put it back into her pocket.

“Aaron from next door was checking with the other shop owners to see if they had any problems.”

“Good. I’ll be doing the same. Unfortunately, these kinds of break-ins happen in Maycroft. Luckily, though, we see fewer home burglaries than commercial. Is that your car parked out front?” 

“Yes. My husband makes me use the front door instead of coming and going through the back alley.”

“That’s smart. Keep it up. I’ll let you know if something turns up.” 

“Thanks.” The officer left just as Aaron returned. 

Sandra motioned for him to come back to the storeroom. “What did you find out?” Her coffee was now cold, and she wanted to make a fresh cup.

“Three of the shops are closed on Mondays. I walked through the alley and everything seemed fine with all the back doors. None of the others said they noticed anything wrong. But George, the new guy who just opened the cigar shop, said he saw something late Saturday night.”

She almost spilled the water she was pouring into the coffee maker. “What did he see?”

“He said he came back around eleven because he had left his cell phone in the store. When he was driving off, he saw a car turn out of the alley. A dark sedan. Indistinct.  But he noticed the driver.  It was a woman with red hair. He is going to tell the police officer about it.”

“Maybe that was the burglar. Or, it could have been the person who scared off the burglar.”

Aaron headed to the front.  “I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll check on you later.”

Sandra sat on her stool waiting for her coffee to brew. The store suddenly felt strange and foreign. Of all the nice shops in town, why would someone want to break into a thrift store? Why would they look through boxes of donated stuff before getting the valuables? This is the second time in less than a week the police have been here. Then the thought occurred to her. Maybe the two events were connected.
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Chapter 14
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Her bedroom was exactly seventeen steps from end to end, Estelle noted as she paced back and forth waiting for Blake to arrive. Why had she agreed to see him tonight? It had been less than a week since her mother’s death, and she was still trying to cope with the reality of being alone. Ever since she could remember, she had been by her mother’s side. After she graduated from a small Baptist college with a degree in English Literature, she had moved back in with her parents. Her mother hoped she would find a husband in college, but Estelle was shy and kept to herself. 

Throughout the years, she had gone on a number of dates with young men who were the sons or nephews of her mother’s friends, but no one captured her imagination the way the characters did in the books she read. After her father passed away, she found a sense of self-worth by caring for her mother. Sometimes she suspected that her mother could do well enough on her own but let Estelle dote on her just so she would have something to do.  Estelle considered herself a modern-day Emily Dickinson and spent much of her time reading and writing poetry. Although her middle name was Rose, named after her mother, it seemed she had never quite bloomed.

Blake was the first man to show any real interest. They met at the bookstore, both looking through the mystery section. He had asked her to recommend a good book for him—an obvious pick-up line. He was tall with dark brown hair and strong features. She had blushed when he first spoke to her. His job as an “internet entrepreneur” gave him plenty of free time for courting. Their relationship had gone well the first few months, but then her mother began to question his intentions. That’s when he proposed. Estelle was overwhelmed, especially considering the fact that their romance had not progressed very far physically—they had barely reached second base. At least she thought that was second base. She had accepted, of course, and her mother was beside herself. 

Two weeks later, Blake came to the house and broke off the engagement. He said he was leaving town and leaving her behind.  She cried for days, but finally resigned herself to the lonely life of a lovesick spinster. Not long after that, she met Russell.

Blake and Russell looked nothing alike. Russell was medium height, slim with a slight beer belly, and had sandy brown hair. He was older than Estelle by a few years but looked younger. He had laugh lines and a twinkle in his hazel eyes. Far from the Prince Charming she had often dreamed of, there was something about him that she found magnetic. As they spent more time together, the attraction grew.

The reflection in the mirror made her wonder how on earth she could have two men vying for her affection. Her skin was pale, her hair a mousy brown. Her figure was average, neither slim nor heavy. She had long since stopped worrying about fashion. Looking at her maroon cable-knit sweater and gray wool skirt, she wished she had taken time to buy some new clothes. A feature she did like about herself were her eyes. They were a grayish-blue, and someone had once described them as “mesmerizing.” She added a little more mascara and applied another splash of perfume. 

A knock on the front door made her stomach flip. She had no idea what the night might bring or how she would feel about it. Tonight was about giving Blake a chance to explain himself and to figure out what her true feelings for him were. Now, she had her relationship with Russell for comparison.  

Irene answered the door, and Estelle counted slowly to twenty before approaching the staircase, not wanting to appear too anxious. Irene and Blake were talking when she finally made her grand descent. They did not even notice her at first. That’s annoying, she thought. He missed my big entrance. When she got to the bottom step, Irene headed back down the hall to the kitchen and Blake turned around. He smiled and she felt her face flush.

“There you are,” he said, taking her hand. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “You are more beautiful than ever.”

He held her coat while she put it on and led her to the driveway. His face beamed as he opened the car door. She slid onto the slippery seat. This must be that new-car smell people talk about, she thought. I’ve never seen so many gadgets on a dashboard before. What could they possibly all do?

He folded himself in through the small door opening and started the engine. “What do you think?”

“About what?”

“About my new car, of course! It’s a Porsche 911 with full leather interior and a four hundred and seventy-five horse power engine.” He caressed the steering wheel as he purred with delight. “It can go from zero to sixty in three point three seconds.”

“Umm, it smells nice.” By the look on his face, that was the wrong answer. Fastening her seatbelt, she struggled for something else to say. What was it they used to talk about? Books? No. As it turned out, Blake was not much of a reader.

He interrupted her thoughts. “There’s so much I have to say to you.”

What a relief. She waited. 

“We’ll talk at the restaurant. Let’s just enjoy the Christmas lights as we drive.” He peeled off, something that was supposed to impress her. 

Estelle looked out the window and thought about Russell. He always had some little tidbit to talk about and asked her interesting questions. One of her favorites had been, “Would you rather go into space or explore the bottom of the ocean?” Turns out he was a space guy while she was more fascinated by the sea. That led to a discussion of the movie Titanic, which led to a discussion of shipwrecks, which led to a decision to try scuba diving off the coast of Florida. 

“We’re here,” Blake said, breaking her trance. 

After opening her door, he polished the handle with the sleeve of his jacket. Estelle rolled her eyes and watched to see if he was going to give the car a kiss good-bye.

Hadley’s on the Square was an upscale restaurant that Blake had taken her to on their first date. The owners had converted a crumbling Victorian-style house into a chic eatery. The dining rooms were small and held only four or five tables each, making it the perfect place for an intimate dinner. Rich hardwood floors, architectural details, and period paintings made Estelle feel like Elizabeth Bennett out for a night in London with her Mr. Darcy.

After ordering wine, it was at last time to address the elephant in the room. “So, why did you leave?” She looked directly at him, knowing her heart and her future were at stake.

Blake reached across the table and held her hand with both of his. “My dear Estelle, as I told you, your mother came to me and said that she wanted me gone. She didn’t think I was good enough for you. That I couldn’t take care of you. I protested, of course, but finally realized it was no use.”

She resisted the urge to withdraw her hand. “But why didn’t you tell me the truth? Why didn’t you give me a chance to talk to Mother and make her understand?” This was the hardest part for Estelle. She felt like Blake had not fought hard enough for her.

“Darling, what if I had? I was not willing to put a wedge between you and your mother. I couldn’t do that to you or to her. I felt like I was in an impossible situation. I know I hurt you, but now we have the rest of our lives together. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it softly.

The waiter returned to pour more wine and take their order. Estelle stared at the menu without really seeing it. All she could think of was that day on the front porch when Blake had left her. At last, she ordered and excused herself to the powder room. 

Locking the door behind her, she gazed into the elegant mirror. Could this be happening? The man she had pined for was back and wanted to marry her. That never happens—except in books and movies and books made into movies. She needed someone to talk to. She needed a friend. Then she thought about Russell. He was so easy to be around. He made her laugh. He made her happy. 

On the one hand, she thought, Blake offered excitement. He talked about traveling and having great adventures. She stuck out her pointer finger on her left hand. On the other hand, Russell was a homebody who liked to read and cuddle by the fire. She stuck out a finger on her right hand. Blake is sweet, but so is Russell. She stuck out two more fingers. Russell says he likes my laugh and my sense of humor. Blake—

A tap on the door interrupted her thoughts. “Just a minute,” she called and proceeded to wash her hands. One last glance in the mirror set her resolve. She needed to know more about Blake and his feelings.

When she returned to the table, he was texting on his cell phone but quickly put it away. 

“Business,” he said in the way of an apology as he pulled out her chair.

“Speaking of business, what exactly is it that you do? I mean, you said you were an internet entrepreneur, but what exactly does that mean?” She began picking at her salad.

“I am invested in a number of businesses, mostly companies that design and sell software applications. It’s all very boring, really, and I’d rather talk about us. I know you have been seeing someone since I’ve been gone, and I want you to know that it doesn’t matter. We don’t have to discuss it. You can end it with him, and we can announce our engagement right after your mother’s funeral.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. “I still have the ring you returned to me on that terrible day in September.”

Estelle caught her breath, staring at the diamond as it sparkled brilliantly off the candlelight. She kept her hands under the table, wrenching the cloth napkin in her lap.

Blake set the box down. “Think of it, Estelle. No more hiding our feelings. No more sneaking around behind your mother’s back. Although, I did enjoy our little game of Romeo and Juliet on the balcony. We can still do that from time-to-time after I move into your house.” He winked at her and finished off his wine.

She didn’t speak. She couldn’t take her eyes off the ring. A few months ago she would have been overjoyed and jumping at the chance to marry her Prince Charming. 

The waiter brought their entrees. Estelle had little appetite, her stomach in knots, her head foggy from the wine. She poked at her food. There was a question she had wanted to ask him back when they first started seeing each other. She had been too afraid to ask it then. She mustered her courage to ask it now. “Why do you love me?”

Blake appeared startled. “Why? Because you’re you. You’re wonderful, of course.”

“But what specifically do you like about me?” She reached for her glass and took several big gulps to steady her nerves. She wasn’t sure what to expect.

“Estelle, you’re beautiful and sweet. What’s not to love?” He chuckled as though she were making a joke.

She decided to stop while she was ahead. I guess that’s a good enough answer, she thought. Her mind jumped from remembering the past to foreseeing the future. Something nagged at her. What was it? Then she remembered. “Did you say you want to move into my house? What about your business? Don’t you have your own home? Where exactly did you go when you left Maycroft?”

Blake cut his steak, more vigorously now, Estelle thought. Had she made him uncomfortable? He chewed slowly before answering. “You see, my business allows me to live anywhere I want. I just assumed you would want to stay here. I suppose we could move if you’d like. You name the place. London? Paris? How about Verona?” He smiled and reached out to touch her cheek.

She leaned back. “But where have you actually been staying the past three months?”

“Here and there.” He seemed annoyed. “Mostly New Orleans. It’s a great place to drown your sorrows.” He picked up the ring box, snapped it shut, and put it back in his coat pocket.

They ate in silence for a long while. Estelle was numb. She needed time to sort things out. 

When they got back to the house, Estelle opened the front door and turned to face him. “This is where you broke my heart,” she said. “Where you said good-bye.” 

He put his arms around her, and she let him kiss her. She wanted to see how it felt. After a moment, she pulled away. “I don’t want you to come to my mother’s funeral. After all that you’ve told me, I don’t think she would have wanted you there. You can call me on Friday.” 

With that, she turned and went back into the house, closing the door behind her. Taking a deep breath, she climbed the stairs and walked down the long hall to her bedroom. She turned on the table lamp and sat on the settee by the window. The clouds covered the moon but left a hazy glow. A rustling noise drew her attention followed by the familiar tap of a small rock hitting her window. “Oh, no, you wouldn’t,” she said aloud through clenched teeth and stormed into the hall, throwing open the door to the middle bedroom. It was her mother’s sitting room, a place where she and Blake would often rendezvous. She could just make out Blake’s silhouette behind the drapes covering the balcony doors. Once again, he had climbed the ivy trellis. She opened the curtains, but kept the door closed, not trusting herself or her feelings.

Blake put his palm against the glass. “Juliet,” she heard him whisper. For a moment, she was tempted to let him in. She knew they would cuddle on the sofa, and he would kiss her and talk about all the wonderful, romantic adventures they would have together. She would blush, and he would tease her about being so innocent. 

“No,” she said. “Not tonight. Not yet.” She shook her head and walked out of the room. Before long, she heard him scuttle back down the trellis and screech off in his new car.

Her throat tightened and she suddenly felt very alone. She missed her mother. She missed the sound of the little bell. An uneasiness washed over her. She knew she was in danger—in danger of giving her heart to the wrong man.
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Chapter 15


[image: image]


Barking dogs startled Deena out of a fitful sleep Tuesday morning. It was the ringtone setting on her phone for unknown callers. Hurley hated that sound and began echoing the noise. She grabbed for the phone and felt an ache in her back.

“I hope I didn’t wake you.” It was Trey. “I wanted to let you know what we found on that knife.”

She sat up to clear the tumbleweeds rolling around in her head. “No problem.” The clock on her nightstand read 7:46. Early bird and worms and such, she thought, trying to focus.

“There was only one set of prints on the handle. I assume they were your friend Sandra’s from the thrift store. The knife had apparently been cleaned before that. Whoever else handled it may have been wearing gloves.”

“Oh, I see. What about the blood?”

“That was blood all right. But not human blood.”

“Steak?”

Trey chuckled. “Nope. Turns out it was cat blood.”

“Cat blood? Are you sure?”

“Yep. I’m gonna take heck from the guys in the lab for that one. They’ve already dubbed me ‘Deputy Kitty.’” 

Deena wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or disappointed. “So what happens now?”

“I’ll hold on to the knife until the final medical examiner’s report. Then I’ll give it back to you to return it to its owner.”

“Sorry for all the trouble, Trey. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll see you Thursday at the funeral.”

When she hung up, she walked over to let Hurley out in the backyard. Her body ached from the hours of work she had spent the day before cleaning and rearranging her antique booth. All the bending and lifting was catching up to her. She leaned in the doorway, letting cold air splash her face. A feeling of foolishness washed over her. Had she been on a wild goose chase all this time? Carolyn had probably been curious about what was happening downstairs at the party and rolled too close to the edge of the stairs. That’s why they call them “accidents.” No one expects them to happen, and they don’t always make sense.

She had a theory about the knife, too, and wanted to run it by Sandra. If she were right, she might have just solved the case of the missing knife.  But convincing Estelle that her mother’s death was just an accident would be much more difficult.

* * *
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“I’M GLAD YOU STOPPED by,” Sandra said when Deena came in the shop later that morning. “I need to talk to you.” She looked around anxiously to see if any customers were within earshot. Two young women were trying on clothes.

Deena followed Sandra to the storeroom. “I heard from Trey this morning about the knife.”

“Oh, really? What’s the verdict?”

“The only fingerprints on it were yours. But get this. The blood...was cat blood, not human blood.”

“Well, I’ll be.” Sandra shook her head in disbelief. She poured herself a cup of coffee and offered one to Deena. “Check this out.” She led Deena over to the back door with its new heavy-duty deadbolt lock.

“What’s this about?” Deena asked and blew in her cup.

“The store was broken into over the weekend. Probably Saturday night.”

Between the hot liquid and the startling news, Deena spilled a few drops of coffee from her lips. She grabbed a napkin from the table and wiped her mouth. “You’re kidding! What did they take? Are you okay?”

Sandra was like a nervous mother trying to multi-task, always keeping one eye on her children. She walked to the doorway and looked in on the store. She turned back to Deena and told her the odd circumstances surrounding the break-in. Another customer came into the store, prompting Sandra and Deena to move to the front counter. 

“I started thinking that perhaps whoever broke in that night was looking for something in particular,” Sandra said. “Possibly that knife.”

Deena was wondering the same thing, too.

The shoppers brought their items to the counter to check out. 

Deena wandered over to the pottery and glass aisle, strictly out of habit. She gazed mindlessly at the wares rather than actually seeing them. Her mind was playing out Saturday’s events at the flea market and then that evening at the shop. Could her hunch that Marie stole the knife still be correct? Would Marie break into the store to retrieve the knife she had stolen? What about the cat blood?

“Deena,” Sandra called out, waking her from her daydream. 

They huddled together at the counter, and Deena floated her theory. “I came here to tell you that I think Marie may have stolen the knife that night from the kitchen. She probably knew it was expensive and wanted to sell it.”

Sandra nodded. “I thought of that, too.”

“Suppose she picked up the knife, wiped it with a dish towel, and carried it upstairs. That’s where she said the closet was with Carolyn’s gifts. Maybe the closet was locked or maybe something spooked her, so she dropped it into the box of coats.”

“Right,” Sandra said. “She would have planned to sneak back later that night to get it or even get it when she came later in the week to clean. But then with Carolyn’s fall—” 

“Exactly,” Deena said. “She didn’t go back to get it until it was too late.”

Sandra eyed a customer who was looking at shoes. “But what about the cat blood?” 

“Carolyn had a cat. So I was thinking that—” Deena jumped when she heard a customer come up behind her. “Oh, my. You scared me.” She stepped out of the way so Sandra could ring up the sale. 

The man set an old Royal electric typewriter on the counter and asked Sandra if she could plug it in to make sure it worked. Delighted by the hum, he asked for paper and began typing. Deena tried not to seem too impatient as he began telling a story about having used an identical model to type all of his papers in college. 

“And you wouldn’t believe how hard it was to add footnotes,” he said, stroking each key in order. 

Sandra smiled and nodded, always the polite shopkeeper. 

Come on, mister! Social cues, Deena thought. Can’t you tell I’m waiting for you to leave?

At last, the man decided he had strolled far enough down memory lane and had no use for an electric typewriter. He thanked Sandra and left the store.

“Finally. I thought he’d never leave.” Deena returned to her spot across from Sandra. “Like I was saying, Carolyn had a cat. On Wednesday, we noticed the poor little thing was bleeding from a few spots on her belly and paws.” 

Sandra winced at the thought as she picked up the typewriter and carried it back to the shelf. “You don’t think Marie would stab a cat, do you?” 

“No, but maybe the cat climbed into the box and got cut on the sharp blade. Does that sound like something a cat would do?”

“Definitely. Cats love to get inside boxes. They’re very curious. But would Marie go so far as to break into the store to get the knife back?”

“I don’t know, but I’m definitely going to talk to her again. The two incidents may be unrelated, or we just might have a cat burglar on our hands.”
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Chapter 16
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Discretion is important when dealing with financial matters, especially in a small town. Howard Collier had been the Fitzhugh’s accountant for the past twenty or so years. He was meticulous with his books and loyal to his clients. His reputation was impeccable. Carolyn had trusted him even more than her pastor. 

Estelle occasionally drove her mother to his office but rarely sat in on their meetings. This was the first time she would be seeing him as head of the Fitzhugh estate. She brought a copy of the will as well as all the bills and notices she had gotten in the past week. Mr. Collier took care of paying all of Carolyn’s expenses. She was the only person in town still allowed to have an account at the local grocery store and pay her bill once a month. She never liked dealing with money and just wanted everything taken care of for her. 

Estelle sat across from the gray-haired man in his gray three-piece suit on a gray winter day, exactly one week since her mother’s premature death. Like her mother, Estelle was not interested in details. She wanted reassurance that everything was in order: The staff were paid, the bills were paid, and she did not have to worry about the lights being turned off.

“I can assure you, Miss Fitzhugh, that everything will be taken care of seamlessly. It will be like your mother is still here.” He caught himself and looked down at the papers on his desk. “Forgive me. Poor choice of words.”

“I understand,” she said, leaning back in the tufted leather wing chair. “Will you be working with Jim Redmond in regard to mother’s will?”

“Absolutely. You have nothing to worry about. I’ve prepared a brief summary of your current finances with an estimated total of your net worth.” He passed a folder across to her and she picked it up tentatively. 

She had never put a figure to her family’s fortune and wasn’t sure now that she wanted to know. She scanned the first two pages and turned to the last page. Her eyes widened and she caught her breath. The amount was nearly twice as much as she would have guessed. “Fine,” she said, and passed the folder back to Mr. Collier.

“There are a few specifics I need to go over with you. First, do you plan on continuing the services of Irene Harrison?” When she hesitated, he looked over the top of his glasses. “Estelle?”

“Oh, sorry. I was just thinking about what to do with Irene. I offered to let her stay, but she said she would have to let me know. For now, she’s still working for us—I mean, me.”

“If you would like to relieve her of her services, I can put together a generous severance package. Just let me know.” He turned to the next page in his portfolio. “What about Mr. Barnabus Bigelow? Do you want to continue the monthly payments your mother was sending him?”

Estelle sat forward in her chair. “That’s the mysterious man named in Mother’s will.”

Collier tilted his head. “You don’t know who he is?”

“No. Who is he? Mother never discussed him.”

Collier leaned back in his chair, swiveling side to side, staring at his Mont Blanc pen. “Let’s just discontinue the payments. I believe this was a personal matter your mother would have wanted kept private.” He leaned forward and wrote a note in the folder.

Estelle glared at him, annoyed at his tight-lipped countenance. “Mr. Collier, you are working for me now, not my mother. I insist you explain who this Barnabus Bigelow is and what these payments were for.” Her tone left no doubt about the seriousness of her statement. Her estate was worth millions, and she knew Collier would not want to jeopardize losing her account.

“I understand, Miss Fitzhugh.” He pulled another folder from the stack of files on his desk. “The truth is that Barnabus Bigelow is your mother’s brother, her twin brother, actually. Your uncle."

Her jaw dropped and she could not speak.

Collier looked at the details in the folder. “On April 23, 1995, Mr. Bigelow contacted your mother and revealed his identity. She had no previous knowledge that she had a sibling, much less a twin. She hired a private investigator to check him out, and indeed, his claim was true.” 

Estelle could barely catch her breath. Her mind raced. How could Mother have kept this from me? I wonder if she told Father? I can’t believe this. “What else can you tell me?”

“Apparently, when your mother was adopted, her birth mother had twins and chose to keep the boy only. When he tracked down your mother, he asked for financial assistance in exchange for staying away from her and not revealing their relationship. She gave him $10,000 up front and has sent him $500 a month—in cash—for the past twenty years.”

“In cash?” Estelle’s mouth went dry and she felt light-headed. “May I have some water, please?” She reached in her handbag for a tissue and blotted her cheeks. How could this be possible? She took the glass of water from him. “Why would Mother keep this a secret?”

“Mr. Bigelow was man of low character. He had been in and out of jail numerous times before locating Mrs. Fitzhugh. You can imagine how his presence would have disrupted her life here in Maycroft.”

“Did you say he showed up in April of 1995? That’s just a few months before my father died.” Estelle’s mind reeled with this news.

“That is correct.”

“Is he still alive?”

“Your father?”

“No. Barnabus Bigelow.”

“Yes, as far as we know. The sheriff in that county checks up on him and reports back to me from time to time.”

“I want to meet him.” Estelle set down the cup, anticipating her accountant’s objections.

“I don’t think—”

“I don’t care. Please give me his address and phone number so that I can contact him. I insist.” Estelle, who was as feisty as her mother, was fire-bent on meeting this man and wanted Mr. Collier to know it. 

“All right, Miss Fitzhugh. Here is his address. I do not have a telephone number.” He leaned across the desk like a concerned father. “Estelle, I’m warning you, though, do not go out there alone. He is unstable and could be dangerous.”

“Thank you,” she said, putting the note in her purse. She saw another envelope she had brought and handed it across the desk. “One more thing,” she said. “What is this about? It appears to be a statement from a private investigator in Dallas. I found it in the drawer of Mother’s desk. It is marked as paid. Do you know anything about it?”

“No, ma’am, I do not. Your mother had many dealings that she did not discuss with me. I just made sure the bills were paid.” He started to put the envelope in one of his folders, but Estelle reached out and took it back.

“If you don’t mind,” she said, “I want to contact this agency myself. Who knows what other secrets my mother could have been keeping from me.”
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Soft Christmas music, a blazing fire, and the enticing aroma of lasagna baking in the oven should do the trick. This was one of four dishes Deena had perfected over the years. As she layered pasta and filling in her prettiest Pyrex baking pan, she thought about her phone conversation with Estelle earlier in the afternoon and what Gary would say when she told him her plans.

The idea that Carolyn had been adopted and had kept it a secret all these years was incredible. But add to it the fact that she had a twin brother made it simply fascinating. When Estelle asked Deena to go with her to meet Bigelow the next afternoon, she did not know what to say. After all, the relationship between Estelle and Russell still hung in the balance. Also, Carolyn may have had a very good reason for keeping this man away from her family. 

But Estelle could be very persuasive. Deena gave in. She was starting to get a picture of Estelle as head-strong and tenacious. Far from the demure Southern belle most people saw on the outside, she had a fire in her gut and a mind of her own. Now the problem was Gary. She could only imagine what he would say when he learned she was going with Estelle to meet this guy. Hopefully, the warm reception when he got home from work would butter him up. 

* * * 
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“ARE YOU SERIOUS? NO way you two girls are driving out there by yourselves to meet some stranger who’s spent the past twenty years blackmailing his own sister!” 

She thought his head might explode. Maybe I should have waited to tell him after dinner, Deena thought. Too late now. “I know what you’re thinking, but let me explain.” She poured a generous amount of Chianti. “The man is seventy-five years old. How dangerous could he be? Don’t answer that,” she added quickly. “Now that it seems obvious that Carolyn’s death was an accident, we don’t have to worry that he’s a killer or anything. Besides, he hasn’t bothered the family in all these years, so I doubt he wants anything now. Also, he just inherited $50,000. He’s probably a pretty happy camper.” She hoped these arguments would put his fears to rest.

Gary shook his head. “It’s too dangerous for you two women to show up there alone— unannounced and uninvited. And I’m not being sexist. I’m just being realistic.” He pushed his plate away and crossed his arms.

She had one last weapon in her arsenal to try. “Well, what do you want me to do? If I tell Estelle I’m not going, she might just go out there all alone. Do you want that on your conscience?”

Gary hesitated and blew out an exasperated sigh. “What about Russell? Can’t he go with you?”

Deena had considered this option. “I don’t know how Estelle would feel about that.” 

“I really don’t care. It would be much smarter to take Russell. I’d go with you myself, but I’m booked with clients all day. Please, Deena, just think about it.” He reached his hand over to hers.

“You’re right. I’ll call Estelle and work it out with Russell.” She looked down at Gary’s dinner plate. “Will you finish eating now? I put an ounce of love into every bite.” She batted her eyes and grinned.

“Sure,” he said and pulled his plate back. “I thought I tasted something sweet in there.”

She laughed and took another sip of the fruity red wine. I hope I’m right, she thought. After all, Barnabus Bigelow was a blackmailer who apparently cared more about money than his own family. If he had wanted to meet his niece Estelle, he probably could have found a way. 

Just two days until the funeral and then Marie could talk to Estelle and tell her about the cat and the knife and the coats and the vase and the break-in and everything else about this crazy case. On Thursday, they would lay Mrs. Carolyn Fitzhugh to rest, and on Friday, they would do the same with all the questions surrounding her death. Deena took a big bite of pasta and thought, let’s just hope nothing else unexpected comes up before then.
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Chapter 18
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Apprehension, the kind that makes your stomach quiver and your throat tighten, gripped Deena the minute she left her house to pick up Estelle Wednesday morning. She had stopped at the Coffee Depot to get fresh brew for herself and her two passengers. As she waited at the stop light, she raised the plastic lid and blew on her vanilla latte. 

What was going to happen between Estelle and Russell? Would they be cordial at least? An hour-and-a-half drive each way would be brutal if they weren’t speaking. Gary was right to insist Russell come along, but she wished the circumstances were better. 

Fluffy white clouds kept the sun at bay, but a cold north wind would push most of them aside by noon. The weatherman predicted a high of just forty-five degrees. Estelle had asked Deena to pull around to the back of the house to pick her up in case there were patches of ice from the overnight drizzle. 

Deena parked near the back door and was surprised at how unkempt the rear of the house looked compared to the front. Parked in the gravel was the oversized black SUV Carolyn had used to get around town. She had a driver, Leonard Dietz, who stayed on-call to run her to various appointments and social gatherings whenever Estelle was unable to take her. The car had been modified so that the wheelchair could easily be stowed in the back. Deena wondered if Estelle would sell the car now that she no longer needed it.

Two rusted-out golf carts and a tin shed seemed forgotten years ago and were surrounded by overgrown grass and weeds. A metal fence barely stood with several sections laying almost flat on the ground. Interesting, Deena thought. All prim and proper on the front, but behind the scenes, everything is neglected and falling apart. 

Estelle came out the back door and walked tentatively along the wet pavement. Deena thought she was seeing someone ten years younger. It was the first time she had ever seen Estelle in jeans and boots. She had on a red sweater—possibly cashmere—and a navy wool jacket flanked by a colorful scarf. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail and she was wearing just the right amount of make-up.

“You look great,” Deena said as Estelle closed the door and put on her seatbelt. 

She blushed. “Thanks. I’m so glad you called last night. I have to tell you what happened.”

Deena turned the car around in the grass and drove out to the main road for the twenty-minute drive to Russell’s house. “So spill it,” she said once she was on the road.

“After you said you were going to call Russell, he was all I could think about. I tried to picture myself with Blake, but I just couldn’t do it. Then I started crying.” She reached into her purse for tissue. “I think it was the first time I really cried for my mother since she died.”

“Are you okay now?” She tried to glance at Estelle and still keep her eyes on the road.

“Yes. Dear, sweet Irene heard me blubbering and came to sit with me for almost an hour. I told her how lonely I was without Mother. She cried a little, too.” Estelle dabbed at her eyes. “I told her about my uncle and how hurt I was that Mother never told me the truth. She seemed worried when I said we were going to see him today. She wanted me to ask Blake to go with us. Insisted, really. But I told her how awkward that would be for you, and she dropped it.”

“You’re right. It would have been.”

“It’s funny that I have lived in the same house with Irene all these years but have never had a meaningful conversation with her until now. For the first time, I felt like I wasn’t an only child. Like I had a sister.” That started the waterworks flowing.

Deena waited for her to calm down to ask the all-important question. She held her breath and squeezed the steering wheel in anticipation. “So, what are you going to do about Blake?” 

“I’m going to tell him it’s over between us. I am in love with Russell. I just hope he feels the same way about me.”

Relief washed over Deena. She knew things were not settled between them, but at least Estelle wasn’t going to break his heart, and that was what she cared about most. When they stopped in front of Russell’s house, Deena saw Estelle’s face blush. “Is this the first time you’ve been here?” 

“Yes,” Estelle whispered, staring out the window.

Deena wasn’t sure if Estelle was reacting to what she saw or how she felt. Obviously, Russell did not live in a mansion, but his small house was well-maintained and neat. If his lack of wealth was a deal-breaker for Estelle, she could just go back to Blake-what’s-his-name, Deena thought, her heart beginning to sink. “You can wait here, I guess.”

“Absolutely not! I want to meet Maggie.” Estelle took off her seatbelt and hurried to the front door. Her soft knock brought on a loud bark from the dog waiting on the other side.

Russell opened the door, and Deena followed Estelle inside. 

Thanks goodness he cleaned up, Deena thought. The place looked pretty nice. She even thought she smelled a spice candle burning. 

Estelle kneeled down to pet Maggie who was busy smelling her clothes. “I’ll bet she smells Clover.”

“You’re probably right.” Russell held out his hand to help Estelle up. They stayed clasped together as he walked her to the back door to let Maggie out and show Estelle the back of his property. They were still holding hands when they returned, and he walked her through the rest of the house. 

Deena realized she had worried for nothing. She thought about the early days of her relationship with Gary and how just holding his hand sent sparks of electricity up and down her body. For a moment, she envied the “new love” feeling the two shared. 

“Are you ready to go?” Russell asked Deena.

“Sure. You’re not bringing...um...any of your little friends, are you?” She nodded toward the middle bedroom where Russell kept his gun safe and collection of firearms.

“No, not today.” He grinned sheepishly at his sister. 

Deena was relieved. The last time he brought a gun on one of their capers, she had worried they would be arrested. Contrary to the stereotype that all Texans walked around packing heat and that the state was filled with pistol-packin’ grannies, Deena was not alone in her desire to steer clear of guns.

They headed out to the car and Russell insisted Estelle ride shotgun so that his “good ear” would be toward her, explaining how he had lost most of the hearing in his left ear when he was in the army. He used his cell phone’s GPS to direct Deena. 

Mudshed was in Brindle County in the piney woods of East Texas. The crisp air and fragrant pines lining the highway made the drive pleasant and adventurous. 

Unfortunately, Estelle’s optimism that she was in for a sentimental reunion with her long, lost uncle would be short-lived.

* * * 
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“START LOOKING ON THE right,” Russell said as they slowed down to read the numbers on the mailboxes that dotted the side of the dirt road where they had exited the highway. The trees made it hard to see what was beyond the road, and it seemed some of the properties no longer had structures on them. 

“This must be it,” Estelle said as they got to a mailbox that was rusted through on one side with its flag bent and dangling. “I think it says forty-two.”

Deena slowly pulled onto the gravel driveway, but stopped when she saw a banged-up metal sign that read “Private Property—No Trespassing.” 

“We’re not technically trespassing because I’m family,” Estelle said. 

Deena noted a doubtful tone in her voice.

“Keep going, Deena,” Russell said. 

Overgrown bushes and weeds scratched at the sides of her SUV as she steered around deep pits in the drive. Another sign, homemade and faded, read, “Keep Out!” 

“Are you sure about this?” Deena asked.

“I can see the house through those trees,” he said. “Pull up a little farther.”

When she stopped, they all looked at the battered house in front of them. It looked like it came straight off the set of “Texas Chainsaw Massacre.” There was a blue tarp over one side where the roof must have leaked. Much of the formerly white paint had peeled away. Some of the screens were torn and one of the front windows was cracked. 

“Surely this is the wrong house,” Estelle said. “I can’t imagine anyone lives here.” 

One, two...four dogs ran up from the back of the house snapping and growling at the car. 

Deena cringed as their overgrown nails scratched her car. “What should we do?” she asked.

“Wait here,” Russell said. “We didn’t come all this way to leave without at least seeing if he is here.” He slowly pulled on the handle, and the dogs ran to his side of the car.

“Russell! You can’t go out there with all those dogs. They’ll eat you alive!” Estelle reached for him in the backseat. “Let’s just go.”

“She’s right,” Deena said.

Without saying a word, he inched out of the car and closed the door softly behind him. The dogs jumped and yelped, but he kept his eyes on the front door, his hands deep in his pockets. 

Deena put her hands to her face and held her breath as he crept to the front porch. 

He stepped gingerly on a cinder block that had replaced the first step. He skipped the next step that was rotted through. The dogs continued to pace and bark but did not follow him up the porch. 

Deena felt a tinge of relief that the dogs had seemed to back off. A letter envelope had been shoved into the edge of the screen door. She watched as Russell tilted his head to read it and glanced back toward the car, shaking his head. This must be the right place, Deena thought.

She rolled down the windows so she and Estelle could hear what was going on. If Bigelow was inside, he knew someone was there and had not yet come out. Russell knocked on the side of the door and sprinkles of paint fell to the ground. No one answered, so he knocked again. Nothing. “Mr. Bigelow?” he called out. 

“Get off my property!” The voice from inside the house was gravelly, but strong.

Estelle started to yell something out the window, but Deena held up her hand. “Give him a chance.”

“Mr. Bigelow, I need to talk to you.” Russell stepped back away from the door.

“Get off my property, now!”

“Mr. Bigelow, I am here with your niece, Estelle Fitzhugh. She wants to meet you.”

“I don’t care if you got Santa Claus in that car, I said, git!” 

“Russell, let’s go,” Estelle pleaded out the window.

“Mr. Bigelow.” Russell heard footsteps creaking through the house, and then a screen door opened and slammed shut. “Mr. Bigelow?” 

He walked to the side of the porch just as the gray-bearded man came around the side of the house, cocked his rifle, and fired a shot up into the air. He then lowered the barrel to take aim straight at the intruder.  

That’s when Russell bolted. The dogs bit at his legs and feet. He jumped in the car, breathless. “Let’s get out of here!” 

Deena put the car in gear and floored it through the gravel and mud, not slowing down until they were safely back on the main road.

“Are you okay?” Estelle asked. She took off her seatbelt and turned completely around to check on him.

“Yeah,” he said, gasping for air. “Luckily, I had on my boots.” He poked his finger through a hole at the bottom of his jeans. 

Then Estelle did something that caught Deena off guard. She threw her leg over the seat and fell in the back next to Russell. “I was so scared for you,” she said. “You could’ve been killed.”

Russell looked into her eyes and gently kissed her lips. Putting his arms around her, he glanced into the rearview mirror to see Deena watching him. He looked like a teenager trying to sneak some action in the backseat of his parents’ station wagon. “Well, the good news is that we made it out of there in one piece,” he said. “The bad news is, that was definitely your uncle.”

“Are you sure?” Estelle asked, her words dripping with disappointment.

“I’m pretty sure. There was a letter stuck in the door with his name on it.”

Deena looked at her brother in the rearview mirror. “Did you get a good look at him?” 

“To be honest, all I saw was white hair and the barrel of a shotgun. I have no doubt that if we’d stuck around, the next bullet wouldn’t have been fired in the air.”

Deena sighed. “I thought maybe he would have had red hair.”

“Red? Why red?” Estelle asked.

“Remember Marie’s list? She said she saw someone with red hair in the kitchen. I thought there was a chance that it might have been Bigelow.”

Russell motioned for Estelle to put on her seatbelt. He held her hand as they drove. 

“I told Howard Collier, my accountant, that Mother recently hired a private investigator. I wonder if she was checking up on my uncle. I tried calling the detective agency, but of course, they wouldn’t tell me anything. If I could just find that report, I might have a better idea of who we are dealing with.”

“What makes you so sure that he’s the person she had investigated?” Deena slowed down to let a car pass, her hands still shaking.

“I just have a hunch. Who else could it be?” 

“I don’t know,” Deena said. “Maybe one of the staff, like Marie—” She stopped quickly then added, “—or Irene or her driver.”

“I guess that’s possible, but she has known them for years. I think she would have told me if she suspected them of anything.”

Deena nodded. Dodged that bullet, she thought. Definitely not a good time to tell her about Marie. “Have you looked through her papers to find the report?”

“Yes, but Mother was known to hide things.”

“Like her silver bells?” Russell asked.

“Yes,” Estelle smiled and leaned her head so it rested on his shoulder. “Just like that.” 

“Let Deena have a go at it. She’s great at finding hidden things.” Russell tapped his sister on the shoulder. “You remember? You always found my dirty magazines and cigarettes. She would snitch on me to Mom and Dad.”

“That’s what little sisters are for!” She found a radio station playing Christmas music and they settled in for the drive back to Maycroft. As she drove, she thought about the rickety clapboard house and the snarling dogs. The sound of the gunshot still rang in her ears. Gary was not going to be happy when he heard about what happened. I’m in for a big “I told you so,” she thought. 

After driving for a long while, she broke the silence and asked Estelle, “Did you say that Barnabus Bigelow showed up a couple of months before your father died?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering,” Deena said. After a long pause, she asked, “How did you say your father died?”

“A hunting accident.”

* * * 
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MARIE HURRIED THROUGH her work at the Fitzhugh estate on Wednesday. When she arrived, Miss Estelle was away from the house and Marie hoped to be finished before she returned. Knowing that on Friday she would have to confess to her thefts, she did not think she could look Miss Estelle in the eye today without bursting into tears or worse. 

She started with Irene’s bedroom. As she grabbed the hamper out of her closet, she spotted something unusual. She heard Irene approach and quickly closed the closet door.

“Why are you running around like a mad woman?” Irene asked as Marie ripped the sheets off the bed to launder them. “Do you have another job to go to later today?”

“Um...no ma’am. I just wanted to get things nice for when Miss Estelle returns. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“No. And you need to be careful. You nearly turned over the night table.”

Marie nodded and hurried to the second floor to get the bed linens. Besides laundry, she did all the dusting and cleaned the bathrooms, two chores Irene particularly disliked. 

She tiptoed toward Mrs. Fitzhugh’s bedroom, not sure of what she should do. She half expected to open the door and be attacked by her unearthly spirit. Swallowing hard, she gripped the doorknob. Her sweaty palm slipped as she began to turn it. She heard a floorboard creak, and a shiver ran down her back. She felt as though someone were spying on her. She straightened up tall and opened the door. Peeking around it, she looked over at the bed. It did not appear to have been slept in since she was there on Tuesday, the day of the party. Nothing seemed disturbed. She shut the door quickly and leaned her back against the wall, waiting for her breathing to even out.

The door to the spare bedroom was partially open. Usually, she changed the bed linens once every few weeks even though the bed was never slept in. Not today, she thought, and shut the door without even looking inside. 

The middle room was Mrs. Fitzhugh’s sitting room where she kept her desk, family photos, books, and other mementos. The door was wide open, and Marie could feel a breeze coming through the doorway. As she stepped inside, a sudden movement and sound turned her around. A sharp stinging sensation made her grab at her neck. Clover, with nails like razors, had pounced from the bookcase onto her shoulder and was out the door in a flurry of fur and hissing.

“You wretched beast!” she yelled as she wiped at the trails of blood running down her neck. The balcony door had been left ajar, causing the drapes to billow like ghosts into the room. She hurried over to close them, shivering against the cold air. 

“What are you doing?”

Marie spun around to face Irene. “Oh! You scared me, miss.”  

“Leave this room to me. You don’t need to be in here.”

Marie walked out, and Irene shut the door behind them. 

“Hurry up and get the linens so you can start the laundry.” Irene headed down the back staircase.  

Marie was not used to Irene meddling in her chores. Something was up, she thought. Maybe she was suspicious or knew what Marie had done. She charged into Estelle’s bedroom and grabbed the towels out of the bathroom hamper and stripped the bed. She clomped down the back stairs to the laundry room, making sure Irene was aware of her presence. 

As she placed the linens into the over-sized machine, she noticed something fall to the floor. It was a rubber band all in a tangle with a wad of red hair. She snatched it up and stuck it in her pocket, knowing full well where it had come from.

* * *
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ESTELLE HAD PHONED Irene on the drive home and asked her to prepare lunch. Deena parked around the back of Estelle’s house. When they walked in the back door, Irene took their coats and leaned in to give Estelle a one-armed hug, something Deena had never seen her do before. 

The kitchen table was set with a white eyelet tablecloth and pretty chintz dinnerware. Deena recognized it as a Royal Winton set. “This is lovely,” Deena said to Irene as she surveyed the spread. “Hot tea is perfect for a day like this.”

“I can make coffee, if you prefer,” she said, wiping her hands on a dish towel.

“I’d like some,” Russell said and sat down at the table.

Estelle excused herself and went up the back staircase to wash up. 

With Irene gone as well, Deena whispered to her brother. “So what’s the verdict? Is it you or Blake?”

Russell grinned. “You know I don’t kiss and tell,” he said. “But it looks like Blake is out of the picture.”

“Whew.” She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead in dramatic fashion. Her cell phone rang and the barking dogs caught her off guard. “I’ve got to change that ringtone,” she said and dug in her purse. Again, it was Trey.

“I see...I see.” She nodded her head as she listened. “Okay, thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Estelle returned with freshly applied lipstick. Deena remembered when she used to do that whenever Gary was around.

Estelle sat down at the table. “I called Howard Collier and told him to stop payments to that lunatic immediately. Now that Mother is gone, he can’t do anything to hurt us. He said he would call his sheriff friend to check on him and warn him to stay away.”

Russell nodded. “That’s a good idea. He seemed a little dangerous to me.”

“That was Trey,” Deena said, setting her cell phone next to her plate. 

Irene walked in with Russell’s coffee and stopped to listen. 

“He tried to reach you but the answering machine picked up. He didn’t want to leave a message.”

Estelle glanced at Irene. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I must have been running the vacuum.”

Deena tried to sound positive. “He asked me to tell you that the Medical Examiner ruled your mother’s death an accident. No murder and no foul play.”

“An accident? Of course it was an accident!” Irene blurted out. “Who said it wasn’t?”

An awkward silence fell over the room. Estelle blotted her lips with the cloth napkin and turned to the housekeeper. “Irene, dear, will you give us a few minutes? That will be all for now.”

Irene raised her chin, turned on her heels, and stormed back to the kitchen. Much more characteristic of Irene, Deena thought.

“Did he say anything else?” Estelle asked in a low voice.

“Just that it appeared your mother fell down the stairs backwards, based on the injuries to her head.”

“Oh, no!” She covered her mouth. “That means she watched as the person pushed her!” Estelle broke into sobs and tried to muffle them with her napkin. 

Deena and Russell exchanged glances. It seemed apparent that Estelle was holding on to the idea that her mother was murdered as a way to cope with her death. 

Russell knelt down beside her. “Hon, I think you need to accept the fact that your mother’s death was a terrible, tragic accident. There’s no proof otherwise.” He patted her back.

“But...but...what about the missing knife? What about the red-headed man in the kitchen?”

Deena realized she could not wait until after the funeral to tell Estelle about Marie. She took a deep breath, wishing she had already told Russell about her findings.

“About that,” she said, trying not to make eye contact. “We found the knife.”

“You what?” Estelle’s eyes widened.

“Sandra and I found the knife in one of the boxes of coats that was delivered from here to the thrift store.” 

Russell sat back down in his chair. “When? Why didn’t you say anything before?” His face stiffened, and he looked at his sister with a combination of confusion and hurt.

“It was last week...Friday.” She could only imagine what they were thinking right now. “There’s a reason I didn’t tell you about it then. You see, the knife had blood on it.”

Glass shattering in the kitchen put an exclamation mark on her words. 

“Irene, are you all right?” Estelle got up and walked toward the kitchen.

Irene emerged holding a few pieces of broken porcelain. “Sorry, ma’am,” she said. “I dropped a teacup.”

“Oh, you scared me to death. Please bring Mr. Sinclair some more coffee. We are going to move into the parlor. You can bring the tea tray and fresh cups in there.” Estelle stood up and looked at her guests. They all knew that Irene had been eavesdropping. 

Her sour expression had returned when she came back to refill Russell’s cup. They walked down the hall to the parlor. The door was open, and Marie was inside dusting. 

“Oh, sorry, ma’am. I didn’t know you were coming in here. I’ll finish up later.” Marie rushed out of the room, brushing past Deena without acknowledging her.

Deena felt even more like a creep knowing she was about to rat on poor Marie.

Estelle picked up Clover who was nestled against a pillow on the sofa. Deena immediately felt a sneeze coming on and realized she had forgotten her antihistamine again. Estelle and Russell settled onto the couch.

“Now,” Estelle said, “I want to hear everything.” 

Deena rubbed at her nose and explained about finding the knife and calling Trey. “I didn’t want to worry you about it until we knew if there was a connection to your mother. The report came back showing the knife had cat blood on it, not human blood.”

“Cat blood?” She looked down at the furry bundle in her lap. “It must have been from Clover. Remember how she was bleeding the other day?”

“That’s what I think, too. She must have climbed into the box and cut herself on the blade.”

“But how did the knife get in the box in the first place?” Estelle asked.

Irene knocked lightly then pushed the door open with her foot. She set the tea tray on the coffee table and left without saying a word.

Deena looked at Estelle to see her reaction to Irene’s rebuff. “I thought you two were like sisters now.”

Estelle shook her head. “She’s probably upset because I wouldn’t let her sit in on our conversation. I just don’t trust her not to spread our dirty laundry all through the Maycroft grapevine.”

“Okay, back to the knife. I think Marie put it there, and here’s why.” She proceeded to describe the incident at the flea market. Estelle’s face flushed as the details unfolded. Deena told her how remorseful Marie had seemed and how she had agreed to confess the day after the funeral. “Sandra and I both thought it would be better not to upset you with this matter right now.”

Estelle walked over to the door and set Clover down in the foyer. “I can’t believe Marie would actually steal from us. It’s such a betrayal. Also, I can’t believe you would have kept this a secret. You must think I’m a spineless jellyfish.”

“Not at all.” Deena looked at Russell for back up but got the same cold stare. 

“I want to talk to Marie,” Estelle said.

Russell leaned forward and picked up the bell on the side of the tea tray and gave it a good shake. “She’d better have a good excuse because stealing is no laughing matter.” 

Irene came to the door.

“Irene,” Estelle said, “could you ask Marie to come here?”

She closed the door without answering. 

“She had better not get too big for her britches. I’m still her employer.”

Deena felt stuck. Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything about Marie. She thought she was helping, but now she felt like a conspirator in crime. She wasn’t used to Russell being upset with her. Why did she even open her big mouth?

Marie stood in the doorway looking like she was facing the electric chair. 

“Come in, please,” Estelle said. “I understand you have something to tell me.”

Marie looked at Deena and her face turned ashen. 

Deena felt an inch tall. 

“I’m so sorry, Miss Estelle! I should never have stolen from your mother. There were just so many things in that closet. I will pay you back every penny. Please don’t fire me, please!” She dropped to her knees and folded her hands as if pleading for her life in front of the executioner. Tears flowed down her face.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake. Get up off the floor!” She motioned for Marie to sit in the empty chair next to her. “Now tell me the truth. When did all this stealing begin?”

Pulling a tissue out of her pocket to wipe her eyes, Marie answered, keeping her head down. “Two years ago when Freddy lost his job. The baby was just a year old, and we couldn’t pay our bills.”

“Why didn’t you just ask for a loan? I’m sure Mother or Mrs. Smathers would have helped you out.”

“Oh, no. Freddy would have been furious. He said, ‘We aren’t beggars.’”

Estelle seemed unmoved. “Well, does he know you’re a thief?” The sobs grew louder.

Bless her heart, Deena thought. That was harsh.

“I know, I know,” she cried. “I clean houses five, sometimes six days a week. I sell things at the flea market. I even babysit for my neighbor on Sundays. Freddy spends too much money at the bar and betting on games. I just want to be able to take care of my children.”

Estelle’s face softened. Marie’s story painted a picture of life very different from her own. “Mother kept that door to the storage closet locked. Only she and Irene had a key. How were you able to get into it to take things out?”

Again, Marie lowered her head. “I found the key.” 

She said it so softly, Deena was not sure she heard right.

“You found the key? Where?” Estelle asked.

“Mrs. Fitzhugh hid it in her sitting room. I found it.”

“Show me,” Estelle said and stood up. 

They all followed Marie up the stairs to the middle room.  She opened the door and flipped on a light. One wall had a built-in bookcase. Marie picked up a small Roseville vase filled with white silk roses. Taking out the flowers, she turned the vase upside down, and a key fell in her hand.

“However did you find that?” Estelle asked. 

“Actually, I accidently knocked it onto the floor when I was dusting. It broke and the key fell out.” She turned it around to reveal a repair. “I glued it and it’s good as new,” she added quickly.

Deena’s heart sank as she looked at the beautiful blue vase. That color in the pine cone design was highly prized by collectors. She decided it would be best not to point out that Marie had ruined a five-hundred dollar vase.

Estelle took the key and turned it over in her hands. “Let’s look in there together.” She led the group back into the hall. The storage “closet” was actually a small room next to Carolyn’s. Estelle unlocked the door and flipped the switch to turn on the overhead light. 

Deena gasped as though stumbling upon an Egyptian tomb filled with the king’s treasures. Antique furniture, pottery, glassware, china, paintings, sculptures, and more filled the room. “Wow! I’ve never seen a collection like this.”

“A collection? This is just junk we don’t use anymore or couldn’t find a place for,” Estelle said. “Most of these smaller items were gifts.”

Picking up a rare piece of Newcomb Pottery, Deena was overwhelmed by the treasure trove before her. 

“Close your mouth, Sis,” Russell teased. “You’re drooling all over the merchandise.”

Deena could see how easy it was for Marie to take a couple of pieces here and there without their being missed. Drunk with envy, she wandered through the maze trying to drink in as much as she could.

“Is this you?” Russell asked, picking up an oil painting in a gold frame leaning against a shelf. It was of a young girl in a frilly dress. 

“Yes,” Estelle said. “Mother had me sit for that portrait when I was sixteen. I’ve always hated it.”

“I didn’t know that was you,” Marie said. “I tried to sell it. Nobody wanted it, so I brought it back.” 

Russell snickered and Marie lowered her head. 

Estelle put her hands on her hips and glared at Russell. 

“I think it’s beautiful, really,” he said, trying to make-up for his blunder. 

Estelle couldn’t hold back a laugh. “It really is awful. Have you ever seen so many ruffles on a collar before? I look like I’ve fallen into a cupcake.”

Russell held it up for Deena who could only shake her head. 

“Since you think it’s ‘beautiful,’ I am giving it to you to hang in your bedroom. That way I can be the last thing you see every night before you fall asleep.” Estelle leaned over to kiss Russell’s cheek.

“Looks like I’ll be sleeping with one eye open,” he said, and gave a mock shiver.

They walked out into the hall and Estelle locked the door behind them. “Hey, you forgot your picture,” she said to Russell.

“We’ll just keep it in there for safe keeping, for now. I would hate for it to release any evil spirits.”

Estelle grimaced and put her arm through his as they started toward the stairway.

Deena took a deep breath as she prepared to open another can of worms. She felt it was time to confront Marie about the missing knife. “Um...Estelle, isn’t there something else we need to ask Marie?” 

Estelle turned around, looking confused. 

Deena motioned back toward Carolyn’s sitting room. “Is this the room where the boxes of coats were kept?”

Estelle nodded and led the group back into the room. “That’s right,” she said. “You hid the butcher knife up here in one of the coat boxes.” 

“What knife?” Marie asked.

“The missing knife from the kitchen.”

“You mean the one Chef Jack lost?”

“Chef Jacques,” Estelle repeated with a French accent. 

“Whatever. We all called him Jack back in high school. Anyway, I didn’t take his knife. Do you think I stole it?” Her anxiety seemed to rise along with the pitch of her voice.

Russell shoved his hands into his pockets. “Now, come on. You’ve already confessed to stealing. That was the hard part. Now own up to what you did with the knife.”

“I swear to you, I did not take that knife.” She crossed her heart with her hand.

“But it was here,” Estelle said, walking over to the balcony door and pointing to an empty spot on the floor. “It was found in a box that was sitting right here.”

“It wasn’t me. Maybe it was someone else working in the kitchen that night. It was a madhouse.”

Estelle looked over at Deena who shrugged her shoulders. “Finish your chores. We’ll talk about this again later.”

Marie nodded, and hurried away.

“What do you think?” Estelle asked, sitting down on the small sofa.

“I think she may have been telling the truth,” Deena said. “I just don’t know.”

Russell nodded. “Why would she lie about that when she already confessed to stealing?” 

Estelle picked up an embroidered sofa pillow and pounded it into shape. “You’re right. Maybe one of the other staff took it. I should probably tell Wendy what we think in case it turns out to be one of the chef’s staff.”

“I can call her for you if you’d like,” Deena offered. 

“She’s coordinating the reception tomorrow at the church. You could probably just tell her then.”

“Is this your mother and father’s wedding picture?” Deena asked, spying a framed photograph on the wall.

“Yes. Aren’t they a beautiful couple?” She stared at the picture and a few tears trickled down her face. She turned to Russell. “I wish you could have met my father. He would have liked you.”

Not wanting to interrupt another lovey-dovey moment, Deena walked over to browse the books displayed on the tall shelves. It seemed she had been forgiven for keeping the Marie incident a secret.

They stepped out of the room, and Estelle shut the door behind them. Sitting at the end of the hall at the top of the grand staircase was Clover, licking her paw. 

“You know, it’s funny how Mother loved to hide things, even her cat,” Estelle said. “Many times Clover would be sitting next to her in the wheelchair hidden under her big shawl, and no one would ever know. Clover was there at the party.”

“Really? So that explains it!” Deena felt vindicated. “That’s why I sneezed on your mother.”

Clover let out a soulful meow, and Estelle walked down the hall to pick her up. “Poor kitty, you miss her, too. Is that what you are trying to say?” She put her face on the cat’s soft fur and stroked her back. 

A strange picture suddenly flashed through Deena’s mind. She saw Carolyn turning around in her wheelchair. A wheel catching the edge of the step. Her falling backwards. And Clover. Clover leaping off her lap and landing exactly where she sat now. Was someone else there? Someone with a knife?

Without realizing it, she let out a loud gasp.

“What is it? Are you okay?” Russell put his hand on her back to steady her.

“I’m...I’m fine. I was just picturing...”

“I know,” Estelle said, still holding the cat. “I’ve done it a dozen times. I want to believe it was an accident. I truly do.” She looked at Russell. “But with my uncle and Marie and that stupid knife—I just don’t know who to trust anymore.”

Rubbing her nose to stifle a sneeze, Deena felt a cold chill and a sense of foreboding came over her. Was it the mention of evil spirits? Was it Clover’s mournful cry? Maybe she had just read one too many Stephen King novels. Regardless, she couldn’t help but feel the book was not yet closed on this mystery.
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Chapter 19
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Funerals are always unsettling. People come together to celebrate a life while also saying goodbye. It is hard to do both at once. A heart broken has trouble finding a voice to cheer instead of cry. We lift up our heads to the sky while we bury our hearts under the ground. A life lived. A life lost.

“Russell is here,” Gary called to Deena from the living room. “Hurry up or we’ll be late.”

“Where are those blasted shoes?” Her favorite black Ferragamo heels would be perfect with her long wool skirt and herringbone sweater. 

Gary walked in to see her crawling around her walk-in closet searching behind boxes and bags. “Did you hear me? Russell’s here.”

She sat back and let out a deep breath. “I can’t find my shoes.” She was close to tears and her hair was a mess. 

He reached out his hand to help her up.

“You fix your hair, and I’ll look.” He took off his suit jacket and knelt down on the floor, digging around like a gopher. “Are you sure you didn’t donate them last summer with all those other shoes?”

“Uh-oh,” she said sheepishly. “I think maybe I did.”

Gary crawled backwards out of the closet, and Deena gave him an apologetic smile.

“While you’re down there, would you grab my black pumps?” 

On his third try, he held up the correct pair of shoes. 

“I’m ready,” she teased. “I’m tired of waiting on you.”

Russell was wearing the same suit he’d worn to the Christmas party and looked just as uncomfortable. “I hate funerals,” he said as Gary and Deena walked in from the bedroom.

“Everyone does.” Deena straightened his tie. “Except morticians. Are you going to be sitting with us or with Estelle?”

“With you guys. Estelle doesn’t want everyone gossiping about us before she has a chance to talk to Blake. I offered to stay home—”

“You didn’t.” Deena picked up her purse and glanced in the entryway mirror.

Gary opened the door to the garage. “Let’s get going or we’ll miss the whole thing.” 

Russell chuckled. “That’d be okay by me.”

The First Baptist Church was on the other side of Maycroft, which was still only about a fifteen-minute drive. The parking lot was packed. They found a spot down the road at the Presbyterian Church. 

“I’m freezing,” Deena said. A cold wind blew in her face. She pulled her black shawl tighter around her.

Gary put his arm across her shoulders. “Why didn’t you just wear your jacket?”

“Seriously? Everyone in Maycroft is in there,” she said. “I don’t want to look like a country bumpkin.” 

Russell straggled along behind them.

They climbed the steps and heard the organ bellowing out a hymn. Deena quickly signed the guest book, and they entered the sanctuary. 

Penelope and Edwin Burrows were in one of the back pews and waved them over.

Deena scooted in next to her to serve as a buffer for Gary and Russell. 

“Looks like I’m not the only one who likes to arrive fashionably late,” Penelope whispered, blowing bourbon in Deena’s face. 

“Couldn’t find my shoes.” She looked around to see several other Bluebonnets, all decked out in full bloom, waving to her. Didn’t realize I was one of them now, she thought. They must have another service project coming up.

Russell craned his neck to see Estelle. 

“There,” Deena said, pointing to the family section on the side of the sanctuary. She heard him release his breath as the choir rose to sing a hymn. 

Penelope leaned over just as the second verse of Amazing Grace was ending. “I thought your brother would be sitting with Estelle.” 

Deena shrugged her shoulders, not wanting to explain. 

Penelope giggled. “I’ll bet this won’t be the last time we see the two of them in a church together.”

The preacher chimed in. “Amen.”

* * *
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AFTER THE SERVICE, the small family group filed out to attend a private graveside burial. The pastor invited the guests to the fellowship hall for a reception. He said the family would join them shortly.

“Last in, first out,” Penelope said a little too loudly. “I’ll see you inside.” She and Edwin slipped past them in the pew. Deena watched as Penelope put her hand on both men’s shoulders to “steady” herself. 

“Did she really just cop a feel?” Deena whispered to Gary. 

He stifled a laugh. 

Over her shoulder, Deena spied Wendy swimming upstream against the crowd.   

“Deena! I need you.”

“What is it?”

“When Estelle was leaving just now, she remembered a special picture of her mother and father she wanted to set out with the others. She said to ask if you would mind running to her house to get it. She said you would know right where it was.”

“Sure. We’ll take care of it.” Wendy slipped back into the crowd headed to the reception area.

As they were about to get up, Cliff sat down at the other end of their row and scooted over to join them. “Hey, guys. Beautiful service.”

Russell put his hand on Cliff’s shoulder. “Glad to see you, man. I didn’t know you were coming.” 

“Yeah, well, I thought it was finally time to meet this girlfriend of yours.”

“I can’t imagine ever going to a funeral if I didn’t have to,” Russell said, shaking his head.

“You were there for me when we buried Gail, although I can barely remember it. I wanted to be here for you. And, hey, I brought something that will cheer you up. I’ve got a couple of cold ones in the back of the truck. Why don’t we sneak out the back and relax a few minutes until Estelle gets back.”

“I would, but—”

“You go ahead,” Deena said. “Gary and I can run to the house. You’re in good hands with Cliff.” As they stood to leave, she looked back at Cliff and mouthed the words “thank you.”

Gary and Deena headed out the front door. Some of the guests were driving away, but it seemed most had stayed for the reception. Deena always had trouble keeping up with Gary’s long stride. Soon they were back in the car with the heater on full blast. 

“Will we be able to get into the house?” Gary asked as he headed east on Main Street.

“I’m sure someone stayed behind. Irene was with the family. Maybe Marie is there.”

Gary looked at Deena with surprise. She had told him all about the confrontation from the day before. “Can you even imagine the upkeep on a house that size? Just the cost of heating and air alone would be a small fortune. I wonder what their property taxes run?”

“You’re such a nerd. Let’s focus on what’s important here—getting to snoop around in the house!” 

A few minutes later they pulled up to the house. “Looks like we won’t be alone,” Gary said. There was a Jeep parked in the driveway.

“You know I was kidding about snooping, right?”

“Of course. But I can’t wait to get a better look at the place.”

They rang the doorbell and a young man with red hair opened the door. Deena gasped and grabbed Gary by the arm, ducking behind him for safety.

“Hello,” the man said. He seemed somewhat annoyed by Deena’s reaction. “Can I help you?” 

For a moment, Deena felt like she was having one of those dreams where suddenly everything seems odd and out of place. Like having amnesia. She looked down subconsciously to be sure she wasn’t wearing her pajamas.

“Deena?” Gary turned around to retrieve his wife. “I’m so sorry. We’ve just come from the funeral and—”

“No problem,” he said quickly. “Can I help you with something?”

Gary looked at Deena who had turned a grayish shade of white. She cleared her throat to find her voice. “Wendy—Wendy Fairmont—asked us to come over and get a picture to take to the church.”

“Oh sure, come on in.” He stepped aside for them to enter. “I’m David O’Malley, Wendy’s boyfriend.”

“Wendy’s boyfriend?” Deena felt her knees go weak. “Were you here the night of the Christmas party?” 

“Yeah. I drove down from Dallas to help her out. She likes to have extra help for big events. My job today is to babysit the house so no one breaks in to steal anything while everyone is at the service.” He laughed and slapped Gary on the back. “You’re not going to steal anything, are you?”

“Ha. I’m not, but you can never be too careful.” He nodded toward Deena.

By this time, Deena had regained her senses. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “There’s a reason why I reacted that way. It’s a funny story actually...”

“No problem.” He shrugged his shoulders and walked back toward the parlor.

Deena started to explain, but Gary held up his hand. “Don’t even try. You can tell me about it later.” They climbed the stairs, and Deena led Gary straight to Carolyn’s sitting room. 

He looked around and walked over to the balcony door. He pulled back the curtains. “Wow. Look at this view. If it weren’t so cloudy, I’d bet you could see all the way to Bingham. You forget how flat this area is out this way.” 

Deena walked over to take a quick look. “Here’s the picture,” she said and lifted it off the wall. The floral wallpaper behind it was clean and revealed fading on the rest of the paper. “This must have been here awhile.”

Gary rattled the doors of the balcony.  “I wonder if you can still walk out here?”

“Now’s not the time to find out. Let’s get going.”

He stepped back and closed the curtains. His eyes roamed and followed the Victorian molding around the ceiling, coming down to rest on the built-in bookcase. “Is that the vase where Carolyn hid the key?”

“Yes.” Leaning the picture on the floor next to the wall, she picked up the vase and turned it over to show him the broken part. 

“Ouch. That cost a pretty penny, I’ll bet.” He looked back at the shelves filled with books and small framed photos. “Look at all these old books. Some of these are probably first editions.” The bibliophile in Gary was coming out. He loved rare books and had a small collection himself. Scanning the titles, he pulled out an early copy of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. “I never thought I’d see one of these.”

“Okay, we’ve got to go. I’ll ask Estelle if you can come back and salivate over her mother’s books another time.”

He gingerly replaced the book. “She must have loved Gone with the Wind. She’s got three copies.”

“Actually, she hated that book, according to Betty.” Deena reached out and pulled one of the copies forward. “What’s this?” The book had a leather spine but underneath it was made of wood. “Look.” She pulled it out to show Gary, and two letter envelopes fell to the ground.

Gary quickly picked them up and turned them over to see the fronts. Handwritten on one was “Blake Whitman.” The other said “Russell Sinclair.”

“This must have been one of Carolyn’s hiding places,” Deena whispered.

“Can I help you?”

Deena and Gary both jumped when they heard the woman’s voice in the doorway. Gary stuffed the two envelopes inside his suit pocket.

“Irene,” Deena said and shoved the book back in its place. “You startled us.”

“Clearly.” She stood with her arms crossed and her jaw set.

“I thought you went to the graveside service.” Deena tried to sound casual even though she knew she had just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

“Miss Fitzhugh sent me back to make sure you found the wedding picture.”

“The picture. Yes. We have it right here.” She reached down and picked it up. “My husband was just admiring this collection of books. He just loves old books.”

Irene stepped backwards in the doorway, signally it was time to leave.

“Good to see you.” They filed out of the room and hurried down the stairs. Once back in the car, Deena breathed easier.

“Why did you take those letters?” 

Gary took quick breaths and jerked the car around in a quick U-turn. “I didn’t know what else to do. I just reacted.” He reached in his pocket and tossed them on Deena’s lap.

She held up her hands as though a rattlesnake had just landed on her. “Don’t give them to me! You’re the one who stole them.”

They turned a corner and one envelope slid to the floor. She tentatively leaned over to pick it up. It was the one labeled with Russell’s name. She studied it carefully, noting the top had been sliced with a letter opener. It was hand addressed to Mrs. Carolyn Fitzhugh and had a pre-printed return address in Dallas. The other one looked the same but was thicker.

“Okay. Let’s consider our options,” Gary said in his business-like tone. “We could tell Estelle exactly what happened. Give them to her and all have a good laugh about it.”

“But aren’t you curious about what’s inside? This one has Russell’s name on it.”

“Sure, but there’s no way we’re going to look inside, right? Right?”

“Let’s just think for a minute.” She held one envelope in each hand. “Why would Carolyn be hiding letters with her daughter’s two boyfriend’s names on them? I think she had them checked out when they started dating Estelle. I have a feeling these are from a private detective agency.”

“You may be right. But it’s none of our business.” He pulled into the church parking lot and found a space near the door. He looked back at Deena whose eyes were glue to the letters. “Remember, curiosity killed the cat.”

“Ha,” she said, snapping out of her trance. “It only injured the cat, in this case.”

“Deena...”

“What if it says something bad about Russell, and Estelle dumps him? It would be our fault that he missed out on his one true love.”

“Your brother’s a good guy. There’s no skeleton in his closet.” They both chuckled, thinking about her uncle’s case from the previous summer. 

“Well, there were those months he spent in the psych hospital when he came back from the army with PTSD. What if I just take a peek at the letterhead? Maybe that’s not even what it is.”

“You’re a grown woman. This is all on you.” He leaned in.

She knew her husband was just as curious as she was. She carefully pulled on the sides of the envelope. The papers inside were folded with the letterhead on the top. She held it up to read. “Hawkeye Investigative Services. I was right!”

“Okay, you’ve had your fun. Now what?”

“Maybe we should just put them back where we found them and pretend this never happened.” She watched his reaction.

Gary looked down at the letters. “What would Russell want you to do?”

“Good question. All I know is that the last time I kept something from him, he acted like I had put a knife through his heart.”

“Well then, there’s your answer. Tell him the truth. After all, it just means Carolyn had Estelle’s boyfriends checked out. I’d probably have done the same thing if we had a daughter.”

Deena nodded and put them in her purse. Gary got the portrait, and they headed back into the church. I’ll tell the truth, she thought. What’s the worst that could happen?

* * *
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AN HOUR OR SO LATER, most of the visitors had left. Wendy and her crew were cleaning the hall. 

Deena caught up to her as she stacked folding chairs.

“Hey, thanks for going back to the house for me,” Wendy said, wiping beads of sweat from her forehead with the back of her sleeve.

“No problem. By the way, we met your boyfriend.” She searched for the right words. “He’s going to tell you that I screamed when I saw him. It’s nothing personal.” 

Wendy stopped what she was doing and stared at Deena. 

“He reminded me of someone else, and I was caught off guard.”

“Okay...” 

“Also, I wanted to tell you that we found Chef Jacques’ missing knife. It’s a long story. I’ll have to tell you some other time.”

“Sure. Thanks.” Wendy looked puzzled as Deena turned to walk away.

Not a good time to tell her one of the catering staff might be a thief, she thought. I already treated her boyfriend like a serial killer. Gary was right. Honesty is the best policy. I’m tired of secrets. 

Russell and Gary stood awkwardly waiting for Estelle as the last few guests gave her their condolences. As soon as they left, she plopped down in a chair and took off her shoes. “My feet are killing me,” she said. Deena could see she was emotionally spent.

Hearing loud footsteps behind her, Deena turned around to see Howard Collier headed toward their small group. 

“Mr. Collier, you’re back,” Estelle said, pulling her shoes back on.

“Yes. I wanted to catch you before you left. I just got off the phone with the sheriff in Brindle County. He had just come back from checking on Mr. Bigelow. Apparently, your uncle had fallen off the wagon recently and was a little...out of it, shall we say. He hadn’t eaten in days and was in bad shape. They got him to the hospital just in time.”

“That explains a lot,” Estelle said.

“Yes ma’am. It seems that your visit might have saved his life.”

Russell reached for Estelle’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

“And this was the oddest thing. The sheriff said when they were at the house, they found a big box filled with unopened envelopes, all from my office. It seems your uncle hadn’t spent any of your mother’s cash in years.” He shook his head. “Well, I just thought you’d want to know. I’ll see you in a few weeks. Again, my deepest condolences.” Estelle thanked him as he shook hands with Gary and Russell.

“Wow,” Russell said. “Maybe we misjudged the poor guy.”

“I’m willing to forgive him,” Estelle said. “I just wish I had known about him from the beginning.” She stood up and looked at Russell. “This has been quite a day. I’m ready to go home. Would you mind giving me a ride?” 

“I rode with them. What do you say, guys?”

“Of course.” Gary offered her his arm. “We can’t leave a lady standing at the church. Remember that, Russell.” Estelle smiled and walked with Gary.

“Hey, you’re stealing my girl.” Russell came up on her other side and she took his arm as well. 

“Don’t worry about me,” Deena said, bringing up the rear. “By the way, we met Wendy’s boyfriend.”

Estelle stopped and spun around to Deena. “With the red hair? I know. I screamed when he first showed up at the house.”

“Me, too! He probably thinks everyone in Maycroft is crazy.” 

Russell held the door open. “Hey, Estelle finally met Cliff today.” 

“I really like him,” she said. “He has your same sense of humor.”

When they got to the house, Russell walked Estelle to the front door and kissed her goodbye.

Deena turned to Gary. “So should we tell Russell now? I feel like I’m carrying around contraband. Like the police are going to pull us over and slam me face down in the gravel.”

Gary laughed. “It’s your conscience getting you. Why don’t we tell him when we get back to the house.”

“You’re the one who should have a guilty conscience. You took them.”

They drove across town to Butterfly Gardens. Dark clouds had blown in and a light mist fell on the windshield. They pulled into the garage just as the mist turned to rain.

“I know you want to get home, but I need to talk to you for just a minute before you leave,” she said to Russell as they got out of the car.

Once inside, Gary headed straight to the refrigerator to get a couple of beers. Handing one to Russell, he headed to the bedroom to change clothes. 

Russell removed his coat and tie, and Deena let Hurley outside. 

“Do you mind?” Russell held up the remote. “I think there’s a hockey game on.”

“Sure,” she said, waiting for Hurley to run back through the rain to the patio. She took off her shoes and let out a sigh of relief. Hurley was wet, so she picked him up with a towel before he could shake water all over her. 

Gary came back in wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. He sat in his recliner and leaned back. “So, Russ, Deena has something she needs to tell you.”

She set Hurley on the ground and cleared her throat. “So, remember how you got mad at me when you thought I was keeping secrets from you? I don’t want you to think I would ever intentionally do that.”

“I know. That’s water under the bridge. Estelle was on edge, and I was a bundle of nerves. Don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks. But there’s another thing I need to tell you.”

“Yessss!” Russell yelled. “The Stars take the lead.”

Deena looked back at the screen to see hockey players jumping on top of each other. “Russell, I need you to listen.”

“Let’s just rip off the Band-Aid,” Gary said. “Deena and I were snooping around Carolyn’s book collection and found two letters she had hidden. They are from a private detective agency. Irene came in and caught us, and I stuffed them in my pocket. Here they are.” He motioned for Deena to hand them over. 

She pulled them from her purse and gave them to Russell.

“What are these?” Russell turned them back and forth in his hands, reading the names on the front.

“My guess,” Deena said, “is that Carolyn had you guys checked out by a private detective. I peeked at the letterhead, but I didn’t take them out and read them, I promise. We were looking at the books and saw she had three copies of Gone with the Wind. One of them was a fake. These were in it. You see, Betty said—”

“Stop. It’s okay. What do think we should do with them?” 

Deena sighed. “I can give them to Estelle and tell her the truth about what happened.”

“Or, we could read them first and then sneak them back where you found them,” Russell said.

“Now look who’s keeping secrets!”

Russell grinned. “Maybe I should just read the one with my name on it.” 

“Isn’t it a federal crime to read another person’s mail?” Gary laughed. “I’ll put Ian Davis on speed dial just in case you need an attorney.”

Russell tossed the second envelope onto the coffee table. He pulled out the papers and read silently. When he got to the second page, he cried out, “Oh, no!”

“What? What is it?” Deena gasped as she leaned toward her brother.

“Gotcha!” He grinned and handed the papers to her.

“You scared me!”

“Sorry. Couldn’t help it. That’s what big brothers do to little sisters.” He looked over at Gary and nodded. 

“What are you going to do with the other one?” She folded the two pages and put them back into the envelope the way they had been before.

“That really would seem like an invasion of privacy. I’m gonna take these to the house and put them back where you found them. I can tell Estelle about it when the time is right. Besides, after tomorrow, Blake Whitman will be a ghost from the past. He’ll never be able to hurt her again.”
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Chapter 20
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Estelle drew herself a hot bubble bath when she got home. Her feet ached. Fatigue gnawed at her whole body.  She hadn’t slept well in a week. One thing, though, felt good. She had buried her mother with dignity and self-control. She hadn’t fallen apart. Being a grown-up is exhausting, she thought. The hot water drenched in lavender foam relaxed her, and soon she drifted off to sleep.

She wasn’t sure how long it had been when a sharp knock on the bathroom door jolted her awake.

“Miss Fitzhugh? Are you all right in there?”

Estelle awoke with a start. “Yes, Irene. I’m getting out now.” The water had turned cold, the bubbles melted. She got out of the tub and wrapped herself in a soft, chenille robe. The rich aroma of herbal tea lured her down the back stairs to the kitchen just as Irene was pouring a cup. Estelle sat down at the kitchen table and pulled the robe more tightly around her.

“I made this for you,” Irene said. “It’s sweet orange ginger. I thought you might need some warming up.”

“Thank you. Why don’t you pour yourself a cup and sit with me.” She blew on the steaming tea and took a sip. “I want to explain about yesterday.”

“You don’t have to explain yourself to me, ma’am. I’m just the housekeeper.”

“Nonsense. You know that’s not true. I thought we were becoming friends.” She patted the chair and Irene sat down.

“Me, too.” She slowly stirred her tea. Without looking up, she said, “What you said about your mother’s death. Do you really think someone killed her?”

Estelle pondered the question, not sure how much she should trust Irene. “You and I both know how cautious Mother was about those stairs. The fact that she fell just seems suspicious. Too coincidental. Everyone says I’m just not accepting her death. That I’m looking for someone to blame.”

“Are you?”

“Yes. But only because I still find it hard to believe that she would have gotten that close to the edge of the stairs on her own. I’m going to say the right things and do the right things. But between us, I still think there’s a killer out there, and I won’t stop looking until he’s caught.”

Clover padded her way across the hardwood floor and jumped into Estelle’s lap. She looked into the cat’s forlorn eyes. “You were there, weren’t you, pretty girl? I wish you could tell me what happened.” She leaned down and brushed her cheek across Clover’s soft head and closed her eyes, picturing her mother.

Irene sat quietly. She cleared her throat. “Can I make you a sandwich or something?” 

“That sounds wonderful. I’ll be up in my room. I haven’t been sleeping well, and I have a big day tomorrow.”

Irene stood and wiped up a drop that had spilled on the table. “Really?”

“Yes. I’m having lunch with Blake.” 

“I’ll make you some extra special tea. Guaranteed to help you sleep.”

“Thanks.” Clover jumped to the floor, and Estelle slowly climbed the back stairs to her bedroom. 

She emerged from the dressing area, her hair dry, her face washed. Dressed in her pink and gray flannel pajamas, she looked young and vulnerable.  The tray of food Irene had left her lay on the foot of the bed. A vase with a red rose added a sweet touch. She switched on the bed lamp and snuggled in under the covers. The aroma of the tea relaxed her senses while the hot brew warmed her insides. After taking a few bites of the chicken salad sandwich, she felt better. 

Her thoughts turned to Howard Collier and what he had said about her uncle. She wondered if she should go see him at the hospital. Closing her eyes, she tried to picture his face. She had only gotten a quick glimpse of the man. Would he resemble her mother? Would their mannerisms be the same? After all, they were twins.

She tried to open her eyes, but they protested. She managed to sit up for just a minute and glanced over at the nightstand. There behind a cloth napkin was her mother’s bottle of sleeping pills. After putting the tray on the floor, she lay her head on the pillow. Sleep pulled her deeper and deeper into its grasp. And then, she was out.
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Staring at the clock on the nightstand, Estelle wished time could slow down. “I promise I’ll call you as soon as I get back,” she said and ended the call with Russell. She dreaded her lunch date with Blake, but she was ready to get it over with. This will be the last time I have to see him. He’ll be gone, and I can be with Russell.

But, she had one thing to do first.

Irene was in the kitchen putting away the dishes when Estelle stood in the doorway, arms folded across her chest. “I need to ask you about last night.”

Irene jumped, obviously startled. “What do you mean?”

“Did you put sleeping pills in my tea?” She tried to soften the edge in her voice but knew it still sounded sharp.

Irene set a plate on the shelf and wiped her hands on a dish towel. “Yes ma’am. One pill. You said you needed to get a good night’s sleep. I was trying to help.” 

She seemed sincere. Estelle’s arms dropped to her sides. “I appreciate your wanting to help, but you should have asked me first.”

Leaning back against the counter, Irene seemed contrite. “I used to do the same thing for your mother. She didn’t like to admit she sometimes needed pills to sleep, so she would drop a hint. I would put one in her coffee or tea.”

“Well, I’m not my mother. Please don’t do that again.” She turned and walked down the hall to the parlor to wait for Blake. Why does everyone think they have to protect me? I can look out for myself, she thought.

Irene followed her out. “Are you excited to see Mr. Whitman today? I really hope you two get back together. He’s such a handsome man.”

That seems awfully forward, Estelle thought. No wonder Mother kept Irene at arm’s length. “Yes,” was all she managed to say. 

* * *
[image: image]


BLAKE LOOKED QUITE dashing when he arrived. He wore dark blue slacks, a white button-down shirt, and an argyle sweater vest under his long wool coat and matching scarf. She could imagine him standing in front of his shiny new car with a jacket thrown over his shoulder, holding a pair of driving gloves. Once again, his put-together look just made her feel shabby.

When he leaned down to kiss her, she turned her cheek to avoid his lips.

“Let’s go,” she said, opening the front door herself. 

They had lunch at a cafe overlooking the narrow river that ran through the south part of town. The last time they had eaten there, fall leaves had painted a brilliant, colorful picture, the perfect backdrop for their budding courtship. Today, the trees were bare, the grass brown. The cold, dreary weather matched her mood. She avoided eye contact as they made small talk.  Surely, Blake must be getting the message, she thought. Do I look like someone about to accept a marriage proposal?

After the server removed their plates, Blake reached into his pocket and pulled out the ring box. Estelle felt her insides turn over.

“Estelle, you know how I feel about you. I should never have let you go. I loved you then and I love you now.” He opened the box. Instead of the ring he had given her before, this one had a diamond twice the size. “Give me another chance. I’ll spend the rest of my life proving my love.” His voice held less passion than before. It was almost as though he had rehearsed this moment and was simply going through the motions.

She looked down at her hands, wringing them in her lap. “Blake, it’s no use. I don’t love you anymore. I’m sorry.” 

He grabbed the box and put it in his pocket. Without saying a word, he signed the credit card receipt and stood up. Estelle followed him outside to the car, searching to find the right words.

“Blake, I just—”

He held up his hand. “You don’t have to say anything. I get it.”

She looked at his face. She wasn’t sure if she saw sorrow or anger.

He didn’t bother to walk around to open her door, so she got in and waited. Standing next to the car, she saw him typing a message into his cell phone. He got in and returned the phone to his jacket pocket. As he did, she caught a quick glimpse of the screen. All it said was, “Plan B.”
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The more Russell thought about Estelle’s being out with another guy, the more antsy he became. He finally decided to drive into town and wait at her house. He grabbed Maggie’s leash. “Let’s go for a ride, girl.”

The dog danced around like she’d just won a trip to the all-you-can-eat steak shack.

Unfortunately, someone wasn’t as excited to see them when they arrived at Estelle’s house. The reception they received at the back door was even chillier than the wind blowing through town that Friday afternoon.

“Mr. Sinclair. What are you doing here?” Irene stood in the doorway blocking the entrance. She turned a sour expression to Maggie.

“Hello to you, too, Irene. Aren’t you going to invite us in?”

“Miss Fitzhugh is not here. I will tell her that you stopped by.” She started to close the door.

“If it’s okay, I’ll just wait here.” He stepped around her into the kitchen. “I want to be here when Estelle gets back.”

“Oh, I see. So you must know that she is out with Mr. Whitman.”

“Yes, for the last time.” He rubbed his hands together to shake off the cold.

Standing like a sentinel next to the door, she held up her chin and asked, “What do you mean?”

“She’s breaking up with him. Didn’t she tell you? She’s with me now.” He caught himself strutting a bit as he climbed the back stairs. Snickering at the muddy paw prints on the kitchen floor, he led Maggie up the stairs. “I’ll be waiting in the sitting room if you need me.”

“Mr. Sinclair—”

He stopped about halfway up and looked back. “Please, call me Russell.”

“That is somewhat presumptuous of you. Miss Fitzhugh always has her guests wait in the parlor.”

“I’d rather wait up here where there’s a television.” He was anxious to return the letters to their former hiding spot. “Oh, and would you mind bringing me some coffee? It’s mighty cold out today. And a bowl of water for Maggie. I’d really appreciate it.”

“Certainly.” Her forced smile told him she was not happy with how pushy he was being. 

Maggie turned bloodhound and busied herself sniffing every nook and cranny of the room.

He went straight to Carolyn’s sitting room and found the fake book on the shelf. He took it to the desk and pulled the envelopes out of his jacket pocket. Sitting at Carolyn’s desk, he couldn’t help but wonder what she had found out that caused her to force Blake Whitman out of Estelle’s life. Staring at the envelopes, his curiosity got the better of him. Just a quick peek, he thought.

Just as he pulled the papers out of the envelope, Irene came in with the coffee and bowl of water. Maggie sloshed it up, half spilling out on the floor. 

“This should make you feel better,” Irene said. “Drink up.”

“Thanks. Would you mind closing the door behind you? It’s a little drafty in here.” He took several big gulps and then turned his attention to the investigator’s report. He couldn’t believe what he was reading. 

It outlined years’ worth of cons, mostly against unsuspecting wealthy women. Only one had ever pressed charges, but he had managed to beat the rap in the end. Probably those other women were too embarrassed to admit he had taken advantage of them, Russell thought. 

What really disturbed him was a hand-written notation at the end of the report. Someone—most likely Carolyn—had written ‘$100,000.’ She must have paid him off to disappear. So that’s how he could afford a brand new Porsche.

By the time he finished reading, Russell was fuming. How could Estelle have fallen for such a blood-sucking leech? Whatever Carolyn did to run him off was a good thing. He had to tell someone. Maggie seemed uninterested. He called Deena.

She answered on the first ring. “Hey, what’s up?” 

“So I read the report on Blake Whitman.”

“You what? Where are you?”

“I’m at Estelle’s waiting for her to get back from dumping that creep. You’re not going to believe what a scumbag he is. Apparently, he makes a living conning rich women out of their money. He must have seen Estelle as a colossal payday.” Hearing a shuffling noise in the hallway, he turned his head toward the door.

“That explains why Carolyn ran him off.” 

“She didn’t run him off, she paid him off—$100,000, to be exact.”

“That’s incredible! Good for her.”

Russell stared at the open door. “I really wish she would hurry up and get back. I don’t trust that guy.”

“You don’t actually think he’s dangerous, do you?”

“I don’t know what to think. But if he had been at the party, I’d be pretty suspicious of him right about now.” He folded up the report and stuffed it back in the envelope. Thinking he heard the creaking noise again, he put his finger in his good ear and gave it a shake.

“Hey, do you mind if I call you later?” Deena asked. “I’m trying to get to the antique mall before the weather gets worse.”

“No problem. I’ll talk to you later.”

Just as he ended the call, Irene appeared in the doorway.

“I thought you might need a refill.” She smiled and walked over to pour more coffee. “I’m sure she’ll be back soon.” 

Maggie sniffed at her feet and growled.

“She’s probably smelling the cat. Don’t take it personally.” He patted the dog’s head.

When she left, Russell got up. He put the envelopes in the hollow book and placed it on the shelf. As he turned back to the desk, his head began to spin and his stomach felt queasy. He sat down and took several more swigs of coffee. Was he getting another migraine? What was happening? His head felt like a bowling ball, his neck like rubber. The last thing he saw before his head hit the desk was Irene walking into the room wearing a bright red wig.
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Deena was ready for a day of normal. No funerals or knives or lies. Just normal. She wanted to work on her booth and to find some vintage decorations to go with her display in the den. She would be going back at work on Monday and wanted to make the most of the day. It was just two weeks before the big family get-together, and she was starting to get nervous.

The temperature had dropped overnight. She dug through the back of her closet to find the scarf and glove set she had bought on sale at the end of the season last year. These will be perfect she thought as she looked in the mirror. The bruise on her forehead had finally faded and her mood was lighter. She opened the patio door to let Hurley inside. He looked festive in his red and green snowflake sweater. “Good boy,” she said and tossed him a treat.  

Janet had the front window of the antique mall filled with a kitschy holiday display. A silver aluminum tree with a rotating light was the centerpiece. She put it out every year but never sold it, despite the numerous offers she had received.

“Well, speak of the devil,” Janet said when Deena walked through the door. “Did your ears itch? I was just talking about you.”

“Nothing bad, I hope.”

“No. A woman named Marie James called me earlier today about renting a booth space. Said she knew you.”

“The beauty of living in a small town,” Deena said, unwrapping the scarf from her neck.

“What do you think of her? You know I’m picky about who I let sell here.”

Deena hesitated. Everyone deserves a second chance, she thought. If I don’t stick up for her, then I’m a hypocrite. “I think she’ll be fine. Is her sister going to be on the contract, too?”

“I’m not sure. She’s coming up here in a few minutes to talk about the details.”

Great. Just the person I didn’t need to see today. “I’m going to check on my booth. I’ll talk to you later.” She strolled back to her booth, browsing other vendors’ spaces along the way. She stopped to look at a pair of angel figurines. Too pricey, she thought, and set them back down.

Her shelves had several empty spots where items had been purchased. Thank goodness, she thought. Someone finally had bought her carnival glass punch bowl set. She heard the bell on the front door and peeked down the aisle. Sure enough, there was Marie. Deena ducked back into her booth, wishing she could disappear.

After several minutes, Deena heard someone walking down the aisle toward her booth.

“Mrs. Sharpe. Janet just told me you were here.” Marie dropped her gaze to the floor. “Thank you for vouching for me.”

“You’re welcome. I hope this will be a new start for you.” Deena moved about picking up items to dust, trying to look busy.

“Did Miss Estelle tell you about the deal we made?” Her mood brightened. “I am going to sell some of her things in my new booth.”

“Really?” Deena was surprised.

“Yes. She is going to let me keep half the money for each item and the other half is going to the animal shelter. I can’t wait to get set up. I won’t have to sell at the flea market anymore.”

“That’s great. I’m glad the money will be going for a good cause.” Deena smiled at the thought of Estelle’s generosity and capacity for forgiveness. Then she thought about Russell. "I thought you were working at the Fitzhugh house today.”

“I was, but when I got there, Miss Irene told me to take the day off. She said not to come back until Monday. You don’t think she wants Miss Estelle to fire me, do you?” Her voice began to quiver.

Deena motioned for her to move further into the booth. “I doubt it,” she said in a low voice. “Besides, it’s not really her decision.”

Marie nodded and blinked back the tears that had threatened to appear. 

Deena glanced down the aisle to make sure there was no one around. “There’s one last question that has been bothering me.”

“Is it that knife? I swear I didn’t take it.”

“No. I believe you. But there was another time you didn’t tell the truth.”

Marie stared wide eyed. “What do you mean?”

“You made a list of people you saw milling around the kitchen the night of the Christmas party. Remember?” Marie nodded. “You wrote that you saw Estelle’s boyfriend in the kitchen that night. But Russell was never in the kitchen. Why did you make that up?”

“No, no! I didn’t lie! It was not that boyfriend—it was her other boyfriend. The tall one.”

Deena cocked her head in surprise. “You mean, Blake Whitman?”

“Whitman. That’s it. I couldn’t remember his name.” She clasped her hands and shook them in earnest.

“Marie, are you sure? Mr. Whitman wasn’t at the party. Not invited, anyway.”

“Yes. I’m positive. I remember wondering why he was so late. I’m telling you the truth!”

Deena took a step back. “What was he doing when you saw him?” 

“I was getting a tray to carry into the dining room. We were hurrying to serve the dinner plates. He came in through the back door and was talking to Miss Irene.”

“Did you see him in the dining room?”

“No, but I was not paying much attention to the people inside. Miss Wendy was yelling at us to hurry, hurry.”

Deena stared at the girl. A knot gripped her stomach and her pulse raced as she took in this new information. Blake Whitman was only interested in Estelle’s money. He was at the house the night of Carolyn’s death. He came in through the kitchen where the chef’s knife was. He did it. He killed Carolyn Fitzhugh!

“I need to call Russell,” Deena said, grabbing her phone out of her purse. With each unanswered ring, her breathing quickened. When the call went to voicemail, she ended it and dialed Estelle. “Come on!” she said when there was no answer.

“What’s the matter?” Marie asked, grabbing Deena’s arm.

“Something’s wrong.” She dialed Estelle’s house phone. No answer. She ran to the front door. “Janet! Call the police. Tell them to go to Carolyn Fitzhugh’s house.” 

Ignoring the rain, she flung open the car door so hard that it came back and hit her in the head. She squinted against the pain. Her hands shook so badly she could barely get the key in the ignition. She jerked the car into reverse and then sped off toward the far side of town. She swerved back and forth on the wet road trying to find Trey’s number on her phone.  She finally dialed 9-1-1 instead and told the operator who she was. “I need you to call Deputy Trey Simms at the Perry County Sheriff’s office. Tell him it’s an emergency. He needs to get to his aunt’s house immediately!”
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Blake and Estelle did not speak on the way home from the restaurant. Blake’s cell phone rang twice, and both times he ignored it. As he pulled into the driveway, Estelle finally spoke. “You can drop me at the front.”

“It’s raining,” was all he said and pulled around to the back door.

He got out and walked around the car to open her door. Still a gentleman, Estelle thought. They ducked their heads and hurried to the back door. He opened it and they both stepped inside. Estelle turned to say goodbye.  Blake pulled the door closed behind him and locked it.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “What are you doing?”

“It’s not what I’m doing. It’s what you’re doing.” He pulled a pair of leather gloves out of his pocket and put them on. “You’re making a big mistake. You chose the wrong man. And you know, if it weren’t for all that money, he could have you.” 

Estelle started to back away, but Blake grabbed her by the arm. 

“You’re hurting me!” 

“You don’t get it, do you?” He laughed when he saw the confusion on her face. “I did it. I came after your mother with a knife. Who knew that stupid cat was hiding in her chair?” He used his other gloved hand to pull at the scarf wrapped around his neck. “Nearly took my face off. I’ll probably have scars.” 

Estelle stood motionless, unable to fully grasp what was happening.

A voice came from the top of the stairs. “We have a problem.”

“Irene?” Estelle asked.

“What’s the matter?” Blake jerked Estelle’s arm as he moved closer to the stairs. “Is there a problem with the safe?”

“No, I cleaned it out. It’s all in that bag.” She motioned toward a brown duffle on the floor next to the door. “Just get up here.”

Blake pulled Estelle behind him as he hurried up the steps. When he reached the top of the landing, he watched Irene hurry into the sitting room. Turning to Estelle, he said, “Your mother figured it out. It was all about the money.” 

She tried to pull free but he grabbed her and held her arms behind her back. 

He leaned his face against her head. “When I smelled your hair, it had the scent of freshly-minted cash. When I stared into your eyes, I saw dollar signs.”

He pushed her down the hall. “There’s something I thought you should know about that night. I didn’t show up here to kill your mother. I was going to kill you.” He pushed her up against the wall. “She came out of her bedroom and saw me just as I was about to open your door. She didn’t scream. Probably didn’t want you to come out. She kept rolling farther and farther away from your room. Taunting me. I knew what she was doing. I’d probably have taken care of you both if that cat hadn’t attacked me. I guess your mother and that cat saved your life.” He shook his head. “Not this time, though.”

Estelle cried and tried to fight, but Blake’s hold was too strong. 

“Too late for tears.” He pushed her to the door of the sitting room. “You’ll be leaving this room the same way I did that night—and all those nights you teased me with that Romeo and Juliet crap.” 

“Russell!” Estelle tried to break free and run to him, but Blake held her tight.

“What the—” He looked at the desk to see Russell passed out, Maggie sitting by his side, baring her teeth. Blake froze. “What’s going on?”

“He came over to wait for her. Said she was going to break it off with you. I took care of it.”

“How?”

“I laced his coffee with sleeping pills.” She pointed to the side of the desk where the empty bottle sat. “They will think he killed himself when he found out his dearly beloved accidentally fell to her death. But now this dog...” 

“Get it out of here!” Blake held tight to Estelle.

“Easier said than done.” Irene said.

“She’s probably scared of that stupid red wig. Why are you wearing it anyway?”

“It’s my disguise, you idiot.”

“Then just get a knife and kill the dog.”

“No!” Estelle yelled. “You can’t. Clover! Come here, Clover.” The cat sauntered around the corner.

One look at the cat, and Maggie ran out into the hall. Irene slammed the door behind them. She pulled back the curtains and opened the balcony door. Cold wind filled the room as the curtains blew against her.

“No one is going to believe he killed himself for the likes of this one,” Blake said. “We’ll have to take him with us. We’ll dump him on some back road. Get the bags and make room for him in the trunk.”  

“Make room in the trunk? There’s barely enough room for the two of us in that stupid sports car of yours!”

“Just do it! We can’t be here when they find the body.” 

Irene spat at Estelle. “Just like your mother.” She turned and left.

“Blake, no, please!” Estelle struggled to break free of his grip.

“Shut up! If you had just married me, you wouldn’t be in this position. Not yet, at least.”

“The money. I can give you whatever you want. You can have it all!”

“Too late.” He snickered. “All that cash and jewelry in the safe will have to do. You see, Plan A was to kill you, then have your mother change her will, leaving everything to her closest friend—my cousin Irene—right before her untimely death. Of course she doesn’t know that. You were going over the balcony that time, too.” He pushed her toward the door.

“Russell!” She saw his head move slightly.

“Sorry. Prince Charming isn’t going to rescue you.”

He stopped abruptly as he heard someone yelling outside along with the dogs furious barking below the window. No time to waste. He used that moment to shove Estelle over the edge of the balcony. He watched her hands grip the wet railing as her shrill scream pierced the air. At last, her fingers slipped.

“Let’s move!” he called downstairs to Irene after he heard the thud below. He grabbed the empty sleeping pill bottle and jammed it into his pocket. He pushed the picture back in its place over the wall safe. Russell was heavier than he would have thought, but he managed to get him down the stairs. Irene held the back door open as Blake hurried out and dumped the body into the trunk followed. She slipped on a patch of ice, but caught herself on the side of the car before falling.

Irene breathed hard as she slammed the car door. She pulled at the sides of the wig.

“Seriously, why are you wearing that get-up?” He started the engine and steam blew out of the tail pipe.

“Everyone around here knows me. It worked when I broke into the thrift store.” She pulled on it again. “I’ll take it off when we get out of this stupid town.”

“Suit yourself,” he snarled.

“What about Deena Sharpe? I heard her yelling and knocking at the front door.” She slumped low in her seat as Blake turned the car around, barely missing Russell’s truck. He pulled along the side of the house heading for the street.

“Don’t worry,” he said with a sadistic grin. “Looks like we got two for the price of one.” 

The two women lay motionless in a heap below the balcony. Maggie barked as the car passed. He slowly drove past them, seeing a pool of blood by Estelle’s head. He muttered under his breath, saying goodbye for the last time. Hitting the gas, he sped around the tree-lined curve, heading for the main highway.
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Whether it was the sound or the feeling that caught Deena’s attention first, she couldn’t be sure. She pictured herself inside a clothes dryer. Everything was spinning. Around and around. She listened as the steady swishing sound grew louder. A faint bright spot spun in circles as she tried to steady her dizzy head. She heard beeping. Is the cycle over? Is Gary inside here, too?

“Deena? Deena,” Gary said. “I think she’s waking up.” 

With all the might she could muster, Deena opened her eyes.

“Well, hello, sleepy pie.” Gary smiled down at her. 

She blinked against the bright light. “Where am I?”

“You’re in the hospital.” Gary stepped back as a nurse rushed to her side and checked the monitor that had been making all that noise. Deena looked down to see Sandra standing at the foot of the bed, grinning like a silly child.

“I’ll let the doctor know,” the nurse said, and hurried out of the room.

“What happened?” She tried to sit up but her body would not cooperate. Looking around, she saw a large cast on her arm.

“Don’t try to sit up,” Sandra said. “I’ll adjust the bed.” She pushed the button on the remote.

Deena gasped. “That’s enough.” Her chest felt like an elephant were sitting on it. Doctor Roberts came in the room.

“Well, look who’s awake.” He pulled a flashlight out of his pocket and looked in Deena’s eyes. He had her move her fingers, toes, and head. “Everything looks pretty good. I want you to stay at least a few more days so we can monitor your breathing. I’ll check on you again later.”

“Thanks, doc,” Gary said. He held a glass of water with a straw up to her lips. “You have a dislocated shoulder, a broken arm, broken wrist, and several cracked ribs. You’ve been in the hospital for two days. Do you remember what happened?”

Deena took several sips of water, and her head began to clear. “Estelle. I went to her house. Maggie was under the window barking. Estelle fell off the balcony.”

“And you tried to catch her,” Gary said. 

Deena remembered Gary’s words when he would have her hold a ladder. “If I’m coming down, I’m taking you with me,” she whispered.

“That’s just exactly what happened,” he said. “You saved her life by breaking her fall.”

“And you broke some bones in the process,” Sandra added.

Deena moaned, trying to find a comfortable position. “Where’s Russell?”

Gary and Sandra exchanged glances. Gary started to answer.

“Sis! You’re awake!” Russell rushed into the room and leaned over to kiss Deena’s cheek. “They just told me. They are about to take Estelle into surgery.”

“How is she and what’s wrong with your voice?” 

“I had my stomach pumped. Gary can tell you all about it. Estelle broke her leg, among other things. That’s what they’re fixing today.”

Deena tried to smile at her brother. “Is she going to be okay?”

“Thanks to you, yes.”

“And Maggie.” Deena took a sip of water.

“What do you mean?”

“She was under the window barking when I drove up. If she hadn’t alerted me to the balcony, I might not have made it in time.” Deena thought she saw a tear in her brother’s eye.

He put his hand over his heart. “Remind me to give her an extra big treat when I get home.”

“You’d better get back down to Estelle, buddy,” Gary said. “We’ll check on you later.”

Russell blew Deena a kiss and headed out the door.

“So, what happened to Russell?”

“You better tell it quick,” Sandra said. “I have a feeling some of the Bluebonnets will be up here before long.”

Gary pulled up a chair. “So you know that Blake Whitman turned out to be a con man, right? Did you know he and Irene were cousins? Last summer when she went home for vacation in New Orleans, she told Blake about the rich woman and her daughter she worked for. Blake hatched a scheme to swoop in on Estelle and marry her for her money. Carolyn hired a private eye and found out who he really was. She paid him off to leave town.”

Deena remembered talking to Russell. “He called me and told me about the report.”

“Apparently, Blake got greedy. His new plan was to get rid of Estelle, and then Irene would trick Carolyn into leaving her all her fortune. I’m sure she would have had an ‘accident’ after that.”

Deena was thinking more clearly.  “So he meant to kill Estelle? Did he use the knife?”

“Yes. Carolyn rolled all the way back down the hall to protect Estelle.”

“Bless her heart.” Tears welled in Deena’s eyes as she thought about Carolyn’s sacrificing her life for her daughter.

“Apparently, he hid the knife in the box when he climbed down the balcony.”

Sandra moved to the side of the bed. “Irene was the one who broke into the store trying to find the knife.”

“But you still haven’t told me what happened to Russell? He called me when he was at the house waiting for Estelle to come back from her lunch with Blake.” 

Gary’s voice cracked with emotion. “Irene found out Russell was onto Blake and drugged him with sleeping pills. Blake and Irene cleaned out Carolyn’s safe and were planning on leaving the country. They put Russell in the trunk. He might have died if they had gotten away.” 

There was a knock. They looked up to see Officer Nelson standing in the doorway. “Hi. Mind if I come in? I heard you were awake.”

“Gotta love a small town,” Sandra said. 

Gary walked over to shake the officer’s hand. “Here’s our other hero,” he said. Deena thought she saw tears in her husband’s eyes. “Tell her about the call you got.”

“I was headed to the Fitzhugh house along with another squad car when a call came over the radio. Someone reported a vehicle speeding through a stop light. It almost hit their car. I had a hunch it might be related. I let the desk know I was after that driver since the other officer and Deputy Simms were almost to the residence. The caller gave a detailed description of the car, license plate number, and occupants. I pulled them over just as they were heading for the interstate.”

“Was it Blake and Irene?” Deena asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I noticed Mr. Whitman sweating even though it was starting to sleet. There were suitcases in the back seat, so I told them I needed to see in the trunk. That’s when I found Mr. Sinclair.”

Deena let out a cry and covered her mouth with her good hand. 

“If you hadn’t called when you did, it might have been too late,” she said.

Deena couldn’t hold back her tears. 

Gary took her hand gently. “He’s fine, sweetheart. Don’t worry.”

The flood of emotion made her dizzy again. She felt both relief and despair.

“Deena,” Sandra asked, “what tipped you off in the first place?”

“Marie,” she said, wiping her eyes with the bedsheet. “She told me she saw Blake at the party that night. That’s when it all came together.”

“We’ll be contacting you in a few days to get a full statement. Luckily, Irene rolled over on Blake as soon as we mentioned ‘accessory to murder.’ That’s how we know everything that happened.”

“Thank you so much, Officer Nelson,” Gary said. “Before you go, do you want to tell Deena who called in the report about the speeding car?”

“Sure. It was one of your neighbors, actually. Christy Ann Maples.”

Deena’s mouth dropped open, and Gary let out a laugh—his first in days. “So now we are indebted to the Queen of the Suburbs for the rest of our lives!”

“I’m surprised she wasn’t too busy to make the call.” Deena chuckled then put her hand on her sore chest. “Don’t make me laugh.”

“Inside joke?” Sandra asked, smiling at her friend. 

Officer Nelson left, telling Deena to get some rest.

A few minutes later, Russell came back into the room. “What did I miss?”

“Just a good laugh,” Gary said, and stepped back out of his way.

“Estelle’s in surgery. I just thought I’d run back down here to tell you something.” He stood close to Deena and took her hand. She felt him trembling. “It looks like you’re gonna need to set an extra place at Christmas dinner after all.”

“For your girlfriend?” Deena asked with a grin.

“No, for your future sister-in-law. I just proposed and she said yes.”

* * *
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Prologue
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Usually the last gulp of hot coffee would chase away all of Tonya Webber’s worries. Not today. In all her twenty-seven years on earth, this was the worst mess she had ever gotten herself into. And she had been in plenty of messes.

Pushing aside the dirty plate and chipped coffee mug, she cleared a space on the diner’s red vinyl tablecloth. It was hard to find a spot that was neither sticky with a week’s worth of maple syrup nor torn from a lifetime’s worth of wear. She pulled a manila folder out of her tote bag and laid it open. Thumbing through the glossy photos, she found the one she wanted. Tears threatened to well in her bottom lids, but she willed them back the same way she had learned to keep back fear and anxiety and regret.

What a beauty. Some would call her stunning. She had a love-hate relationship with her stage costumes. She loved the admiration she got from the audience, especially the jealous women who were second-guessing themselves for agreeing to let their husbands see the show. But she hated how her calves ached at the end of a two-show night. 

She had discovered that the real trick of being a Las Vegas showgirl was not the ability to dance. It was learning to balance the heavy headpieces laden with plumes and jewels while strutting around in six-inch heels. Unlike the one-piece costumes of the sixties when Las Vegas was in its heyday, the only thing that distinguished her from a stripper was the headpiece.

Her body looked fabulous in the deep blue rhinestone bikini. Every little girl’s dream was to play dress-up. To strut around and be admired. And for a handful of years, she had lived that dream. Then she fell in love, blinked, and it was all gone. 

She never thought she would miss it this much.

Just a month ago, she was a star. Men adored her. Woman despised her. Now, brushing back her long black hair, knowing it had lost its luster, she glanced down at the old t-shirt and faded jeans she had thrown on when she and Roscoe snuck out of the flea bit motel they’d been staying at the past week. Dumb jerk, she thought, remembering how easy it was to convince the pimple-faced boy at the front desk not to make her pay for the room in advance. All she had to do was flash a little cleavage, lean over the counter, and bat her fake eyelashes. 

That was her real talent—manipulating people. Many times, it had gotten her what she wanted. Other times, it had gotten her in trouble. That’s how she ended up here in this run-down dive on the outskirts of Maycroft, Texas. If only she hadn’t listened to Roscoe. She’d still be in Vegas instead of running from a bounty hunter in the middle of Hicksville, USA. 

Clara walked up with a fresh pot of coffee. “Can I refill your cup, miss?”

Tonya jumped, her thoughts clouding her vision. She hadn’t seen the gray-haired waitress teeter up to the table. 

“No thanks.” She quickly shut the folder, but not before Clara got a glimpse of Tonya wearing her plumes and rhinestone leotard.

“Say, are you one of them ladies?” Clara pointed a bony finger to the folder.

Tonya reached for her bag and stuck the folder back inside. “I was. Not anymore.”

Clara brightened as she set down the coffee pot and stuffed her plump body into the booth across from Tonya. “I’ve been waiting for someone like you to come along these parts. Last one we had here left about ten years ago. She was awfully mys-teeeeer-ious.”

Tonya stared back, confused as to why the old woman was showing such an interest in her. 

Clara reached into the pocket of her stained white uniform and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. She slid it across the table. “Here. Will you do it?”

Tonya’s confusion quickly turned up a few degrees. “Just what is it you think I’ll do for twenty dollars, lady? I’m not a—”

“Tell me my fortune, of course. You’re a fortune teller, ain’t ya?” She motioned to the folder.

Tonya looked down at her bag. The old kook must have seen the picture of her and assumed she was a psychic. She tossed a mischievous look across the table. “Sure, I’ll tell you your future. Close your eyes.”

Clara did as instructed, wiggling with anticipation and clasping her well-aged hands in her lap.

Tonya glanced around to make sure no one was looking and leaned over to pull a five spot out of Clara’s pocket. It had been dangling there since the woman had gotten out the twenty. Tonya crinkled it into her hand. “I see money.”

“Oooh,” Clara squealed. “Am I getting rich?”

“No. Lost money.” Tonya stifled a laugh at her own cleverness. “You’ll lose money today.”

“Oh dear.” Clara sat with her eyes still squished tight. “Don’t you see anything good?”

Tonya glanced out the window. Her boyfriend Roscoe was walking toward the diner from the mechanics shop just down the highway. “Yes. I see a tall, handsome man. He’s just your type.”

“Really? That’s better.” Clara opened her eyes and blinked. 

Tonya grabbed her bag and slid from the booth. She headed out the door, leaving the five-dollar bill on the table. It was barely enough to cover the coffee and toast, much less a tip. 

She leaned against the side of the building and lit a cigarette. When Roscoe walked up, she moved in close, whispering instructions. He waited for her to walk around the back of the diner so she could peek through the window on the other side. She rubbed a clean place on the glass and watched as he opened the door and walked straight toward Clara. He leaned down to kiss her cheek and then gave it a little pinch. 

As he walked out the door, Tonya blew out a long stream of smoke. She could see the poor, pathetic waitress blushing, a stupid grin wrinkling up her face. She hadn’t even noticed Roscoe slip the five-dollar bill off the table and into his pocket.
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Chapter 1
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The five members of the Maycroft City Council listened as Bob Chessman presented the Chamber of Commerce’s latest plan to increase tourism and bring new business to the small town. As usual, Mayor Bradley Thornhill wore a dark suit and tie along with a paisley pocket square to complete his upper crust, overdressed look. The other members—all men—wore plaid button-down shirts and jeans, a Texan’s uniform, of sorts. All had on cowboy boots. It was spring, after all, and no one liked getting their socks soaked trampling through mud puddles along rain-drenched roads.

Deena Sharpe sat on the far aisle in one of the metal folding chairs used to convert the conference room into a meeting hall when the council convened twice a month. Her reporter’s notebook looked more like an artist’s sketchpad as she doodled faces, birds, dogs, cats, and horses, waiting for something—anything—newsworthy. This was definitely not the exciting life of an investigative reporter she had imagined when she quit her teaching job after thirty-three years.

As the rookie political reporter for the Northeast Texas Tribune, she quickly learned that long, tiresome meetings were part and parcel of the job. She had developed quite a skill for appearing interested in the proceedings, a trick she’d picked up watching her students in her former career as a high school journalism teacher. First, she would look up from her notepad, tilt her head and bob it a few times. Then she’d scribble out her grocery list, honey-do list for Gary, or inventory list for her booth at the antique mall. Only after all her lists were complete did she resort to mindless doodling. 

She stifled a yawn. 

Finally, after several failed attempts at Robert’s Rules of Order, the mayor let Bob Chessman get on to “new business.”

“We feel it’s time to put a fresh face on Maycroft,” Chessman said. “Jazz it up a little. Therefore, we propose a change to the town’s slogan.”

“I didn’t know we had a town slogan,” Marty Fisk said.

Mayor Thornhill banged his gavel. “You’re out of order, Councilman Fisk. This is not the time for open discussion. Also, both of you owe a quarter to the donation jar for calling Maycroft a ‘town’ instead of a ‘city.’ How will we ever raise our standing if we don’t think big?”

“Pipe down, Brad.” Before the mayor could slam his gavel again, Fisk added, “I meant ‘Mayor Brad.’”

Deena chuckled under her breath. This kind of contentious banter was par for the course in small-town meetings. She looked around the room to see if others in the audience were amused. Turnout today was even smaller than usual, probably because of the rain. Several elderly women were working on their crochet pieces, and a man with a wooden cane was reading a paperback novel. No one appeared to take much interest in the meeting itself.

Chessman cleared his throat. “As I was saying, we propose to change the city’s slogan. Currently, it is, ‘Maycroft: The Capital of Quaint.’ By the way, Marty, it’s on the big sign when you drive into town on the highway. You can’t miss it.”

Fisk shrugged his shoulders.

Chessman continued. “We have three choices to present. The Council can vote on the one they like best. Your first choice is, ‘Maycroft: Quaint We Ain’t.’” 

Deena watched the reactions of the council members. Blank stares seemed to indicate confusion. She had learned to discriminate the “confusion” stares from the “apathy” and the “I wish I were anywhere else but here” stares.

“That’s a joke, right?” Mayor Thornhill asked.

“No sir. Like I said, we want to spruce up our image. Make it more modern.”

The mayor glanced down the row of members.

Deena made a note of the first suggestion. First time this group has ever been unanimous on anything. 

“Well, maybe you’ll like this one.” Chessman paused for effect. “It is, ‘Maycroft: Better, not Bigger.’”

“Next!” Mayor Thornhill yelled, without even bothering to poll the panel.

“I saved the best for last. This is my personal favorite.” Chessman picked up a roll of butcher paper and removed the rubber band. He unfurled the banner. “Here it is. ‘Maycroft: The Funshine Town.’ Get it? Fun shine, not sunshine?” 

Mayor Thornhill slammed down his gavel a second time. “There you go calling it a town again, Bob. How many times—”

“We didn’t think ‘Funshine City’ sounded as good!” He waved the banner from one side of the room to the other, looking at the council members for support.

“More like ‘The Town Where Fun Goes to Die,’” Fisk said under his breath. 

The man in the audience who had been reading let out a low chuckle, banging his cane on the floor. One of the councilmen picked up the sentiment. Soon, almost everyone in the room was laughing so loudly that the mayor’s gavel was barely audible over the din. He blustered out, “Order!” over and over. 

Bob Chessman quickly rolled up the paper and wadded it into a ball. He, too, was not laughing.

Mayor Thornhill finally gained control. “Mr. Chessman, we appreciate the efforts of you and your staff, but I don’t believe the Council is ready to vote on this matter.”

“Can I say something now?” Fisk glared down the table at Thornhill.

“Not yet. I want to make a motion.” Mayor Thornhill sat up straight and fluffed his pocket hankie. “I propose we hold a contest for a new town slogan—city slogan,” he said, correcting himself quickly. “Let’s ask the residents to submit suggestions. We, the Council, will ultimately make the final decision, of course. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

A few of the members nodded their heads in agreement. 

“Is there a second to my motion?” The mayor stared at Councilman Dwyer, who nodded like a dashboard dachshund. 

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“I got something to say,” Fisk said, his tone defiant.

“You may proceed. The matter is now open for discussion.”

“How in tarnation is any of this going to do a darned thing to bring more money into this place? I got several businesses to keep afloat and no rinky-dink slogan is going to make one bit of difference. The Chamber of Commerce is supposed to bring in business, not write jingles. Now if you would just approve my plan to re-zone the south side of town—”

“You’re out of order, Councilman Fisk. This is time for discussion on this motion only. Besides, we’ve voted down your re-zoning plan three times now. You can’t make people sell their homes and move if they don’t want to. We’re not that kind of town.” 

The other councilmen grinned at the mayor’s faux pas. 

He stood up, reached into his pants pocket to retrieve a quarter, and plunked it into the jar on the table. “Besides, a new business opened up a month ago. Maycroft now has its very own mind reader. Or is it fortune teller?”

Fisk banged on the table. “That’s not a business! That’s a con artist and his sister trying to scam people out of money. I should know. They’re working out of one of my rental houses.”

“You’re out of order again, Councilman Fisk! Now, if there is no more discussion on the motion to hold a slogan contest, we’ll call for the vote. All in favor, say ‘aye.’” 

A less-than-enthusiastic majority cast their vote. 

“All opposed, say “nay.”

“Not just nay, but h–”

“Marty! There are women present!” Mayor Thornhill waved his gavel toward the audience.

Marty Fisk nearly turned over his chair as he stood up and walked out.

Thornhill ignored him. “The ‘ayes’ have it. Meeting adjourned.”

As the mayor banged his gavel one last time, Deena felt a new level of tension in the air. She had a feeling a story was brewing, and it just stormed out the door.

* * *
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FIVE STRAIGHT DAYS of rain had put a damper on most everything in Maycroft. Tuesday’s city council meeting wasn’t the only place with low turnout. Businesses saw fewer customers as most shoppers stayed indoors. 

After leaving the meeting, Deena pulled up to her friend’s thrift shop. There were no signs of life inside. But Sandra’s car was out front and the “Open” sign beckoned Deena to slosh through the rain-drenched parking lot to go check it out.

The jingle of the bell on the door brought Sandra out from the storeroom to greet her customer. Then she saw Deena. “Oh, it’s just you.” 

Deena grinned and walked back to the counter. “Well, that’s a fine howdy-do.”

“You know what I mean,” Sandra said. “I was hoping for a flood of customers. No pun intended.”

Deena was in her late fifties; Sandra was fifteen years her junior. Still, they had a lot in common and had become good friends. Since retiring from teaching, Deena often stopped by on her way to the newspaper office. The shop was a great place to find treasures for her antique booth, and Sandra always had a pot of hot coffee brewing.

“Where’s your umbrella?” Sandra asked.

“Sadly, another one bit the dust. That wind we had on Sunday turned it inside out and broke it. Got any here?”

Sandra led the way to the display of accessories. “I think there’s a few left. Just don’t–”

“Open them inside. I remember. Last time you nearly passed out when I did that.”

Sandra laughed as she picked up a child’s umbrella featuring Dora the Explorer. “Then you know I’ve tested them, and they all work.”

Sandra’s cell phone rang, and she headed back to the counter to answer it.

Deena debated her choices. One was a black stick model with a curved handle. The other was a white fold-up with skulls and crossbones. She looked around for any others that might have been set down on another shelf. No such luck. She picked up the white one and took it to the register. 

“That was Ian,” Sandra said. “He has to work late. Looks like soup-for-one tonight.”

“I thought lawyers kept bankers’ hours?”

“He used to before he left the firm. Now that he’s on his own, he sometimes has to work crazy hours.”

“He’s a good man. Defending the rights of the little guy. So, why don’t you come out with Gary and me? We’re breaking tradition and going to Las Abuelas tonight instead of on Friday.”

Sandra furrowed her brow. “Are you sure that’s wise? You’re not only breaking tradition—which is bad luck—but you’re buying that evil looking umbrella.”

Deena laughed as she opened her purse. “Luckily, I’m not as superstitious as you. What do you say?” 

Sandra stared intently at the counter. 

Deena knew Sandra’s superstitious nature ran deep, but she’d never seen it trouble her like this. “What if I promise to leave the haunted umbrella at home?”

Shaking her head, Sandra declined. “I know you think I’m just being silly, but I can’t help it. I’ve just always believed in signs and spirits and such. I think I’ll stay home tonight and wait on Ian for dinner.”

“Suit yourself. And I don’t think you’re silly. We all have our quirks.”

“Like how you can’t get through a meal without spilling something on yourself?” 

Deena clucked as she reached for her wallet. “I didn’t think anyone noticed.”

“Hey, I’m not taking money for that awful thing. I’m glad to see it leave the shop.” She pushed a large jar to the front of the counter. “You are welcome to make a donation to the animal shelter, though.” 

Deena stuffed a ten-dollar bill inside. “By the way, my visit isn’t just personal. Since you know everybody in town, I was wondering what you could tell me about Marty Fisk.”

“Marty? He’s on the City Council.” Sandra walked back toward the storeroom and motioned for Deena to follow.

“I know. I just left today’s meeting. He’s all fired up about re-zoning the south side of town. Any idea why?”

Sandra handed Deena a cup of hot coffee, blowing steam off the top of her own. “Besides owning the pawn shop, he has a bunch of rental properties. Rumor has it he wants to build a big commercial office complex.”

“What’s stopping him?” 

“There’s a few hold-outs in that area of town who won’t sell their property.”

“I see.” Deena felt the warm brew travel down her insides. “So if the city re-zones, would they have to move?”

“I guess. I haven’t paid much attention to what they’ve been doing since Brad Thornhill got elected mayor. He knows as much about running a municipality as I do about building a rocket ship.” She headed back to the store’s front counter.

Deena drummed her un-manicured nails against the side of the cup. “It was obvious at the meeting that he and Fisk don’t see eye-to-eye on the re-zoning issue. I think I’m going to talk to some of the residents. Looks like there may be a story here.”

A loud thump came from the storeroom.

Deena flinched, almost spilling her coffee. “What was that?”

Sandra glanced back over her shoulder and let out a sigh. “I think my storage closet is haunted.”

Deena laughed as she pulled the price tag off her new umbrella. “Yeah. I’m sure that’s it.”

“No, I’m serious. I’ve heard noises like that a couple of times this week. Couldn’t figure out where they were coming from. Then I realized it was coming from the storage closet where I keep clothes of the newly deceased.” She wiped her hand slowly across the counter. “Then it made sense.”

“What? The newly deceased?” Deena glanced at her watch. “I’m sure it’s just a mouse or a squirrel. Have you called an exterminator?”

“No. I’m getting used to it. Besides, Sister Natasha said I have spirits all around me.”

“Sister who? Is she a nun?”

“She’s that new psychic reader on Fourth Street.”

Deena squinted her eyes, trying to make sense of what Sandra was saying. “Look, sorry to run out like this, but I’ve got a meeting with Lloyd back at the office.” She buttoned the front of her red raincoat. “This conversation isn’t over, though. Call Bugs-Be-Gone. I’m sure it’s just a rat. I’ll see you later.” 

The jingling of the bells behind her on the front door made Deena uneasy. She recalled a story she used to tell her students about the expression, “saved by the bell.” Legend had it that some people used to be buried with a string tied from their finger to a bell positioned above the grave, just in case it turned out they had been buried alive. Was Sandra’s superstitious nature rubbing off on her? 

She ducked under her new umbrella just as the door slammed behind her. That was loud. Loud enough to wake the dead.
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Chapter 2
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An aluminum saucepan sat in the middle of the kitchen floor catching a constant drip of rain from the ceiling. A trashcan served the same purpose in the hallway where several chunks of ceiling plaster had given way to the constant stream of water.

Roscoe Trainor paced the floor of the kitchen like a caged animal, his cell phone at his ear. 

Tonya stepped around the pan to get to the refrigerator. “He still hasn’t answered?” She stared inside at the pathetic offerings. A box of American cheese, a half-empty quart of milk, a couple of cans of beer, and some old lunch meat that may or may not have gone bad stared back at her. “We need more paper towels.” She reached for a beer and popped the top. 

“Keeps going to voicemail. Don’t worry. I’ll call Fisk at the pawn shop when it opens at ten. If he doesn’t get someone out to fix these leaks today, I’ll personally drag him back here myself.”

Tonya flinched. She had, on occasion, seen Roscoe’s dark side. Besides being one of the most devious, talented con artists this side of the Mason-Dixon, he had a temper. Luckily, it had never reared its ugly head toward her. 

“Why aren’t you dressed yet?” He checked the time on his watch.

She picked up the least-bruised piece of fruit from the bowl. Beer and bananas. Breakfast of champions. “Do you really think anyone is going to drag through the mud and the rain to see a psychic on a day like this?”

“Maybe not, but you never know.” He adjusted the knot on his necktie and tucked in his white dress shirt. 

Even dressed like a butler, Roscoe was the handsomest man she’d ever seen. Still, she wished she didn’t have to rely on him for everything these days. 

The one time she ventured into town in her psychic get-up, the stares and whispers were too much for her to take. It seemed unfair that even though he was the one on the lam, she felt like the one hiding out. “When are you going to the market? I’m starving.” She took a bite of banana.

“After dark, as always.” He walked through the makeshift curtained divider they had constructed between the front room and the rest of the house. He hung his suit jacket on the coat rack next to the front door.

“It’s dark already because of this stupid rain. It never rained in Vegas.” Tonya slumped down in the kitchen chair and propped her feet up on the crosspiece of the wooden table.

Roscoe rubbed her shoulders. “I’m sorry, babe. I know you’ve been stuck in the house for weeks. You just have to be patient.” He pulled off the towel she had wrapped around her head and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Just a few more months and we should have enough money for our new IDs and passports. Then it’s goodbye rainy Texas. Hello sunny Mexico.”

She sat for a moment pouting. “How much money do we have?”

He stopped the shoulder massage. “I haven’t counted lately.”

He was avoiding her question, as usual. “After you paid the mechanic, how much money did we have left?” She took his hand and pulled him around to sit in the chair across from her.

“Don’t worry yourself with the details. I’ve got it all worked out.” He pulled out his cell phone and opened a YouTube video. “You just need to keep working on that accent. Yesterday, it sounded more like East Texas than Eastern Europe.

She dropped her head. “Not Rocky and Bullwinkle again! At least find a different episode of that stupid cartoon.”

“Okay, but those customers out there have to think Sister Natasha sounds like Natasha Fatale if they are going to keep handing over their cash.” He gave her the phone and smiled.

Although she was pretending to be a fortune teller, she might as well be a mind reader. He never gave her a straight answer when it came to money. Too bad she was such a sucker for his charm. More than that, though, he was her best chance of getting to Mexico with enough money to locate Michael.
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Chapter 3 
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The Northeast Texas Tribune newspaper came out three days a week and covered news across several counties. Local advertising supported the cost of publication. However, with more and more people accessing their news online and through social media, Managing Editor Lloyd Pryor was looking for ways to cut costs.

Walking through the doors of the old brick warehouse that housed the newspaper offices, Deena thought about whether her job could be on the line. Last hired; first fired. She had gone to work the previous fall as a part-time reporter covering local politics. Only a few of her stories had garnered any real attention. 

But she knew Lloyd appreciated her maturity, and her meager salary surely wouldn’t make a dent in the budget. Even though being a “real reporter” hadn’t been as fulfilling as she had hoped, she liked the idea of being on staff. 

Luckily, she still had her antique booth to keep her busy. Financially, she and Gary would be fine. They had no children and could manage without her piddlin’ paycheck, if necessary.

Bert, the newspaper’s copy editor, stood next to Lloyd’s desk as she waited outside the office. From the sound of it, Lloyd was giving him a good chewing out over a typo that appeared in that day’s issue. 

She had snickered and shown it to Gary over morning coffee. The lead story on the sports page read: “Maycroft HS Soccer Team Scores Two Girls to Take Title.” 

Gary had read it and said, “Things sure have changed since we were in school.”

Spotting Deena in the doorway, Lloyd dismissed Bert who rushed past, looking anxious to get out of the line of fire. 

Deena walked in and sat in a cushy chair in the corner. She dropped her tote bag on the floor and asked, “What’s news, boss?”

“Not today. I’m not in the mood.” He moved folders across his desk and threw a wad of paper toward the trashcan. He missed.

By now, Deena had become used to her boss’s mood swings. He lived and died by typos. She waved her hand. “Don’t worry. I’m sure no one even noticed.”

The phone on his desk rang, and he snatched up the receiver. “Uh-huh. Yes. Thanks.” He smashed it back on the cradle. “Right. That’s at least the hundredth call I’ve gotten today.” He punched some buttons on the console, attempting to put the phone on hold.

“Aww, c’mon. Journalists aren’t supposed to use hyperbole.”

He leaned back in his chair. “What do you want?”

“You scheduled a meeting with me, remember?” She tapped her foot nervously as she waited for him to answer the phone again. His coffee-stained tie showed at least three spills, and it was barely eleven o’clock. 

This time he unplugged the cord in the back. “Sorry. Bad morning.”

He pulled his glasses from the top of his head and fumbled for the right notepad on his desk. “I know you are aware of the paper’s financial difficulties. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to make some changes.”

Deena leaned down to pick up her handbag for security. Even though she knew it was a possibility, the reality of getting laid off made her swallow hard. She braced herself. 

“I need you to start writing features. I’m re-assigning your political beat.” He looked over the top of his glasses.

Her jaw dropped as her bag slipped to the ground. 

“I know it’s not what you want, but Laurie’s about to go on maternity leave. I need someone to replace her. Dan can handle your beat along with police news.”

“Dan Carson?” Deena found her voice. “As long as he can cover it from a stool at Grady’s Sports Bar.”

“Now, now. He’s a good reporter.” Pryor looked at his notes. “It’s not permanent. Just until things pick up in the fall. I’m trying to find a new marketing manager who can help us with our online presence.”

Deena let out a sigh, not sure if she should be relieved or not. “What online presence?”

“Exactly.” Lloyd stood up and picked up several balls of paper around the trashcan. “Go talk to Laurie and see what she’s working on. Maybe you’ll be interested.” He offered up a half-hearted smile.

Features. Garden parties and church socials. Sure, she was bored with her beat, but at least it was real news. It seemed like she was taking a step backward rather than forward. 

“Alright. As long as it’s temporary.” She headed for the door. “By the way, I have a lead that might turn out to be something.”

“Can you write a feature on it?”

“Sure. Maybe.” Not really. She left the office dragging her feet. So much for being an investigative reporter.
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The small bathroom in the rental house had one thing going for it. There was enough counter space for Tonya to lay out all the make-up she used to transform from Tonya Webber, Arkansas native turned Las Vegas showgirl, to Sister Natasha, Eastern European gypsy fortune teller. That was as deep as her new backstory went. Thus far, she hadn’t needed to explain why she and her “brother” had decided to take up residence in Maycroft. Roscoe had told Marty Fisk she was his sister, not knowing if he’d rent to an unmarried couple. 

Roscoe stepped into the doorway. “Are you ready?”

“Almost. How’s my make-up?” She gave a sultry look to the mirror, batting her dark eyes with their thick, fake lashes and heavy eyeliner. Her look was mysterious and exotic, a talent she had learned from her time on the stages of Las Vegas. She accented her face in such a way that her cheeks appeared sunken. She puckered her crimson lips. 

“Perfect.” He handed her the long scarf she wore draped around her head turban-style, letting her long, wavy locks fall past her shoulders. He straightened her fringed shawl.

She pulled on the last of her cheap silver bangles and chunky rings. Over-sized hoop earrings provided the finishing touch. “I’m ready.” 

She picked up Roscoe’s cell phone and headed to the bedroom to sit in the house’s only comfortable chair. She touched the button to play and once again found herself immersed in “The Rocky and Bullwinkle Show.” 

But instead of practicing her Natasha accent, Tonya closed her eyes and thought about the day at the diner when she and Roscoe first concocted their scheme. They had needed money. Badly. When they left Las Vegas, all they had was fifteen-hundred dollars in cash. They had spent the rest of their combined savings to pay Roscoe’s bail. It was his third arrest for pick pocketing, and they knew this latest charge would lead to jail time. Tonya couldn’t let that happen. She gave her life’s savings to Atlas Bail Bonds, and they took off the next day. 

When she had relayed to him the incident at the café with the unsuspecting waitress, a light bulb had gone off in his head. They would bilk the quaint town of Maycroft to get the money they needed to hide out in Mexico. By the end of that day, they had secured the sparsely furnished rental house from Marty Fisk. By the end of that week, they had bought costumes from a thrift store and were ready to hang their shingle. As always, Roscoe had performed his magic.

As long as they could keep their true identities secret and the cash flowing, they would be able to steal away to Mexico and say “adios” to all their troubles. 

Tonya pictured herself with long, tanned legs stretched out on a beach chair, sipping a cocktail with one of those paper umbrellas in it. Roscoe would only have eyes for her. She, on the other hand, would be searching for someone else. Someone who had slipped away from her years earlier.

The buzzer sounded on the front door, making her jump. 

Roscoe stuck his head in the bedroom. “Someone’s here.” He reached for his upper lip and mashed down the fake mustache. 

Tonya took one last look in the mirror and waited in the kitchen with the lights out. Showtime.

She peeked through a hole they had made in the curtain as Roscoe sprang into action. He lit the candles on the small square table in the front parlor and turned off the lamp.

The buzzer rang again. He opened the front door. 

It was Betty Donaldson, the librarian. This was her third visit. 

“Come in, please.” Roscoe spoke with a baritone voice. 

Betty shook the water off her umbrella before stepping inside. Roscoe took her coat and hung it up, placing the umbrella on the floor. He moved slowly and methodically, further adding to the creepy ambience. Closing the front door, he held out his hand and then stashed the bills she gave him in his pocket. “Follow me.” He walked toward the table and pulled out a chair. “Wait.”

They had arranged the front room in such a way that the customer would sit in the corner with her back to the curtain, facing toward the front door. Tonya, dressed as Natasha, would sit across the table. More often than not, the customer—always a woman—would set her handbag down on the shabby, carpeted floor next to her. That made it easy for Roscoe to reach through a slit in the curtain to take out—or slip in—whatever he wanted. 

Sometimes he thought his mastery of sleight of hand was being wasted on this con. In order to keep up his skills, he would pickpocket at least one unsuspecting shopper every time he hit the market. 

He walked around the curtain on the far side of the room. “Do you have the cards?”

Tonya felt the pocket of her flowing skirt and nodded. 

He mouthed the words “bad news.” 

Didn’t she give the librarian bad news last time she was here? No matter. Roscoe would take care of it.

He pulled back a small opening in the curtain and announced, “Sis-ter Na-ta-sha.”

Tonya swept into the room, gliding into the chair like a buzzard coming in for a landing. She laid her palms flat on the table and closed her eyes, slowly rocking back and forth. She felt the heat from the candle on her face. Slowly, she opened her eyes as if coming out of a deep slumber. At last, she spoke in her best foreign accent. “You come again to see Sister Natasha. Why?”

Betty swallowed hard and leaned in. “I want to know if my husband is having an affair?” 

Tonya started to laugh. Of course, he was! Hadn’t she looked in the mirror lately? Somehow, she managed to turn her laugh into a weird wailing sound, covering her face with her hands in order to hide her grin. Betty sat back, frightened by the outburst. She pushed her glasses further up on her nose.

Tonya regained her composure. “Natasha consult cards.” She pulled the deck of playing cards from her pocket and set them on the table. “Mix.” 

Betty’s hands trembled as she obeyed the command. 

Tonya stared as the woman swirled the cards around on the table. She seemed nervous. That was a good sign.

When they first started this scheme, Roscoe had tried to get Tonya to use the tarot cards he carried in his box of tricks. But she could never remember what each card meant. After several failed attempts, she resorted to using a regular deck of playing cards and doing it her own way. After all, she had worked part-time as a dealer in a sleazy casino before landing a job as a dancer.

That’s where she met Roscoe. He worked as a magician in the same casino, playing three shows a day. She fell for him the moment they met. 

Betty set the deck in the center of the table. 

Tonya picked it up and placed two cards face down in front of Betty. She laid several cards face up. With each one, she mumbled a sound to signify a different emotion. Finally, she turned over the two cards in front of Betty.

“No!” Tonya quickly scooped up all the cards and placed them back on the deck.

“What is it? Is he cheating?” Betty’s anxious eyes craved an answer.

Tonya decided to give the poor woman a break. After all, it wasn’t her fault she wasn’t born beautiful. She could use a makeover, however. “Natasha sees no husband cheating.” She crossed her arms and set her jaw.

“Ah. That’s a relief.” Betty put her hand to her chest. “But you did see something, right?” 

“Natasha sees what she sees.”

“What? What is it?”

Tonya hesitated, knowing Betty was hanging on her every word. “Natasha sees bad fortune. Bad luck.” She sucked in an exaggerated breath. “Now, go.” 

Betty appeared frozen in place.

Pointing her finger straight at the door, Tonya repeated the command. “Go!” Her bracelets jangled, and the candle’s flame danced.

Betty grabbed her handbag and was out of the house faster than a horse running the Kentucky Derby.

Roscoe walked in from the kitchen. “Nice job, babe. You’re getting really good at this.”

“Did you take care of it?”

“Indeed.” He held up his pocketknife. “That slow leak will be a flat tire by the time she hits her cozy little house in the suburbs.”

“Nice.”

Roscoe checked his watch again. “Rats! I need to change clothes and get over to the bank.” He pulled at his tie and began unbuttoning his shirt. “You’re going to have to handle things yourself until I get back.”

“The bank? Why?”

“It’s almost eleven. That McCarthy woman will be taking her smoke break soon. I have to get over there to be the ‘dark, handsome stranger’ you said she would meet.” He gave her a wink as he strode to the bedroom.

“Just don’t enjoy it too much,” she called after him. 

Tonya was the jealous type, no matter what the other woman looked like. Back in Las Vegas, Roscoe had a wandering eye. She was not about to let his eye or any other part of him wander off and leave her stranded and broke in the middle of nowhere. She was prepared to do whatever she had to in order to hold on to her man.
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The cursor on Deena’s keyboard blinked over and over as she tried to focus on her story. After talking to Lloyd and Laurie, she had lost her motivation to write. Opting to work at home, she had left the office with her head in a fog. Getting laid off would have been bad, but she was prepared to accept it. But writing features? That was another matter altogether.

Coffee might help. She got up from her desk and walked out of the formal dining room that she and Gary had converted into a home office. 

Hurley followed her to the kitchen and sat by his dog bowl. 

She gave him a sympathetic look. “No more food until dinner. The vet said you’re getting too heavy.”

The black terrier-mix tilted his head as if he didn’t understand.

Deena knew he did. Ever since she’d gotten the pup from the animal shelter last fall, she had felt a connection. They could read each other’s minds. She and Gary weren’t able to have children, but she had definitely tapped into her mother’s intuition when she adopted Hurley.

The coffee pot had cooled from the morning, so she poured what was left in a mug and put it into the microwave. Out the kitchen window, she saw her neighbor, Christy Ann, loading two of her three children into their car seats. Must be time for Mommy’s Day Out. 

The microwave dinged, and Deena pulled out the hot brew, hoping a caffeine blast would motivate her literary muse. 

She headed back to the office and set the mug on her desk. The clouds outside made the room darker than usual. She turned on the desk lamp and faced the screen again, determined to knock out the article. She hadn’t missed a deadline yet, and she wasn’t about to miss this one. 

The new town slogan contest would be the story’s lead. She flipped past the doodles in her notepad and found the details she needed. 

As she typed, she spoke aloud. “The village idiots once again had nothing of importance to discuss. They came up with the lame idea to hold a contest to see who could piss the farthest. It was a draw.” Luckily, the words on the screen didn’t match her narration.

After muddling through her notes, she checked her word count. Close enough. Bert could pare it down to fit. She inserted the story into an email and hit “send.” She’d wait a few minutes for a reply to make sure it was received.

She leaned her head back in the swivel chair and pictured the newsroom. Maybe she should have told Lloyd about her idea to follow up on Marty Fisk’s re-zoning proposal. It could be her last chance at a real story before she started writing features about the Bluebonnet Club and spring gardening. 

What if he weren’t interested in the story and told her to drop it? She didn’t want to risk it. With her mind made up, she decided to see what she could find out on her own before pitching it to Lloyd as a story. After all, the investigation—the thrill of the hunt—was the part of the job she liked best.

* * *
[image: image]


DINNER AT THEIR FAVORITE restaurant, Las Abuelas, was relaxing as usual. The aroma of roasted corn and spicy peppers provided the perfect pick-me-up. Gary suggested she have a margarita and offered to be the designated driver. Over dessert of warm sopapillas with honey, she finally got to the heart of the problem.

“You know, it’s not that I hate feature stories, it’s just not that challenging to me.” She spread butter on the pastry. “I guess after spending all those years as a teacher, I was looking for something more.” As she took a bite, honey dripped on the front of her blouse. She rolled her eyes and set the pastry back on her plate.

Gary snickered at her predictable mess. “I thought you wanted to work for the newspaper. That’s all you talked about for the last two years before you retired—I mean, quit.” 

“See? I was afraid to say something because I thought you might say, ‘I told you so.’” She dipped the cloth napkin in her water glass and dabbed at the spots on her blouse. 

“It’s not that, it’s just that I’m worried you’re looking for something that you won’t be able to find.” He wiped sugar and cinnamon off his mouth and took a drink of water. “This isn’t some mid-life crisis, is it?”

The smirk on Deena’s face answered that question. “I’m past mid-life by a mile. I guess I just thought working for the newspaper would be more rewarding. Truth. Justice. The American Way.” 

She took another bite and more honey fell to her lap. “I give up.” She set the dessert back on her plate and dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “I thought I would be making a difference. Helping people.”

“Like when you were teaching?”

“Yes, but...” She didn’t know what to say, just like she couldn’t put her finger on what was missing from her job. She sat back in her chair.

“What about that story you wrote on the school board banning water guns at the Halloween carnival? That started a protest movement.”

“I wouldn’t call a couple of teenagers carrying signs a movement. I don’t know. I’ll figure it out eventually.”

Gary signed the check, and they headed outside. “Wait here. I’ll get the car.” 

The skull and bones umbrella kept the rain off while she waited. With Gary’s six-foot-two frame, they could never successfully coordinate sharing one umbrella. As he pulled up, she stepped across a large puddle and ducked into the car. “Do you mind if we take a detour on the way home?”

“No problem. Where to?”

“I want to drive over to the south part of town where Marty Fisk wants to re-zone. I’m curious about what’s over there.”

Gary pulled onto Main and headed south. “It’s dark, so you won’t be able to see much.”

“That fine. I might be able to tell which of those old houses are occupied by the lights on inside.”

“Good thinking, ace.” 

She stared out the window as the defroster cleared the windshield. They crossed over the railroad tracks. The shocks on Gary’s red Mercedes were not as good as the ones on her SUV, and she jostled sideways. She was a little light-headed from the alcohol and wished she had skipped the margarita and ordered iced tea instead.

“Look. There’s that new fortune telling business.” Gary motioned over his left shoulder. 

“I’ve heard about it. Sandra’s been there.” 

“Figures.”

Deena pictured Gary rolling his eyes even though she couldn’t see them in the dark. Her husband was less understanding of Sandra’s “quirks.” He still agreed to occasional double dates because he liked Sandra’s husband, Ian. They could talk about sports and politics and other things men talked about. Gary was an accountant; Ian was a lawyer. They shared some of the same clients.

Deena leaned forward and rubbed at the windshield. “Slow down. I think this is it.” 

The neighborhood consisted of three long streets with old houses. Some were vacant, others condemned. 

As Gary drove down each street, she counted the houses that seemed occupied. “Not many people live here anymore. I counted nine houses that looked occupied.”

A porch light came on next to them, and a gray-haired woman in a bathrobe stepped out her front door. She was holding a landline telephone with the receiver at her ear. She stared menacingly as they passed.

“Must be the neighborhood watch,” Gary said. “Let’s get out of here.”

As they drove home, Deena wondered what it was about that specific area that made the councilman so interested. There were plenty of vacant commercial properties in the area. What was so special about those three streets? By the time she got home, her journalistic juices were flowing again, and her spirit was renewed. 

First thing tomorrow, she planned to talk to Marty Fisk and to see what she could find out. Then she remembered her hair salon appointment. So that would be the second thing she’d do.

Curling up with Hurley on the couch, she made a list of questions to ask Fisk. She knew this might be her last news story, so she hoped it would be a juicy one.
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A break in the clouds was a welcome sight for Deena as she headed downtown Wednesday morning. She lived in Butterfly Gardens, a suburban community on the west side of Maycroft. By the time she left the house, most of the neighbors were already at work, their kids dropped at school and the morning newspaper read. 

Somehow, though, she always seemed to run into Christy Ann. After what she had done for Deena and her brother the previous December, Deena had tried to be extra nice to her. It wasn’t always easy.

“Deena,” Christy Ann called out in her best “yoo-hoo-neighbor” voice as she strolled up to the car.

Deena rolled down the window. “Hey, Christy Ann. I was just heading to the salon.”

“Gotta get your roots done. I see that.” She squished her face as though looking at road kill.

Deena forced a smile. 

“I was just going to see if you wanted to buy some cookie dough from Charlie. It’s a fundraiser for peewee soccer. You know, Charlie is on the all-star team.”

“Is that so?” This was at least the fifth time Christy Ann had mentioned it. “Sure. Y’all stop by this evening, and I’ll place an order.”

“Great. I knew I could count on you.” She smiled and blew an air kiss. “See you later. Oh, and you might want to have your lip waxed. I’m seeing that little mustache again.”

Gritting her teeth, Deena returned the smile and closed her window. She white-knuckle drove all the way to town. 

The Manely Beauty Salon was busy for a Wednesday morning. The break in the weather had sent everyone scrambling to make up for missed appointments. Deena waved to Kristy who still had another client in her chair. 

“Be with you in a few minutes,” Kristy called over the sound of chatter and blow dryers. 

The magazine selection was slim, but Deena found a copy of Southern Living she had not yet read. As she sat in the waiting area, Charla, a real estate agent who lived two streets over, was talking to her hairdresser, Melissa. 

Charla seemed even more animated than usual. “You wouldn’t believe it! As I live and breathe, it was the craziest thing since Elvis Presley.” 

“Hold still now so I don’t burn your ear.” Melissa had the super-sized curling iron twisted around Charla’s bleach-blonde locks.

Charla’s voice grew louder. “The first time, she said I was going to have good fortune, ‘cept she said it in this weird foreign accent. She must be from France or somewhere.” She paused to blow on her freshly manicured nails.

Deena scooted to the end of the bench so she could hear better.

“I left there and headed to the Walmart. They were having a sale on beauty products, you know. Well, when I picked up my handbag out of the buggy, a twenty-dollar bill nearly bit my hand! I know it wasn’t there before because I never carry cash. That-a-way, I can honestly tell any bums on the street that I don’t have any money when they ask. I hate to lie, you know. It’s not Christian.”

“You can say that again.” Melissa used a pick to fluff Charla’s hairdo. She had to lower the chair to see the top.

“Is my hair too big?” Charla asked, squinting in the mirror.

“Why honey, there’s no such thing!” Melissa opened the can of hairspray and took aim.

“Good. So, the next time I went, I—.”

“I’m ready for you,” Kristy said, interrupting Deena’s gossip gathering.

She walked over to Kristy’s station and took a seat, disappointed that she wouldn’t get to hear the rest of Charla’s story.

“Are we cutting today or just coloring?” Kristy re-arranged the utensils on her cart.

“Just color.”

When Kristy walked to the back of the shop to mix up the dye, Deena strained to hear Charla. The shop was too noisy. 

Kristy returned with the bowl of magic potion, guaranteed to turn Deena’s gray roots to a shiny, medium brown. “I saw you listening to Charla. What was she jabbering on about?”

“I think she must have gone to that new psychic reader.”

Kristy parted off a section of Deena’s hair and began painting on the mixture. “She and half the town. Lots of my clients sit in this chair and tell me about going to ‘Sister Natasha.’ That’s what she calls herself. Some people have also seen a guy there. They say he’s her brother.”

Deena stared at Kristy in the mirror. “Have you been there?”

“No way. I’m not going to throw my money away on that bull malarkey. I’ve got mouths to feed.” She reached for a towel and wiped away a drip on Deena’s forehead.

“So what kind of things have people said about her?” Deena asked.

“That she tells their fortune. Sometimes it’s good. Sometimes bad. It always seems to come true, though, just the way she says.” Kristy shook her head. “Whatever. I’m not going to argue with a paying customer. I’m like a bartender. I’m paid to listen.”

Deena smiled. “Once people get something in their minds, it’s hard to reason with them.” 

“That’s for sure.” 

Deena liked Kristy. She had a good head on her shoulders. They chatted amiably while Kristy finished applying the color and foil.

“Let me go wash this bowl out. I’ll be right back.” She walked toward the back of the shop.

“Mrs. Sharpe,” someone whispered. 

Deena spun around in the chair to see Cindy, the stylist next to Kristy, waving at her. “I heard what you two were talking about,” she said in a low voice.

Deena wasn’t the only one listening to gossip.

“I’ll tell you this, ever since that psychic woman set up shop, there’s been some strange things going on in Maycroft. Some people are really worried. There’s been talk of evil spirits.”

“Oh, good gravy!” Deena waved off the girl’s words.

“Shhh. I’m serious. Just be careful. That’s all I’m saying.” Cindy turned back to her own client.

Deena’s cell phone rang in her purse. The barking dog ringtone meant it was a call from someone other than Gary. She leaned down to see who the caller was before letting it go to voicemail. 

Ian Davis. That’s odd. Why would he be calling? She hadn’t talked to Sandra’s husband since December. She would call him back as soon as she left the salon.

All at once, Deena felt anxious to get the appointment over with so she could take care of business. She wanted to talk to Marty Fisk and perhaps some of the residents in that neighborhood. She needed to call Ian. And now, there was a new task to add to her list. Check out this fortune teller. She was curious to see what all the fuss was about.
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Eight hundred dollars later, Roscoe’s Toyota Corolla was held together on a wing and a prayer. The motor often backfired and the fumes from the tailpipe smelled of burnt rubber. He was not about to invest more money in a car when he was planning to abandon it once they crossed the border into Mexico. 

He sat in the parking lot of the Central Savings Bank, peering out the foggy window. Almost time. Beverly McCarthy should be exiting the building any second. There she was.

One quick check in the mirror confirmed what he already knew. That slightly pudgy, thirty-something fool didn’t stand a chance against his immeasurable charm. He had combed his hair to the side and dressed in khaki pants and a solid pink button-down shirt. Brown loafers completed the boy-next-door look he was going for. 

He got out of the car and strolled in her direction where she had taken her usual spot on a concrete bench. He would have to be quick before her two friends from Accounts Payable showed up.

The woman looked up as he approached. His smile erased any fear she might have had in the presence of a total stranger. 

“My angel. My darling. Can I trouble you for a smoke? My boss says I have to quit, but I’m finding it nearly impossible.” 

“Sure.” She fumbled for the pack and offered it to him. 

He drew out a cigarette and lit it with a flourish of match and flame. “Ahhh. That’s heaven.” He looked around. “What’s a pretty lady like you doing sitting out here all alone? It’s not safe.”

She grinned, her face blushing. She tried to speak, but it came out as a jumble of sounds.

“I have a feeling you won’t be alone long. Especially if I have anything to do with it.” He took several more slow, sexy drags and blew the smoke up into the clouds. Then he looked at his watch. “Shoot. Got to get going.” He winked. “See you again soon.” 

He walked back to his car just as her two companions were rounding the corner. As he reached for the door handle, he looked back over his shoulder to watch her excitedly relay the encounter to her friends.

“Hello, Roscoe.”

He nearly leaped out of his loafer. “Jeez! You scared me.”

“Get in. We need to talk.”

“Now?” He looked around as though hoping someone might come to his rescue.

“Yes. You can talk to me or to the police.”

Roscoe opened the door and got in. He really didn’t have a choice.
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A small town in Texas seemed like an unusual place for Ian Davis to live. He had gone to law school at Stanford in California and went straight to work for his father’s firm. Corporate law held no interest for young Mr. Davis, so he soon left the firm for a job with Legal Aid. It paid the bills and kept him busy. Too busy for much of a social life.

A holiday trip to see his grandparents in Maycroft changed everything. That’s when he met newly-divorced Sandra Berrie and fell in love with her big heart and playful spirit. When they talked of marriage, she dug her boot heels in and refused to leave her hometown. That’s how Ian ended up working for the biggest little law firm in northeast Texas. The partners loved the fact that he was willing to handle the pro-bono cases they were required to take. 

Before long, he and Sandra and three dogs and two cats had made a nice life for themselves. 

When Deena left the salon, she sat in her car and returned Ian’s call. 

He answered on the first ring. “I’m glad you called. How have you been?”

“Fine.” She knew he hadn’t called to check on her health. “What is it, Ian? Is it Sandra?”

“Yes.”

Deena gasped, alarmed something had happened to her friend.

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing bad. I’m just a little worried about her.”

She let out her breath. “In what way?” 

“I don’t know if she told you, but we’ve been going to a fertility specialist in Dallas.”

“I’m her best friend. Of course she told me.” She shook her head. Men were so clueless.

“I don’t know if it’s the pills she’s taking or what, but she’s been acting really strange lately.”

He must have noticed it, too. Deena hadn’t thought about the pills and hormones being the problem. “I bet that’s what it is, now that you say it. I’m actually relieved. I thought it might have something to do with her going to that new psychic.”

“Psychic?” 

She could hear the alarm in his voice. Hopefully, she hadn’t given away a secret. “Um, didn’t she tell you?”

“No. But I’m definitely going to talk to her about it. You know how superstitious she is already. She doesn’t need some quack putting a bunch of mumbo jumbo in her head. Look, I need to go. Will you just keep an eye on her for me? Let me know if you notice anything wrong?”

“Will do.” She assured him that he had nothing to worry about and that she would be in touch. But after hanging up, a feeling of dread washed over her. Not only was she concerned about Sandra’s wellbeing, she was worried she might have broken a trust. Women don’t tattle on their girlfriends.

But for now, she had bigger fish to fry. The pawn shop owned by Councilman Fisk was about ten minutes away. She wanted to get there before noon in case he might leave for lunch. 

As she put her car in reverse, a strange man drove by in a paneled van. He wore sunglasses and a ball cap pulled down low on his face. It was much too overcast to be wearing dark glasses. He might as well have had a sign on the side of his vehicle that said, Creepy Stalker. She waited for him to pass and then pulled out to catch up with him. She scribbled his license plate number on her notepad, unsure if the second number was a three or an eight. Before she could get a good look at it, he turned the corner and sped off down Butler Road. 

She continued toward the pawn shop. Surely, someone would report that vehicle to the police. There’s usually at least one officer patrolling this area at all times. That thought made her check her speed. She tapped the brake pedal to slow down. 

Several cars were parked in front of the pawn shop when she pulled up. Hopefully, Fisk would be there. She stepped around two riding lawn mowers on display in front of the door and walked in.

She had never been to a pawn shop before and expected it to be like the ones she saw on TV. The inside was bigger than she had imagined, rows of shelving filling much of the space. An attractive woman in her mid-forties sat on a stool behind a long glass case filled with handguns. 

A young man held one of the pistols and examined it like a watchmaker valuing a fine timepiece. Another customer with a toddler in tow strolled down a row of small appliances. A door leading to an office area stood propped open. There was another salesman inside eating a sandwich and watching a small television. Fisk was nowhere in sight. 

Deena walked to the counter and waited for the saleswoman to greet her. After waiting, she finally said, “Excuse me. I’m looking for Mr. Fisk. Is he here?”

The woman pushed her bright red hair back over her shoulder. “What do you want?”

Deena considered the question and the woman who asked it. By the looks of her low cut blouse, diamond bracelets, colorful tattoos, and bare ring finger, she wasn’t the kind of person Deena wanted to tangle with. “I’m Deena Sharpe. I’m a reporter for the Tribune, and I wanted to ask him some questions about his re-zoning plan.”

For some reason, the woman suddenly took interest in her. “It’s about time someone paid attention to his plan. I’m Georgia Parks.” She smiled and shot her hand out to shake. “Marty is usually here this time of day, but he left to run an errand. I’m not sure when he’ll be back. I can call him if you want.”

The man looking at firearms sneered at Deena. She had obviously interrupted the deal he was trying to make. She wondered if he were more interested in the gun or the girl. “I can come back later.” She reached into her purse. “Here’s my card. Just let him know I stopped by, will you?”

“You bet.” She slipped the card into her bra and nodded her head. 

Deena walked out the door and to her car. She reached for the seatbelt and stared down at her average-sized chest. She was glad Gary worked in an office where everyone was fully clothed.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw someone drive past. Was it that same white van? Probably just her imagination. She pulled out of the parking lot and headed south toward the neighborhood she and Gary had driven through the night before. She wanted to talk to some of the residents to see what they knew about the re-zoning proposal. Maybe they had received offers on their property. Hard to believe anyone would be interested in the area for the houses themselves. As she got closer, she looked around, trying to determine why the area was of such interest to Fisk. 

The first street was right off a small highway that headed south toward the interstate, the road most people in Maycroft took to Houston. Residents on that street were bound to hear a lot of traffic noise throughout the day and night. Deena turned onto the second street. She remembered seeing three houses in a row that seemed lit and occupied. She stopped in front of the middle one. It was as good a place to start as any. 

The old wood-framed house likely had been built in the forties. It appeared to have had a second story added sometime later. Window boxes of petunias on the front gave it a well-kept look—compared to the surrounding homes, that is. She grabbed her tote and walked up the crumbling concrete path to the front porch. 

She couldn’t help but think about Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird. Scout had stood on Boo Radley’s front porch and looked around the neighborhood in his shoes, through his eyes. She did the same thing on this stranger’s front porch. What must it have been like to live here back in the day? 

She snapped out of her daydream when she heard the faint sound of a television inside. The front window was raised, and she could see Dr. Phil’s face on the screen. The doorbell button was missing, so she knocked on the screen door. It clamored back and forth as she struck it. She waited. Not hearing any footsteps, she knocked again. Harder. 

Still nothing.

She peeked through the window and saw the top of a woman’s head sticking up above the back of a rocking chair. Her gray hair was in a bun. She had probably fallen asleep watching TV. Or maybe she was hard of hearing. Deena called through the half-open window. “Hello?”

The woman didn’t move, so Deena called again. 

Nothing. She must be sleeping. 

Deena turned to leave when something leaped off the chair, screeching and spitting. She stumbled backward as an orange cat jumped through the window and ran off the porch around the side of the house. With her hand on her chest, Deena tried to catch the breath that the scare had taken from her. 

Surely, the woman couldn’t still be asleep. Deena looked back through the window. This time, she saw the woman’s pale arm swinging slowly over the side of the chair. Something was wrong. 

She opened the screen door and turned the knob. It was unlocked. She crept toward the woman, each step creaking on the wooden floorboards. She moved around to the front of the chair and saw something she would not soon forget. The woman was dead. Strangled by a knitted scarf. The needles and ball of yarn lay resting in her lap.

The sound of someone screaming pulled out what little breath remained in Deena’s lungs. She spun around toward the front door in time to see a woman fall faint onto the front porch.

* * *
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GARY ARRIVED A FEW minutes after the police and ambulance. Deena was relieved to see him race up the front steps to where she was talking to Officer Cassidy Nelson of the Maycroft Police Department. Deena knew the female officer from their previous encounters.  

“Are you okay?” He grabbed Deena and wrapped his arms around her.

“I’m fine.” As soon as she said it, she felt her knees weaken. She leaned on Gary. “You remember Cassidy Nelson—I mean Officer Nelson.”

“Of course.” Gary reached out to shake her hand. 

Deena looked over toward the front door. A paramedic attended to the elderly woman who had fainted. The medics had bandaged her head, but she was sitting up, yammering on about Barbara and crime and the city’s neglect of its tax-paying citizens. She had identified herself as Millie Canfield, the next-door neighbor. Another police officer was taking her statement. Millie had apparently come out to check on Barbara Wilde—the victim—after she saw Deena pull up in her car and go to the door.

“Sorry about this, Mrs. Sharpe, but I just have a few more questions.” Officer Nelson positioned herself between Deena and the front door.

“Certainly.” 

She looked back at her notepad. “You said you were here to interview some of the residents for the newspaper. Is that right?”

“Yes.” Deena looked around as one of the paramedics came out of the house to go back to the ambulance.

“And if I check with Lloyd Pryor, he will verify that?”

Deena thought for a second. “Actually, no. I haven’t told him about it. I thought I would talk to a few people first to see if there was even a story here.” She squeezed Gary’s arm tighter.

“Is that usual? To work on a story without talking to the editor?”

Deena’s voice cracked as she spoke. “I—I don’t know if it’s usual or not.” 

“Hmm.” Officer Nelson made a note.

Deena looked up at Gary, and then back at the officer. “Is there a problem?”

“I’m sure you realize we have to cover all our bases in a circumstance like this.”

Deena suddenly felt as if she were a character in a movie. How could this be happening? She was the one who called 9-1-1. She had nothing to hide. Then she realized the circumstances sounded like the start of hundreds of police dramas.

A silver sedan pulled up in front of the house.

“Here comes Detective Evans. He’ll be investigating the case, I’m sure. Just tell him what you told me, and you’ll be fine.” Officer Nelson took a few steps back. “Detective Evans, this is Deena Sharpe. She found the body.” 

He nodded. “Ma’am.” He looked through the front door. “Would you give me a minute? I’d like to ask you a few questions before you leave. You can wait here, or Officer Nelson can take you down to the station where you might be more comfortable.”

Deena looked up at Gary. 

He put his arm around her. “Why don’t we go to the station? There’s no reason to stay here.”

Deena nodded just as her cell phone barked loudly. It was Lloyd. She needed to talk to him about what was going on, but now was not a good time.

Officer Nelson closed her notepad. “I’ll need you to ride with me in the squad car. You can follow us, Mr. Sharpe.”

“Oh. Okay.” He glanced at the street. 

By this time, there were two police cruisers, the detective’s unmarked car, a fire engine, and two ambulances parked in front. Deena’s SUV was blocked in. Gary had parked farther down the street in front of the neighbor’s house. He looked back at Deena. “We can come back to pick up your car later.”

They waited as two paramedics lifted the gurney carrying the neighbor, Mrs. Canfield, down the front steps. As they wheeled her toward one of the ambulances, she let out another scream.

“That’s it! That’s it! Stop!”

The officer who had been questioning her ran down the steps. “What is it, ma’am?”

“That’s the car I told you about! The one I saw last night.” She pointed a crooked finger in the direction of Gary’s red Mercedes.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, yes. That’s it!” She laid back and put her hands on her chest.

“Don’t worry. We’ll check it out.” He nodded for the paramedics to take her to the ambulance.

Gary and Deena both stared toward the street, their mouths open.  

“Is that your car?” Officer Nelson asked.

Gary nodded. “Yes. But I can explain.”

“Okay, but let’s wait until we get to the station.” She motioned toward her vehicle. “I think both of you should ride with me.”

Deena looked up at Gary. “Do we need a lawyer? Should I call Ian?”

“No,” he said. “Everything is fine. For now.”

As they followed Officer Nelson, an old Cadillac painted burnt orange and white with steer antlers tied to the front hood pulled up. 

Deena recognized it. “You’re kidding me.”

Sure enough, it was Dan Carson, the Tribune’s crime reporter who just got assigned Deena’s political beat.

“Deena?” He seemed sincerely shocked to see her there. “You’re not trying to steal my story, are you?” 

She dropped her head and waited as Officer Nelson opened the back door of the squad car.

He shook his head and whistled. “I see. You’re not stealing the story. You are the story.”

* * *
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AFTER TALKING TO HIS secretary to reschedule his afternoon appointments, there was little for Gary to do but wait. His interview with Detective Evans lasted less than ten minutes. Besides repeating several times why and when he and Deena had driven by the neighborhood the night before and what he knew about Deena’s story, there was little else he could offer about the death of Mrs. Wilde.

It was all Gary could do to maintain his composure when the detective told him they were getting a warrant to impound his car for a few days to check it for evidence. Evans assured him it was for his own protection—to clear him from any wrongdoing. 

Right. His car was his baby. It better not come back with scratches or that black powder they use for taking fingerprints. He might need Deena to pick up some more cloth diapers to use for polishing the exterior.

Deena.

As the clock ticked off the minutes, he fumbled through several magazines, not really even seeing the pages. All he could picture was Deena sitting across from Evans answering the same questions over and over. She was used to asking the questions, not answering them. Still, he knew she would be fine. She was innocent, after all. 

The front door opened and Dan Carson sauntered into the station like he owned the place. 

As a crime reporter, he probably hung out there. Gary had met him once when he and Deena were at a restaurant. He had been friendly enough, but Deena had been stand-offish. She said something about him bugged her. Gary wondered if maybe she were jealous of him and his accomplishments at the newspaper.

Carson walked over to the front desk and leaned on the counter to talk to the officer on duty. He must have said something funny or obscene or both because the woman cackled like a schoolgirl. 

They talked a few minutes, and then Gary saw the officer motion in his direction. 

Dan put his hand to his forehead and gave her a mock salute. 

Gary remembered he had done the same thing at the restaurant. Must be his signature move. As Dan approached, Gary buried his nose deeper in the pages of Sports Illustrated.

Dan sat across from him and began talking as if they were old friends. “Crazy day. Am I right?”

Gary shrugged, not taking his eyes off the magazine.

“Deena is a real go-getter. Must be hard to keep up with her.”

Gary glanced up and offered a half smile. He felt his jaw tighten. Maybe if he ignored this guy, he would just go away. The last thing he wanted was to have his name end up in the newspaper. He was determined not to take the bait.

Dan began humming softly to himself. The knot on his navy blue tie was loose. He undid the top button of his shirt, and kicked off some of the dried mud stuck to his Tony Lama boots. 

Gary tried to ignore him. Obviously, the guy was plotting his next move. What was he going to try next? Chinese water torture? 

Dan leaned forward. “So, does your wife often go around breaking into strangers’ houses?”

That did it. Gary threw down the magazine. “Look Carson, you know darn well that she was working on a story. She’s a reporter. She—” He was tempted to say more but caught himself.

“Easy, man. I hear you.” He sat back and crossed his legs. “No need to go all Rambo on me.” 

Gary stood up and walked over to the front window. He jammed his hands in his pockets as he looked out into the parking lot. The clouds were merging again and threatening to spew. It had been almost an hour since he and Deena had gotten there. What could be taking so long?

A door opened near the front desk, and Deena emerged. She looked unshaken.

Detective Evans was behind her. “Wait here a minute, and I’ll have an officer drive you home.”

“Actually, I need to get my car.”

He disappeared behind the door. Gary moved toward her. At least Carson had the decency to let him be the first to talk to his wife. 

“I’m fine,” she said, anticipating his question. She looked past Gary to Dan. “What are you doing here?”

“Hey, girl. I’m sure you know the routine,” Dan said. “I wanted to see if I could ask you a few questions.”

“You’re kidding. No comment.” She linked her arm through Gary’s and took a defiant pose.

“C’mon. Throw a fellow reporter a bone. What were you doing at the old lady’s house? Why did you break in?”

“I didn’t break in. The door was unlocked.”

Dan made a note on his pad. “You were worried about her, so you went in. You must have known the victim, right?”

“No. Yes—.” She shook her head. “No, I didn’t know her. Yes, I was concerned about her.”

His eyes twinkled. “Why?”

Gary took a step forward. “That’s all, pal. No more comments.”

Dan smiled and closed his notepad. “I thought you were an accountant. You sound more like a lawyer.” He raised his hand and saluted Deena. “See you back at the office.” He waved toward the front desk and headed out the door.

“Thanks.” Deena sat down and let out a deep sigh. “It’s weird to be on the other side of things.”

A young, fresh-faced deputy came around the corner. “Mr. and Mrs. Sharpe? I’ll drive you home.”

“We need to go back to...the scene,” Gary said. “That’s where her car is.”

“You sure you want to go back there?” 

The look of surprise on the officer’s face was unnerving. Gary was ready to get out of there. “Yes, I’m sure.” 

As they exited the building, a flash of light caught them off guard.

“Sorry, Deena,” the photographer said. “You know how it is.”

Dan was leaning against his car and nodded as they passed by.

Gary walked faster and gnashed his teeth. “Since when is the hero of the story made out to be the bad guy?”

Deena ducked into the car. “In this business, it happens more than you think.”

* * *
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DESPITE THE DREARY drizzle, the entrance to Butterfly Gardens was a welcome sight. It seemed like days since Deena left to get her hair done this morning. She never would have dreamed it would have led to her being involved in another murder case. Maycroft was such a quiet place...usually.

Hurley jumped up and performed a circus-dog twirl when they came through the door. His excitement calmed Deena’s nerves.

Gary opened the back door to let the dog outside. “You’re going to call Lloyd Pryor first thing, right?” 

“Absolutely. I just need to catch my breath a second.” She hung her coat on the wall hook and dropped her keys on the entry table. Before she could even get to the bedroom, Lloyd was calling her on the phone again.

As she answered his questions and provided the missing details of the day’s events, Deena could see Gary pacing the floor in the den. Hurley was back inside and right on his heels.

By the time she hung up, the knot in her stomach had started to unwind. 

Gary walked into the bedroom, obviously worried about what would hit the morning newspaper. “What’d he say?” 

She walked out to the den and sat on the couch. “Lloyd agreed not to run that picture of me in the newspaper. He also said Dan didn’t write anything about me in his story except naming me as the person who found the body.”

“That’s a relief.” Gary sat down in his leather recliner. “I was afraid Carson was going to make you out to be a suspect.”

“I think he was just yanking your chain at the police station.” She scratched Hurley’s soft fur. “Lloyd did scold me for not telling him about the story before I started investigating. He wants me to tell Dan everything I know about Marty Fisk, which isn’t much. Dan’s going to follow up on it.”

“Good. I’ll feel better knowing you aren’t any more involved than you already are.” He turned on the TV and found a basketball game to watch.

“But it’s my story,” she whined.

Gary shot her a look of dismay. “Are you kidding me? That’s what you’re worried about? This situation doesn’t just affect you. I have a reputation in this town. My job depends on people putting their trust in me.”

She hadn’t thought about that. Gary was her rock. Her Gibraltar. He was more dependable than a Maytag dryer. “You’re right. Sorry.”

He turned the sound back up on the game. 

It was unusual for Gary to get upset with her. She didn’t like it. Still, she wished she could help with the murder investigation for the newspaper. Until the police caught the killer—or at least had some other suspects—she was the only one under suspicion. And that was the last place she wanted to be.
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Chapter 9 
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“Can you let Hurley out?” Deena pulled the covers up under her chin. She waited, but the barking continued. When it finally stopped, she realized Gary wasn’t even in the bedroom. She could hear the shower running, and Hurley was still curled up at her feet. 

Finally she realized that the barking sound was the ringtone on her phone. She couldn’t imagine who would be calling her this early in the morning. Prying one eye open, she picked up her phone and saw that the call had come from Sandra. She sat up and shook out the weeds growing in her head. Without even listening to the voicemail, she called back.

Sandra answered, not bothering with the usual niceties. “What on earth happened to you yesterday? I can’t believe you didn’t call me! Ian is furious with you.” 

“Good morning.” Deena yawned and stretched like a house cat. “How did you find out?”

“It’s in the newspaper. Your newspaper.”

She’d forgotten about that. “By the time I got home, I was exhausted. Let me grab the newspaper so I can read the article.” She put on her slippers and hurried to the front porch. A cold blast of air greeted her when she opened the door to pick up the paper. She quickly shut it and shuffled back to get under her warm blanket. 

There it was on the front page. “Woman Found Murdered in South Maycroft Home.”

“Deena? Deena!” Sandra yelled to get her attention.

“Sorry. I’m back.” She skimmed through the article, spotting her name in the third paragraph. At least it wasn’t in the lead.

“Here. Ian wants to talk to you.”

“Deena? Why didn’t you call me when all this went down? I’m your attorney.”

She could hear genuine concern in his voice. “I didn’t need a lawyer. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“The story says you entered the house and found the body. Sounds to me like you did something. You’re supposed to let me decide if it’s wrong or not. Did they take you in for questioning?”

“Well, yes. Gary too.”

“Gary? Why?”

She proceeded to explain some of the details, including the fact that Gary’s car was impounded. As she relayed the events, she realized they sounded pretty bad.

Ian bombarded her with questions. Why didn’t she tell her editor about the story? Why didn’t she let the woman at the store call Marty Fisk? Why did she enter a private residence? These sounded like the same questions the detective asked her. 

Ian used his stern lawyerly voice. “Promise me you won’t talk to the police or the newspaper without calling me first. I’ll see what I can find out from the police. Maybe they have some suspects.”

She promised, and he seemed satisfied. 

As she hung up the phone, Gary came in from the bathroom. “Who was that?”

“Ian. He’s not happy with me—us, for not calling him yesterday. We are not supposed to talk to the police or anyone from the newspaper without calling him first.”

“Sounds like good advice. I think you should lay low and stay home today. Besides, I have to take your car.”

Deena folded her arms. “I forgot about that. I could drive you to work.”

“Not a chance.” He sat on the side of the bed to put on his socks.

“Great. It’s like I’m in prison.”

Gary spun his head around and stared.

“Oops. Hope I didn’t jinx myself.”

* * *
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SPRING IS A TIME OF renewal. A time to refresh. But spring cleaning was of little interest to Deena as she stared at her closet. Without a car to go anywhere, she debated the need to even get dressed. She compromised by pulling on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt. Closing the door of the cluttered closet, she vowed to tackle it later. For now, she had a bigger job on her mind. 

It had been ages since she had worked on restocking her booth at the Hidden Treasures Antique Mall. She occasionally stopped in for a quick dusting and visit with the owner, Janet. Being stuck in the house, she had no excuse to put the task off any longer. Like many resellers, she enjoyed buying more than selling and had accumulated a stockpile of goods to inventory, clean, and price.

Guided by a belly full of nervous energy, she opened the door to the guest bedroom where she kept all her purchases. Her reaction was mixed when she stared at the boxes, bags, and bundles she found inside. On the one hand, she dreaded the work ahead of her. But on the other, it was like shopping all over again as she spied some of the forgotten treasures. 

Hurley brushed past her, anxious to explore all the new smells that waited for his curious nose.

“Let’s get to it.” She followed him in and pulled up an old wicker chair she had purchased in the fall. She picked up a box of breakables. American and English pottery were her specialty. Carefully, she pulled out several large vases and set them on an old card table.

The last entry in her inventory book was dated in December. That was after she and Sandra had gone to the flea market in Canton. She looked over on the shelf near the window. The sight of the two Southwestern vases made her shiver. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she had investigated Carolyn Fitzhugh’s murder. She thought about her brother Russell and wished he’d return soon from Hawaii.

She recorded the amount she paid for the two pieces and removed their price tags. These two were clean inside so she didn’t need to wash them. She grabbed a baby wipe that she used to remove surface dust and goo. 

From experience, she had a good idea of the value of the vases. She filled in the inventory numbers and prices on her handmade tags and tied them on with raffia. Two down, a bunch to go. She really needed to do a better job of staying on top of this.

As she continued working, she thought about the previous day’s events. What if she hadn’t gone to Mrs. Wilde’s house? What if she had gone to Millie Canfield’s house instead? Mrs. Wilde might still be sitting in that chair waiting to be found. Bless her heart.

Deena believed that things tended to work out as they should. Maybe she was meant to show up there to find Mrs. Wilde. But the big question remained. Who would murder an old woman in her home? The story Dan wrote said the preliminary finding showed no evidence of a break in. They had contacted the victim’s granddaughter who lived in town. She had verified that nothing appeared missing from the house.

The police would be looking at friends and family for a possible motive as was usual in this type of case. Maybe the woman had money. Greed is too often the motive for murder. 

Was it a coincidence that the murdered woman lived in the exact neighborhood Marty Fisk wanted to re-zone? What was he going to do? Kill off the residents one by one? She shuddered at the thought.

A clap of thunder pulled her mind back before it had travelled too far down the road of suspicion. 

As she looked around at the progress she had made, her thoughts turned to the piles of vintage items and who might have owned them before her. Had they been passed down from family members who had no interest in owning their relatives’ old junk? After all, she did buy a lot of her inventory from estate sales. The sales were always a bit depressing, watching someone’s memories redistributed piece by piece. 

But like Gary always said about her business, it was the circle of life.

The doorbell rang and startled her and Hurley. He ran from the room barking. He might be small, but he was loud. He made a good watchdog.

Deena peeked through the hole, fully expecting to see her neighbor Christy Ann there to get the scoop on Maycroft’s latest mystery. Instead, it was Dan Carson.

She opened the door and asked him in. “Where’s your umbrella?” She took his wet jacket und hung it on the hall tree next to hers. 

“Real men don’t use umbrellas.” 

Deena rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Wipe your feet.”

He stamped his boots on the mat and dried his wet hands on his jeans. Lloyd Pryor was an old-fashioned editor and required his male reporters to wear a tie. Dan’s always seemed to hang loose around his collar. He followed her to the den. “Nice place.”

“Thanks.” She motioned to the sofa and sat down across from him. “I’m not supposed to talk to you about the murder case, you know.”

“I figured. Pryor told me to get the information you have about Marty Fisk. That’s the reason you were at that old lady’s house, right?”

“Yep. I’ll get my notes. Do you want some coffee?”

“Always.” He pulled a pen out of his shirt pocket. “By the way, I know you didn’t have anything to do with the murder.”

Deena looked back over her shoulder. “Okay.” Was she supposed to be relieved? She didn’t need his absolution. She picked up her notebook from the desk and walked back to the kitchen to get two cups of coffee. When she walked back into the den, Dan was checking messages on his phone.

He took the cup. “So, what have you got?”

She flipped through her notes. “Marty Fisk has a plan to re-zone an area on the south side of town. He wants to make it commercial property. It’s the neighborhood...I was in yesterday. He’s made the proposal three times to the city council, and all three times it’s been voted down.”

“If the city re-zones, the few remaining residences would likely have to move.” Dan scribbled some notes. 

“I would assume so. Brad Thornhill is definitely against the plan.”

Dan gulped the hot coffee like it were cool lemonade on a summer’s day. “I don’t know why he would be. That area is practically a wasteland anyway.”

Deena looked up from her notes. “There are people who live there. People who have lived there their whole lives. You can’t just run them off their property because you want to build a shopping mall or office complex.”

Dan shrugged. “Seems like a conflict of interest if he’s trying to use his position on the city council to his own benefit.”

“That’s what I thought, too.” She picked up the cup and blew steam toward Dan. “I checked the records at the clerk’s office and this is the only issue he has proposed since getting elected last May. Seems pretty determined.”

“Has anyone voted with him?”

Deena flipped to another page. “In June, Councilman Dwyer did. Since then, he has voted against it.”

Dan rubbed his chin. His scruffy beard showed the same hint of gray as his hair. “I’d be surprised if Fisk had the kind of money needed for that sort of development. I know he has some rental houses and owns the pawn shop, but developing a large property like that takes some major bucks.”

“Maybe he has investors. Anyway, I was going to check with the residents to see if he had made them offers on their property or if they were aware of his plans.” Deena took a sip of her hot coffee, wondering how Dan could withstand the heat.

“How badly do you think Fisk wants this re-zoning to happen?” He put his pen back in his pocket. “Bad enough to kill?”

“What?” Deena set her cup down and leaned in to see if he were serious. The playful twinkle in his eyes was missing. He wasn’t kidding.

“Just thinking out loud. Don’t tell me it hadn’t crossed your mind?”

Of course it had. Deena stared back at her notes. She recalled how angry Fisk was when he stormed out of the meeting. She nodded slightly, not wanting to commit to an answer.

“Is there anything else?” He thumbed the pages of his notepad.

“There’s a woman at the pawn shop. Georgia Parks. She seems more than casually interested in Fisk’s plans.”

“I’ll talk to her.” He stood up. “Thanks for the coffee.”

Deena stood up and walked toward the front door. “Will you let me know if you find anything out?”

“About Fisk?”

“And the murder.”

He flicked her a salute. “See? Even you think they’re connected.”
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Chapter 10 
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Roscoe fidgeted with his hair. He’d been wearing it slicked down so often lately that it didn’t want to go back to its usual style. 

Tonya walked into the kitchen where he was drinking a beer. “What did you do? It reeks of cologne in here?”

“I was trying to cover up the mildew smell.” He picked up the saucepan from the floor and emptied out the rainwater. Luckily, the shingles on the roof had swelled enough to quell the leak to a slow drip. 

“I thought you were going to get that fixed?” Tonya pulled the belt of her robe tighter around her waist.

“It’ll happen. They can’t repair it until it stops raining and dries out.” He didn’t want to tell her he hadn’t had the nerve to ask Marty Fisk to repair it.

“Where are you going?”

“Out.”

“Out where?”

“To the market.” He stood up and walked over to the kitchen window. It was almost dark.

“You went to the market yesterday.” Tonya took a drink out of his bottle.

“I forgot some things.” He kept his back to her. 

“Okay, but just be sure to get some more candles. And some matches. I’m going to lay in bed and watch a movie.” She got up and put her hand on his back. “See you when you get back. Hope I’m not asleep.”

He leaned down to kiss her. “Me, too.”

As she walked off down the hall, he let out a sigh of relief. Hopefully, this wouldn’t take long. He pulled out a photograph from his pocket and stared at it again. After studying the face for a minute, he put the picture back in his pocket and zipped up the front of his jacket. 

The front door creaked as he opened it, reminding him of a haunted house in an old Vincent Price movie. He jumped off the front porch onto the gravel drive, avoiding the muddy yard. He got in his car and headed south. 

The Hitchin’ Post Saloon was just a few blocks away. He pulled into a back parking spot. Thursdays were Ladies’ Night, and judging by the cars, there was a good-sized crowd inside. That would help him blend in. He waited for another car to pull up and then followed two men with cowboy hats through the front door. He quickly cased the room and headed for a table occupied by two thirty-something women. 

Just as he thought, they were more than happy to let him join them. He signaled for a waitress. She was a blond. Not the girl he was looking for. He ordered a Bud Light. Usually, he only drank imported beer, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. 

“Where are you from?” one of the women asked. She flipped her red hair back off her shoulder, revealing a tattoo of a snake crawling through a heart.

“Dallas. I’m on my way to Houston and just stopped in for a beer. I didn’t know Mayberry had such pretty women.”

“It’s Maycroft, silly, not Mayberry!” The other woman put her hand on his leg and gave it a squeeze. The white fringe hanging from her red rodeo shirt reminded him of the girls in Vegas.

“Aw shucks. I forgot.”

Tattoo woman giggled and pulled at her neckline, revealing ample cleavage. Fringe woman sneered at her. 

Last thing he needed was a catfight. “Can I get you two another beer?”

“Sure, honey.” Fringe girl let her hand slide up his leg as he stood. 

He winked. “Now don’t you go lettin’ no snake charmer take my seat while I’m gone.” 

They both giggled this time, and he escaped toward the bar. Another waitress was carrying six beer bottles to a table near the dance floor. She had brown hair but didn’t look like the girl in the photograph. 

Then he spotted her. She was behind the bar pulling draft beer from taps. Even with the melancholy look on her face, she was a beauty. He nudged his way forward until his arm rested on the well-worn, wooden ledge. 

“What can I do ya?” she asked without making eye contact. She seemed intent on wiping down the counter in front of her. 

“What do you recommend?”

Her blue eyes flashed annoyance in his direction. “Recommend? It’s a bar. You order beer.”

“Then I’ll have a beer.” He smiled and looked at her anxiously, hoping she’d smile back. 

She grabbed a glass mug and yanked on the tap, filling it until foam covered the top. “Here!” She slammed it onto the counter and defiantly crossed her arms.

“This guy ain’t giving you trouble, is he?” A surly man working the other end of the bar stared him down.

“Not yet.” She grabbed the dish towel and started wiping up the mess she’d made. 

Roscoe pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and slid it her direction. “Keep it.” He took a sip and pulled the glass away to reveal a foam mustache. “Is something wrong?” 

The girl looked at him and chuckled. “Don’t make me laugh. My heart is broken.”

A broken heart? That reminded him of Tattoo and Fringe. He glanced back over his shoulder and lifted up on his toes. Luckily, they had found two other unlucky suckers to join them. He was off the hook.

He watched as the girl at the bar with the soft brown hair and glittery blue eyes served several other men who occupied barstools. He fished for just the right words. He needed to sound caring. 

“I’m sorry about your heart. Anything I can do to help?”

“Not unless you can bring my grandmother back. She died yesterday. In fact, she was murdered.”

“Murdered?” He spit foam down the front of his shirt. That son-of-a-gun hadn’t told him she was murdered. What had he gotten himself into? He took another drink and tried to appear relaxed.

The girl looked as though she would burst into tears. 

“I’m really sorry. What are you going to do with her house...and stuff?” That sounded so lame. What a stupid question. He must be losing his touch.

As though having a conversation with herself, she began talking. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. Her funeral mass is tomorrow. I used to live with her until I saved up for my own apartment. I could move back in, but that would be creepy. To live where she was killed. It’s full of so many memories. But it’s paid for and part of the family. Then there’s my brother. He—” 

She must have realized she was spilling her guts to a complete stranger. She stopped, and her ivory cheeks flushed to a soft pink. 

He smiled. “It’s fine. I’m sure things will work out.”

Nodding, she took another order.

As much as he wanted to stay—to take her in his arms and comfort her—he knew he needed to leave. Tonya would be suspicious. He chugged the rest of his beer and made his way to the door. Looking back over his shoulder, he made a promise to himself. If things didn’t work out with Tonya, he would be going to Mexico without her.

Instead, he would be taking Katy Wilde.
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Chapter 11
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Gary was like a bull in a china shop when it came to Deena’s antique booth. She only trusted him to load boxes of collectibles into her car with her walking right next to him, reminding him to set them down gently. She had filled eight boxes to take to the booth. 

Luckily, Gary had gotten a ride to work from a co-worker who also lived in Butterfly Gardens, telling him his car was in the shop. It wasn’t exactly a lie. There was probably a shop at the police station where they dusted for fingerprints and searched for hair and blood evidence. Her husband kept his car immaculate, unlike Deena, so they probably wouldn’t need as long to examine it.

Before going to her booth, she needed to stop by the thrift shop to talk to Sandra. Besides checking up on her for Ian, she wanted to talk to her about the murder and Marty Fisk. 

Three cars were parked in front of the shop when she pulled into the parking lot. The promise of sun and heat had brought people back out of their houses that bright Friday morning. The streets, grass, and trees all glistened from their overnight bath. The weatherman predicted sunshine at least through the weekend. He was an optimist.

Sandra was laughing with a customer who was trying on vintage hats. It was good to hear her laugh. Maybe she was in better spirits. 

“Hey there. Glad you stopped by.” Sandra glanced around to see if anyone needed her help, then motioned for Deena to follow her to the storeroom. Sandra’s eyes widened. “When you left here Wednesday, I thought you were going to the pawn shop. What happened?”

“I did. Fisk wasn’t there, so I drove over to the neighborhood.” 

“I’m so glad you’re okay, but I can’t believe there’s a killer running loose in Maycroft. Wait here.” Sandra went to the counter to check out several customers.

Deena looked around. Boxes of merchandise that had recently come in sat near the back door. Deena rifled through to see if there was anything interesting. She was disappointed to find they were mostly worn-out clothes.

Sandra returned for coffee. “You know what you should do? You should go see Sister Natasha. She might be able to tell you who the killer is.”

Deena put both hands to her cheeks. “Seriously? You don’t believe that, do you?”

Sandra dropped her shoulders. “How can you be such a naysayer when you haven’t even gone? You should at least go one time before you make up your stubborn, closed mind.”

“Maybe you’re right.” She didn’t want to ruffle her friend’s feathers. “As a matter of fact, I’m planning to write a feature story on her. Maybe we should go together.”

A frown crept across Sandra’s face. “I’d be surprised if she talks to you. People like her don’t really like to talk about their gifts.”

Gifts. Deena tried to sound sincere. “What exactly does she do? Does she have a crystal ball? Does she read your palm?”

Sandra’s eyes lit back up. “No. It’s really interesting what she does. Instead of tarot cards, she has a deck of regular playing cards. She asks you to shuffle, and then she places two cards down in front of you and turns three over in the middle of the table. She studies those for a minute. Then she places another one up, then another one. Finally, she turns over your two cards and has an epiphany. That’s when she tells you your fortune.”

Deena stared. She pictured the scenario as Sandra described it. Her mouth dropped open. “That’s not fortune telling. That’s Texas Hold ‘Em!”

“What? No.” Sandra shook her head. “You—”

Sandra’s cell phone rang and interrupted her protests. Her eyes widened as she spoke to the caller. “What? Who? We’ll be right there.” She ended the call. “Let me get my purse! We’ve got to go!” She ran off to the storeroom.

“Why? What’s happened?” A knot the size of Texas twisted in Deena’s gut.

“The Coleman boy, Brandon. He’s gone missing down by the river. They’re calling people to help search. We’ll take my car.”

Deena’s legs suddenly felt full of lead. Bile burned her throat. It was all she could do to make it to the car. The thought of a missing child was almost too much to bear. She had known the Colemans for years. She managed to get to the car and buckle up.

Sandra raced down Main. Sirens blared in every direction. 

Deena’s head began to clear as they bounced across the railroad tracks. Then it hit her. Something was not right. “Where are you going? This isn’t the way to the river.”

“We’re not going to the river.”

* * *
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TONYA PACED THE FLOOR. She had pretended to be asleep when Roscoe rolled into bed last night, smelling like he’d bathed in cheap beer. When she woke up to discover he hadn’t bought the candles and matches—or anything for that matter—she went ballistic.

He brushed off her anger, slamming the door behind him as he left to go back to the market. 

At least she hoped that was where he was going. She already had three appointments this afternoon, and they usually saw a handful of walk-ins. Trying to concentrate on getting her make-up properly applied was next to impossible with her hands shaking with rage. 

Here she was, stuck in Texas with a guy on the run and no money. But that wasn’t the worst of it. She was crazy about Roscoe. Besides his good looks and boyish charm, he made her feel safe. At least he used to. If he left her...

No. She couldn’t let that happen. The mascara wand slipped from her fingers and brushed across her cheek on its way to the sink.

Someone banged on the front door, much louder than usual. She heard the door open and someone calling out. Darn that Roscoe! He must have forgotten to lock it behind him. She wiped at her cheek and grabbed her shawl. She looked at the turban, but there was no time to put it on. The last thing she wanted now was for a customer to pull back the curtain.

“Wait! Wait!” She forgot about her accent. Luckily, no one was in the kitchen when she got there. Taking a deep breath, she slipped through the curtain into the parlor. Surprised, she saw one of her best customers, Sandra Davis.

“Sister Natasha. Thank goodness you’re here. I need you to come with me.”

Tonya took a step back. “Come? Where?”

Sandra’s words came in short breaths. “To the river. There’s a child missing. You have to help find him.” 

“Natasha no come. No leave house.” She shook her head and walked toward the table.

Sandra caught her by the arm. The look on her face was a mixture of terror and desperation. “Natasha. We need your help. You can do this. I know it.”

Taken off guard by the woman’s pleas, she nodded her head and followed Sandra to the door.

When they got out to the car, Tonya squinted against the bright sun. It had been days since she’d been outside. 

Another woman got out of the passenger’s seat and into the back of the car. 

Tonya got in and tried to steady her hands as she fastened her seatbelt. What was she doing? She wasn’t a psychic; she was a fraud.

“Sister Natasha, this is my friend, Deena.” Sandra pulled out and sped off toward the river. “What kind of information do you need? The boy’s name? An article of his clothes?”

Tonya’s mind was a blur. She knew she had seen this kind of search on TV or maybe in a movie. “Name.”

“Brandon Coleman. He’s about four years old. His mother was shopping at Creekside Village. Have you been there?”

Tonya shook her head. “No.” That was the first honest thing she had said in a long while. 

“There are stores and restaurants all along there. And walkways leading down to the river. But with all this rain, the water level is up. He might have...”

Tonya closed her eyes. This was serious stuff, not the pranks she and Roscoe usually played. Sure, they would put money in a woman’s purse or take some out. Once, they put in a small mouse they had caught under the kitchen sink. Occasionally, Roscoe would show up at someone’s house or office in disguise. It was easy to find their addresses when he slipped their wallets out of their purses. He sometimes went online to find information. People were such suckers.

But this was different. Her chest tightened as she tried to stop the flood of memories crashing through her head. Michael...her step-brother...just disappeared. Her hands flew up to her face as she yelled. “Stop!” 

“What is it?” Sandra turned wide-eyed toward Tonya and pressed the brake. “Do you see something?”

She hadn’t realized she’d screamed. “No. Drive.”

Sandra parked behind a pack of cars jammed behind the Rounder’s Café. Scores of people were combing the water’s edge and calling out for the boy. 

They got out of the car. Deena headed down toward the water. 

Tonya surveyed the scene, holding back tears. For a moment, she didn’t know if she were crying for Brandon or Michael. She couldn’t do this. Not when there was a life involved.

Sandra took her by the arm, more gently this time, and walked her behind the café where they had a clearer view of the water. She let go of Tonya’s arm and took a step back. 

Tonya closed her eyes. Lord, help me find this child. It was the first time she had prayed in years. She clenched her hands together and took a deep breath. As she let it out, a strange taste seemed to fill her mouth. It was sweet. What was it exactly? Cherry? Bubble gum? “Candy.” The word slipped out of her mouth.

Sandra stepped in closer. “Did you say ‘candy’?”

“Yes. Candy.”

“Are you saying you want some candy?”

“No.” Tonya opened her eyes and looked straight at Sandra. “I taste candy.”

Sandra’s brows furrowed. Then she blinked several times and her mouth gaped. There’s a candy store down the way. “Do you think Brandon’s there?”

“I don’t know.” She didn’t even bother to use her accent.

“Let’s go check.” Sandra headed back to her car. 

Tonya got in. Her mind seemed blank. She had no thoughts about whether they were on a wild goose chase. All she could think about was the sweet taste of candy overwhelming her senses.

They drove several blocks and pulled in front of Sally’s Sweet Treats. The building was old. Like many of the storefronts, this one had originally been built as a residence back before the area was zoned for commercial use. 

Sandra opened the building’s front door. The place was empty. “Brandon!” she yelled over and over. 

They headed to the back storeroom. Nothing.

Tonya’s stomach began to churn, and she felt nauseous.

Sandra opened a door leading out the back of the store. They walked down four steps to the muddy grass behind the building. 

A banging noise caught their attention. They heard a small cry like a cat’s wail. On the far side of the building was another door. Sandra bounded up the steps and yanked it open. There, in a ball on the floor of an old mudroom, was little Brandon Coleman. 

Sandra scooped him up, tears flowing down her cheeks as she carried him outside. 

Tonya stood in stunned silence. She blinked her eyes. She couldn’t believe it.

“He’s here!” Sandra yelled. 

It didn’t take long for a tearful crowd to gather around them. 

Pushing her way through was a woman who could only be Brandon’s mother. She sat in the wet sod, rocking her son and crying. The little boy squirmed, but she held him tight.

Tonya suddenly felt very exposed. Her long heavy skirt and shawl made her stand out like Rudolph’s red nose. She lowered her head and inched through the crowd toward Sandra’s car. Word of her involvement spread quickly. Just as she got into the backseat and shut the door, a wave of people came splashing toward her. She covered her face with her shawl. 

Onlookers were taking her picture with their cell phones. A police officer stretched out his arms to hold back the throng. A photographer’s rapid-fire flash was like lightning striking right in her face. Deena was talking to a man taking notes. Sandra was talking to another police officer. The squeal of the sirens seemed deafening now. 

Tonya lowered her head and squeezed her eyes shut. She was used to being gawked at on the stages of Las Vegas, but this was different. She felt like a sideshow freak. All she wanted was to get back to the safety of her little house.

Sandra and Deena got in the car, and they drove away slowly. No one spoke. They must have sensed her anxiety. When they pulled up in front of Tonya’s house, she was relieved to see Roscoe’s car parked in front. 

He came out of the house and rushed up to retrieve her. “Where have you been?” He was dressed in his street clothes and spoke without an accent.

Sandra stood by her car door. “Be gentle with her. She’s had a big day.” 

As they hurried to the house, Roscoe looked back over his shoulder. “What do you mean?”

“She’s a hero.”

* * *
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“SPILL IT,” ROSCOE DEMANDED. “What did you do?”

Tonya was emotionally spent. Her head hurt and her stomach churned. Was Roscoe going to be mad at her? It’s not like she had a choice. They practically dragged her out of the house. Slowly, methodically, she relayed the morning’s events.

Roscoe found the whole thing amusing. “A hero? That’s a laugh. If you’re a hero, I’m the Pope!”

Relief washed over her as she realized he wasn’t angry. 

In fact, he was practically giddy. “I don’t know how you did it, but this might be the greatest con of all! Imagine the publicity we’ll get. The money we’ll make. You’re a genius.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

Tonya shook her head. “But that’s just it. It wasn’t a con. It really happened.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“No, I’m serious. I think I might be psychic. For real.”

Roscoe snickered. “Get out of here. Don’t be stupid.”

“Well, how else would you explain it?”

“A lucky guess. It’s not that far-fetched to think a kid might go to a candy store. Now stop this nonsense. We have to start making plans for the customers who are going to come knocking down our door.”

The sound of cars pulling up outside drew him to the window. “Bingo. Here they come. Get in there and fix yourself up. Don’t forget your turban.” He raced to the kitchen to get the new candles to set out in the parlor.

“I can’t!” she cried and sniffed back her tears. “Not yet, at least.” 

Roscoe’s eyes blazed, but then a smile crept across on his face. “You’re right. Good thinking. Always leave them asking for more. He grabbed his jacket from the hall tree and pulled the mustache out of his pocket. Patting down his hair, he turned to her. “Go to the back of the house. I’ll take care of this.”

Relieved, she slipped behind the curtain and listened as Roscoe performed his magic. 

He opened the door and began speaking like the town crier, but with a foreign accent. “Good people of Maycroft. Sister Natasha wishes to be alone. Today, no visitors. Come back tomorrow.”

He closed the door. His sinister laughter filled the room. 

She hurried to the bedroom and began to un-Natasha herself. A hot bath might make her feel better. For the first time, she locked the door behind her. A generous amount of bubble bath turned into an ocean of fluffy clouds. She immersed herself in the hot foam, her eyes closed, cheeks flushed.

The sweet smell of jasmine filled her nostrils and took her back in time. Back to her childhood and that small Arkansas town. All she could think about was her stepbrother’s disappearance. Always in the back of her mind, today’s ordeal had moved it front and center.

She was supposed to be watching him, but she was too busy talking to a friend on the phone. She was fifteen; Michael was seven. She hadn’t heard the car. Or the door open. Or Michael cry out to her. One minute he was there; the next minute he was gone.

The police investigation turned up few leads. They concluded that her stepfather probably took him to Mexico. 

She slipped down beneath the bath water until she was completely submerged. If only she could disappear.

* * *
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AS THEY DROVE BACK to the shop, Deena was at a loss for words. Several times she started to speak, but the words stuck in her throat. Had she just witnessed magic or a miracle? She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. 

She felt the same way two years ago when she and Gary had gone to Las Vegas and watched a performance by the great magician David Copperfield. She knew what she was seeing was a trick, but she just couldn’t figure out how it worked. Maybe this “Sister Natasha” was the real deal. A woman with a God-given gift to see what others couldn’t. To know things others didn’t know.

Sandra pulled up next to Deena’s car at the thrift shop and turned to her non-believing friend. “So, what do you think now?” Her Cheshire cat grin taunted Deena.

“I guess you were right.” Deena opened the car door and got out. “I never would have believed it if I hadn’t been there myself.”

Sandra shook her head. She walked over and gave Deena a big hug. “Go home. It’s been a crazy day.”

The boxes of inventory piled on the seats and in the cargo area of her SUV suddenly seemed insignificant. She’d wait and take them to her booth tomorrow. “I think I will.” 

She got in her car and waved to Sandra as she started for home. She couldn’t wait to tell Gary what had happened. As she approached Butterfly Gardens, one thought kept circulating through her mind. This was gonna make one heck of a feature story.
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Chapter 12 
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When a person is found murdered with no obvious motive, the first place police go looking is into the victim’s family. In this case, that meant Barbara Wilde’s grandchildren—Katy and Travis. Their parents had died in a car accident ten years earlier. They had moved in with their grandmother who took care of them until they could fend for themselves.

The coroner determined that Mrs. Wilde took her last breath sometime between eight o’clock and midnight on Tuesday evening. 

Katy Wilde had a rock solid alibi. She was working her shift at the Hitchin’ Post Saloon until two in the morning. Witnesses verified her story. The other bartender had called in sick. She barely had time for a pee break, much less for sneaking out, strangling grandma, and sneaking back in without being missed.

Witnesses also described Katy as wholly devoted to her grandmother who had helped support her emotionally and financially. With Katy having no opportunity and no clear motive, the police moved on to her brother Travis. The problem was that he seemed to have disappeared.

These were the facts as Dan Carson knew them when he entered the Lucky Strike Pawn Shop late Friday afternoon. He had already filed his story about the rescue of the missing boy. As it turned out, there wasn’t much to write. Someone else would have to follow up with a feature story on the psychic.

But now, he was following his reporter’s nose for news.

The place was busy with customers who had brought in anything they could get their hands on to pawn for a little extra weekend spending money. Marty Fisk was behind the counter brokering a deal on a set of golf clubs. 

Dan recognized several of the employees, including Georgia Parks, a woman he had known since high school.

Georgia stood behind the counter, smoothing back her fiery red hair and crossing her arms. “Well, Dan Carson. As I live and breathe. I never expected to see you here in our fine establishment.” 

Dan reached in his pocket and offered her his handkerchief. “Here. Use this to wipe that sarcasm dripping out of your mouth.”

She rolled her eyes and walked up to a man who was looking at gold watches in the glass case. Without turning her head, she asked, “What are you doing here anyway? Shopping, I hope.”

“No chance. I’m here to talk to your boss.” He pulled out his notepad. 

She looked up. “About what?”

Dan snickered. “You’ll find out when you read it in the paper. You do read, don’t you?”

Georgia mouthed something obscene. 

The man looking at watches turned around and glared at Dan like a would-be assassin.

Dan put his hands up in the air and took a few steps back. Last thing he needed was a scuffle. “Whoa, buddy. We’re old friends, she and I. Save your chivalry for someone who deserves it.” 

When Dan turned around, he walked smack into a guy imitating a brick wall.

“Can I help you?” the man asked. He stood between Dan and the front door.

“I’m here to talk to Councilman Fisk.”

The hulk turned his head and whistled. “Hey Marty, this weasel needs to talk to you.”

Fisk nodded and walked toward the office. 

“Thank you for your help. And keep your eye on her,” Dan said, pointing to Georgia. “She can’t be trusted.”

As Dan headed toward the office where Fisk was waiting, he tried to recall the root of the animosity between himself and Georgia. As best he remembered, it had something to do with a high school football game and his getting caught kissing her younger sister behind the bleachers. 

“Dan Carson,” he said when he entered the office, sticking out his hand congenially.

“Yes. I know who you are.” Fisk returned the handshake. “Sit down. Are you here to ask about my re-zoning proposal? What happened to that other woman who was here the other day? He moved around the papers covering his desk, and then yelled into the store. “Hey Georgia? What did you do with that reporter’s card?”

She walked in and pulled open his top desk drawer. 

He reached in and got it. “Oh, here it is. Deena Sharpe.”

Georgia slammed the drawer shut and walked over to the doorway. She leaned on it like a character out of a Tennessee Williams play, looking sultry and foreboding.

Dan snickered then turned back to Fisk. “Deena’s not on the story anymore. I am.”

“That’s fine. So what do you want to know? I have a report here...somewhere...” He shuffled more papers. “...detailing benefits to the city.”

Dan waved his hand. “Don’t bother. I just want to ask you a few questions.”

Fisk leaned back in his chair. “Okay, then. Shoot.”

“So, you were pretty heated when you left Tuesday’s Council meeting, from what I hear.”

“Yes sir. That bunch down there is dumber than a blond girl in beauty school. Ain’t none of them have any idea how to make money—for the city, that is.”

Dan nodded his head. “Politics. Am I right? Whatcha gonna do.”

“If they would just re-zone that neighborhood on the south side—”

“The one where Mrs. Wilde was found murdered on Wednesday.”

Fisk raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, that one...then they could tear down those shacks and build an office complex or a factory or a shopping mall.”

Georgia was still standing in the doorway. She winked at Marty.

Dan tapped the notepad on his knee. “Those ‘shacks’ as you so kindly refer to them, are people’s homes. What’s going to happen to them?”

“Maybe you’ve heard of a little thing called ‘eminent domain.’ Sacrifice a few for the good of the rest.”

“And by the ‘rest,’ do you mean yourself? Are you planning on buying up that property for yourself?”

Fisk sat up straight in his chair. “Is that any of your business?”

“It’s the city’s business if a councilman has a conflict of interest.” The tension in the room was thicker than quicksand. 

Marty took a deep breath, his eyes blazed. “If you’re implying—”

“I’m not implying anything, Marty. Calm down.” Dan shuffled in his chair. “Let’s get back to Tuesday’s meeting. You left mad that they wouldn’t approve your proposal, is that right?”

Marty unclenched his teeth. “Yes.” He glanced at Georgia.

“So where were you around ten o’clock on Tuesday night?”

Fisk slammed his fist on the desk. “What are you, a reporter or a cop?”

“I’m just asking questions. Don’t get excited. I assume you were in bed sleeping.” Dan nodded toward the picture on the wall of Fisk with his wife and two kids.

“That’s right.” He practically growled the response.

Dan tossed a glance at Georgia, and then asked, “With whom?” 

Fisk jumped from his chair. “Get out! Get out of here! I’m calling your boss! Somebody get me that man on the phone!”

Dan didn’t hesitate as he hurried to the front door. He turned around to wave a salute to Georgia just as the hulk came charging toward him. He was out the door and into his Cadillac faster than a jackrabbit on speed. “You may be fast, but us weasels are faster,” he called out.

As he drove away, he felt a mixture of elation and regret. He needed more information before he went to the cops. Fisk and Georgia would never agree to talk to him again after what just happened. Right now, all he had was his gut. But if his instincts were right, he may have just found a killer.
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“C’mon, Dan,” Deena said as she checked her watch. Any more coffee and she was going to turn brown. She stared out the window of the Highway Café. It was Saturday, and she needed to get her merchandise on the shelves of her antique booth.  

An elderly couple sat next to each other in a booth across the way. The woman cut her husband’s biscuit in half and smeared it with strawberry jam. Deena smiled, thinking how that could be her and Gary someday. 

The waitress leaned against the counter with her hand on the coffee pitcher, ready to swoop in with a refill. She chatted pleasantly with a cook. 

Deena picked up the spoon and rubbed it clean with her napkin. She tried to see her face, but it was upside down. She picked up the knife.

The door swung open, and Dan trudged in, stopping to wipe his feet. “Clara, fix me up with some coffee, would you, cutie?”

She patted the side of her silver body-wave and had his cup filled even before he sat down. “What’ll you have today, handsome?” 

“Just coffee, for now. Check back in couple of minutes.” He waited for Clara to walk away before apologizing to Deena. “Sorry I’m late.” He laid his jacket over the back of the booth. “I was at the police station.”

She was all ears. “So, what’s up? And why did you want to meet outside of town?”

“Because...I didn’t know if you wanted to be seen with me.”

Deena’s squinted her eyes. “Umm, is there something I’m missing?”

He tossed back his head. “Nah. Nothing like that. It’s about Fisk and the dead woman.”

“That’s what I assumed. Have you found out anything new?” She leaned in as though they were sharing confidential military secrets.

“The cops cleared the granddaughter, Katy. Now they’re looking for her brother. Word is there might be a fairly sizable insurance policy out there.” He motioned to Clara. “Can I get a club sandwich here please?” He turned back to Deena. “You want anything?” 

“I’ll have the same.”

Clara nodded and headed into the kitchen.

Deena pulled paper napkins out of the metal holder on the table. “Have Gary and I been cleared?” She handed a stack to Dan.

“No one has come out and said it, but it’s pretty obvious you two weren’t involved. Did Gary get his car back?”

“Yesterday.”

“My guy down there did say that your husband’s car was the cleanest one they’d ever seen. Almost too clean.”

“That’s Gary. He loves his little baby.”

Dan gulped down his coffee. “Like me and my Caddy. But mine’s a pig sty.”

She lowered her voice again. “So has anybody mentioned Marty Fisk?”

“Not a word.”

“What are you going to do?”

Clara brought the sandwiches and refilled their cups.

Dan gave her a wink and waited until she returned to the kitchen. “I paid a visit to the pawn shop yesterday. I wanted to feel him out. Came away with two thoughts.” He took a big bite of his sandwich and reached for a napkin to wipe mayonnaise off his chin.

His words hung in the air like yesterday’s laundry. She couldn’t stand it. “What? Tell me.”

He glanced to the side. “Marty Fisk is up to something. He wants that property for himself. I don’t know what he’s planning to do with it, but it sure isn’t about helping the city.”

That confirmed Deena’s suspicions as well. “What else? You said you had two thoughts.”

“He’s having an affair with Georgia Parks?”

“Really? How do you know?” She chomped on a few potato chips while she waited.

He laid down the sandwich and took a drink. “Because, I saw them together. I could just tell. Also, I’ve known Georgia a long time. She’s the type to get in a man’s pockets.”

“Do you think he killed Mrs. Wilde?”

“Hard to say. He certainly has a temper. He basically threw me out of the place when he didn’t like my questions.”

That sounded like the Marty Fisk she had seen at previous city council meetings. “Are you going to tell the police?”

“Not yet. I don’t have enough to go on.”

Deena reached in her purse for her billfold. She didn’t want Dan to pay for her lunch. “I appreciate your telling me all this. You could have just called me though. You didn’t have to go to this much trouble to fill me in.”

“Actually, that’s not the only reason we’re here. I need your help.”

“Help with what?”

“With the investigation.”

Before Deena could protest, Clara walked up with a Styrofoam box for Deena’s leftovers and topped off Dan’s coffee. 

What on earth did he need her for? He was a seasoned reporter who had won several awards for their small newspaper.

Dan grabbed the check and shoved it in his shirt pocket. “Put your money away.” 

He said it with such conviction that Deena did as instructed.

“Look, if you help me out with this story, I’m gonna owe you a lot of dinners.”

“Haven’t you forgotten something?” She sat back and folded her arms. “Pryor banned me from the stories—about Fisk and the murder. Not to mention Gary and my lawyer. Why do you need me anyway?”

He pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his forehead. “Fisk is doing something wrong, and I want to catch him. It’s one thing to build a business. It’s another thing to lie and cheat in the process. We don’t need people like that running our town.”

He made a good point. Outside the window, several semi-trucks flew by on the highway. She turned back to Dan. “You really care about Maycroft, don’t you? You could get a job at a major newspaper, but you’re still here after all these years chasing down stories.” 

He put his arm over the back of the booth and smiled. “That’s ‘cuz I’m too lazy to leave.”

Deena shook her head. “You’re not lazy. I’ve seen your work. I used to think you were. Every time I’d drive by Grady’s, your Cadillac would be parked out front. But now I know.” She shook her head again. “You’re not lazy.”

He rubbed his hand against his face, seeming uncomfortable with the compliment. “No, I’m not. But, what I am is old-school. I like to work a story from the back door. When I try to go through the front, half the time they slam it in my face. Sure, I can get answers that way. But I ain’t looking for just answers. I’m looking for the true story.”

She smiled, knowing just what he meant. This was the kind of reporter she had hoped to be. Rough around the edges and not afraid to get her boots muddy.

He pointed to her. “You’re better coming through the front door than I am. They’re not smart enough to be afraid of you. Me, on the other hand, they know I’m working an angle. I like to surprise people. Catch ‘em off guard. Before they know what I’m doing, I’m done and gone. Got all the story I need.” He slapped his hand on the table.

Deena was in awe. This was the longest conversation she’d ever had with the man, yet she felt like she’d known him forever.

Dan took a gulp of coffee and waved his mug at her. “You know, you and I might make a pretty good team if I could stand being around you.”

“Around me?” Her back stiffened.” What’s wrong with me?”

“Look at yourself. Your hair is all smooth and straight. Looks like you have at least three colors going on in there.”

“They’re called highlights.” He was obviously teasing with her. She was more amused than annoyed.

“See, that’s another thing. You use big words when you write.”

“Such as...?”

“You wrote last week that the town’s Easter Egg Hunt would support philanthropic endeavors.”

Deena waved off Clara’s coffee pot. “What’s wrong with that?” 

“Honey, this town has one foot in the church pew and the other in a pile of manure. You can’t swing a dead chicken in this place without hittin’ a red-neck.” He took another drag from his cup. “There’s a lot of people trying to make Maycroft uppity, advertising boutique shops and fine dining. You know as well as I do that most of those waiters at those fancy restaurants chickened out of going into the military and are living in their mommas’ attics. Now, they’re wearing monkey suits to cover up their painted lady tattoos. They can’t pronounce the names of most of the food they’re servin’ and probably couldn’t keep it down if they were forced to eat it.”

Deena chuckled at his long-winded diatribe. “You should really write a column—or run for mayor.”

He got out of the booth and picked up his jacket. “Nah. Then I wouldn’t have anything to crank about.”

Coffee sloshed in her stomach as she slid out of the booth. “Let me talk to Gary. I’ll call you later.” She headed to the door. 

Dan stopped at the cash register. “You better not wait too long. We got us some criminals to catch.”

* * *
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IT WAS A LOT HARDER than Deena thought it would be to convince Gary that doing a couple of interviews for Dan would be harmless. She had to play up to his civic-loving nature, citing freedom of the press, It Takes a Village, and a couple of George Strait lyrics. Finally, he agreed, saying he hadn’t seen her that excited about work since she got a new overhead projector screen in her school classroom. That was back in the ‘90s.

She down-played the possible connection between Fisk and the murder, knowing it might be too much for her husband to stomach.

Her assignment from Dan was to talk to Georgia and see what she could find out about Fisk and his plan—his real plan, that is. She had already worked out a way to distance herself from Dan and the newspaper. Her strategy was to flatter Georgia into opening up. Women loved to be admired by other women.

But as she pulled into the pawn shop parking lot late that afternoon, Georgia was pulling out in her yellow Mini Cooper. Deena turned her car around and debated what she should do. She still hadn’t made it to the antique mall, and glass items were clinking around inside their boxes. 

At the last second, Deena decided to follow Georgia. She knew the woman lived in a townhouse on the north side of Maycroft. That’s probably where she was going. Out of the corner of her eye, Deena noticed something. Parked at the Palm Parks motel was a white van just like the one she had noticed the other day. Could it be the same one? She didn’t have time to stop and find out.

Georgia stopped at a streetlight, leaving Deena no choice but to pull up behind her. She grabbed her sunglasses and cell phone, lowering her head as though she were deep in conversation. 

A few blocks later, Georgia parked and went inside Gail’s Nails. 

Deena pulled into a space near the side of the building and waited as two minutes clicked off her watch. She got out of the car and went inside. Georgia wasn’t at any of the nail stations. On the sign-in book, she had written “pedicure” next to her name. Looked like Deena would be getting her toes done.

As the nail girl led her to the back, Deena motioned toward the empty chair next to Georgia’s. 

Luckily, Georgia had her nose buried in a magazine and didn’t look up until Deena nearly turned over the large tub of hot wax. 

Deena sat down and reached for the chair’s remote control. Smiling, she looked toward Georgia. “I just love these massage chairs, don’t you?”

Without looking up, Georgia gave a quick nod of her head.

Deena thought she sounded like one of those antsy passengers you get stuck next to on an airplane. She turned on the massage action, and a giant ball began rolling up and down her back. When she hit another button, the chair began to vibrate. She set down the remote before she could do any more damage. The roller on her back caused her to sway a little to the front and back. She slid her feet into the hot, soapy water. It was her first pedicure of the season. Her last one had been in late fall when sandal weather blew out of Texas. 

She needed to get Georgia’s attention. Start up a conversation. “Come here often?” The words came out like gunfire as Deena’s teeth chattered from the chair’s vibration.

Georgia looked up from her magazine and then over at Deena as if she had two heads. 

That was stupid. This wasn’t a bar. She reached back and randomly started mashing buttons on the remote. The vibrating stopped, although the rolling seemed to intensify. She tried again. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” Great. Another pick-up line.

Georgia twisted around to look at Deena straight on. “I don’t think so.” She flipped the pages of her magazine loudly.

Deena tried to calm herself by taking a few cleansing breaths. The girl working on her toenails seemed intent on digging out her cuticles with an ice pick. At least that’s how it felt. All the back and forth motion was making her dizzy.

“Didn’t I meet you at the pawn shop the other day? I remember that beautiful red hair of yours.”

Then Georgia smiled as she looked back at Deena. “Are you that reporter?”

“Yes. I’m Deena Sharpe. I’m not really much of a reporter, though. I just got bumped down to features.”

Georgia took the bait. “Too bad. Dan Carson came by yesterday. He’s a first-class jerk. I can’t believe I ever dated him.”

“Tell me about it. I mean...about him being a jerk. You’d have to be crazy to go out with him.” Oops. Wrong thing to say. 

Georgia turned back to her magazine.

Deena lowered her eyes. The foot warrior had pulled out the extra-large cheese grater and was determined to extract a pound of flesh from Deena’s feet. What does she do, work out before coming here? Lighten up, lady. She clenched her teeth, wondering if that was a drop of blood she saw floating in the water. 

Finally, it was time for the lotion massage. Deena snickered at the girl. Too bad for you I haven’t shaved my legs since a Bush was president. Serves you right.

As if the magazine were trash, Georgia tossed it on the floor and leaned back with her eyes closed. 

Deena thought a minute, and then tried again. “I can’t believe you dated Dan. He’s looks to be twice your age.”

Georgia opened her eyes and cocked her head. “We all make mistakes.”

Deena started to ask if she were seeing anyone now, but realized she might end up engaged to the woman if she weren’t careful. She took a different approach. “I was really looking forward to talking to your boss, Councilman Fisk, about his re-zoning plan. I think it sounds like a terrific idea.”

“Really? It’ll make a fortune, you know.” 

She was back on the hook. Now all Deena had to do was reel her in and throw her in the boat. Just then, a wave of nausea came over her. Between the boat rocking motion and the girl banging her fists up and down Deena’s calves, she felt seasick. It was all she could do not to lose her lunch right there in the footbath. She must have turned green because the nail girl reached up and turned off the massage chair. 

“What color?” the girl asked.

Deena realized she had forgotten to choose a polish before she sat down. That was a big no-no when it came to pedi-etiquette. “Just use whatever you have in your drawer.” She turned back to Georgia who was admiring the lime green polish being applied to her toes. 

“Bold color choice,” Deena said.

Georgia tossed her red hair off her shoulder. “I’m a bold woman.”

“What do you think they will build on that property if the city re-zones? I’d love to see an outlet mall there.”

“Build? Nothing is being built. He’s—” Georgia clamped her mouth shut, and her neck turned the color of her hair. 

Her toenails were finished and the girl sprayed them with a fast-drying aerosol. 

Georgia quickly slipped on her sandals, seeming to use the interruption as an excuse to end their conversation. “Sorry. I have to get back to work.”

It was Deena’s turn to stare with her mouth gaped open. What had Georgia meant? What was she hiding? Wasn’t Fisk planning to build on the property? The woman had been close to spilling the beans. Deena needed to get out of there and call Dan. 

Looking down at her feet, she did a double-take. Staring back were ten little piggies dressed in fluorescent purple party clothes. Deena glared at the girl. To add insult to injury, she’d have to leave the shop wearing yellow foam thongs since she’d left the house wearing loafers. She couldn’t go to her booth wearing those. 

As she waddled to the front door, she grimaced at her predicament. How on earth did Miss Marple manage to solve all those crimes without humiliating herself?
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Chapter 14 
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As usual, Roscoe was right. The buzzer rang non-stop on Saturday as women lined up and down the street in front of the house waiting to have their fortunes told by Sister Natasha. 

After just a few hours, she had a booming headache. Roscoe had bought scented candles by mistake, and the smell was overpowering. Still, it was worth it. At forty bucks a pop per customer, they were making a fortune. 

At around two o’clock, Tonya ate a ham sandwich and washed it down with a beer. To get the alcohol smell out of her mouth, she went in the bathroom to brush her teeth. Her make-up still looked good. 

“Are you ready?” Roscoe asked just as she was spitting out the toothpaste.

“Sure.” She wiped her mouth and applied a quick swath of lipstick. As she walked into the kitchen to stand in her place behind the curtain, she heard Roscoe talking to the latest customer.

His usual short responses seemed longer. 

Wondering if something was wrong, Tonya peeked through the slit in the curtain to see who was on the other side. Far from the frumpy women who usually came to see her, this girl wore tight jeans with rhinestones on the pockets and a pearl-snap shirt. She had dark, wavy hair that fell past her shoulders. 

Was Roscoe actually smiling at her? Tonya rankled when she saw him offer his arm and escort her to the table. What a jerk! Her first thought was to bust through the curtain and smack him in the head. When he called her name and headed her way, she stopped. 

“Who is that?” Tonya whispered as he came around the corner.

“Why are you standing here? That was your cue!”

“Were you flirting with her?” Tonya’s eyes sparked as she glared at him.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he replied, pushing her into the room.

Instead of her usual sweep, she walked slowly, eyeing the young girl who seemed lost in her own thoughts. When Tonya sat down, she noticed tears winding their way down the girl’s cheeks.

She spoke her scripted line. “You come see Sister Natasha. Why?”

The girl sniffed and dabbed her clear blue eyes with a tissue. 

Tonya couldn’t believe those were her real lashes. Nothing moved and nothing smeared. 

“I’m here about my grandmother. She was...murdered a few days ago.” The word stuck in her throat. “I want to know if you can tell me who killed her.”

Tonya hesitated. This was not the kind of question she was expecting. Murder? In this po-dunk town?

“What name?” Tonya heard a soft gasp from the other side of the curtain. She knew Roscoe would be mad, but she didn’t care.

The girl wrung her hands in her lap. “My name or my grandmother’s?”

“Both.”

“My name is Katy Wilde. My grandmother is—was—Barbara Wilde.”

Tonya used her thickest accent. “You have boyfriend?”

Katy’s eyes widened. “Yes. Why? Are you saying he killed my grandmother?” Her hands began to shake and her words came out in short gasps.

“No. Maybe.” Tonya realized she had the perfect chance to scare Roscoe away from this girl. “He mad at grandmother?”

Katy caught her breath. “How did you know? He wasn’t mad, but he was upset.” She leaned in closer as though sharing a secret with her best girlfriend. “He’s married, you see. And my family is Catholic. My grandmother was super Catholic, if you know what I mean. She would never approve of me marrying a divorced man. That’s why we had to keep our relationship a secret. That, and he didn’t want to tell his wife until I was free to be with him.”

There were so many things Tonya wanted to ask her, but she couldn’t. Like, why would someone as gorgeous as you waste your time with a married man? Or, why hasn’t he just left his wife if he really loves you? And, especially, are you sure he didn’t kill off granny so he could marry you?

Tonya considered her options. She had no idea who killed Katy’s grandmother, but she might as well put the girl on the right track just in case it was the no-good cheater. She placed the deck of playing cards in the middle of the table. “Mix.”

Tonya could feel Katy watching her intently as she went through her mumbling routine. When she revealed Katy’s two cards, she caught her breath and shook her head. “Natasha see man. No face. Natasha see...” She realized she forgot to ask Katy how her grandmother died. She’d have to wing it. “Natasha see evil man. Run! Run away from evil man!” She blew out the candles and covered her face with her hands.

The tears began to flow. “What else? Do you see anything else? Who is this man?” Katy grasped the sides of the table and rocked its wobbly legs.

“Natasha sees no more. Go. Go!” 

Katy got up and headed to the front door. She stopped and turned back to Tonya. “Thank you, Sister Natasha. Bless you.”

Like a shot in the dark, Roscoe was around the curtain and into the room, eyes blazing. “What was that about?”

Tonya stuck out her chin defiantly. “I heard you talking to her. I saw the way you looked at her.” 

“You’re crazy. I was just doing my job.” The buzzer rang at the door.

Tonya stood up and brushed past him back to the kitchen. “So was I.”

When she was safely behind the security of the curtain, her knees grew weak. She couldn’t risk losing Roscoe and being left alone again. She would do whatever it took to hold on to him.
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Chapter 15 
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Western bars were not really their scene. Deena and Gary preferred having a nice glass of wine at a quiet restaurant on a Saturday night. But Deena used her power of persuasion to convince Gary that going to the Hitchin’ Post Saloon was part of her research for the story she was working on with Dan. 

He reluctantly agreed to go, saying he could at least keep his eye on her that way. Otherwise, she’d end up going with Sandra, and he knew how the two of them could manage to get in trouble when left to their own devices. 

Dan had been intrigued by the bit of information Deena had managed to wrangle out of Georgia. It confirmed that Fisk’s plan was self-serving and not for the good of the town. Now they needed to talk to Katy. Knowing Mrs. Wilde’s granddaughter would need the kid glove treatment, he left it to Deena to arrange a time to meet with her. 

After talking it over with Gary, Deena thought it would be better to catch Katy at work rather than just showing up at her house. Katy couldn’t slam the door in her face in a public place.

Saturday evening, Deena felt like she was back in college when she and her friends would go out dancing. Piles of shoes in the back of her closet had somehow multiplied. She spied the tops of her dusty cowboy boots and pulled them out. They were turquoise and brown with pointy toes and had the smell of rich leather. 

Normally, she would wear a western skirt, white blouse, and fringed shawl. She had a favorite concho belt that looked great with her silver jewelry. She had last worn that outfit to Billy Bob’s in Ft. Worth to celebrate Gary’s birthday. However, it was much too fancy for the Hitchin’ Post. Besides, she knew whatever she wore would reek of cigarette smoke by the time she got home. She opted for a pair of jeans and a tunic instead. She had an old suede jacket that might still fit. 

Gary called from the garage where he kicked dried mud off his boots. “You ready?” 

“Yes. What do you think?” She performed a clumsy ballet twirl.

He cocked his head. “Are you sure that jacket still fits?” 

The smile fell from her face. “Thanks for the compliment. I didn’t want to wear my red raincoat.” 

“I’m sorry. You look great. Now let’s get going.” He smacked her bottom as she walked past.

They were early enough to find a dirty, but open, table. Gary carried off the empty beer bottles as Deena grabbed a wad of napkins to wipe off spilled beer and peanut shells. She thought about the days when they were more likely to just put the dirty stuff on the floor and wipe the table with a sleeve. Their age was showing.

Gary sat down and looked for a waitress. “Should we wait, or should I go up to the bar?” 

Deena leaned over to hear him above the sound of Willie Nelson blaring through the speakers. “Let’s wait. I can ask the waitress to point out Katy Wilde.”

After a few minutes of checking out the crowd, a girl in cut-off shorts and boots walked up to their table. “What can I get you?” She tugged at the red-checkered blouse tied around her mid-section. 

“A couple of Coors Lights,” Gary said.

“We only have Budweiser. Bud Light okay?”

He nodded and she pranced off to the bar. Gary rolled his eyes. “Nice place. We should come here more often.”

Deena gave him a shot to the arm. “Relax. We might as well have fun.”

“Fun would be sitting at home watching a basketball game or going to the movies.” 

She agreed. If it weren’t for her interest in talking to Katy, she’d probably be curled up in her pajamas and watching a movie in the bed with Hurley. 

The waitress returned with their drinks. She leaned down a little lower than necessary toward Gary. “Do you want to pay for these now or start a tab?”

Without checking with Deena, he reached in his pocket and pulled out some cash.

Deena motioned to the waitress. “Can you tell me where to find Katy Wilde?”

“Sure, she’s behind the bar. There.” She pointed to a pretty brunette.

Deena studied the young woman for a moment. Several groups of people walked in and obstructed her view. She leaned toward Gary. “It’s just going to get busier. Maybe I should go talk to her now.”

“Good idea.”

Deena picked up her bottle and weaved her way through the tables. There was an open stool at the bar, so she grabbed it. 

As she sat down, the man next to her turned and gave her an exaggerated eyeing, checking her out from head to toe. “Well, aren’t you the handsomest woman in these parts.” His voice boomed, and several other patrons turned to look. His rancid beer breath nearly knocked her off the stool. 

Annoyed at the attention, Deena shot him her best brush-off face and fixed her eyes on Katy, hoping telepathy would make the girl look her way. 

Katy worked quickly and quietly, filling orders as the waitresses called them out over the din.

“Buy you a beer?” Slim Pickens obviously didn’t get the message. 

Deena held up her left hand and jiggled her wedding ring with her thumb. 

He flopped his arm across her shoulder. “Oh, you’re married! That doesn’t stop us from getting together around here! Does it, Katy?”

The girl’s eyes shot daggers, and she nodded to someone standing off to the side of the room. As quick as lightning, a burly man grabbed Slim by the shoulders and escorted him to the door. Deena heard a bit of discussion about calling for a ride. Then they were gone.

“Sorry about that,” Katy said as she wiped the bar in front of Deena.

“Thanks. Not your fault.” Deena didn’t want to waste any time. “Are you Katy?”

“Yes.” She crinkled her face. “Do I know you?”

“No. I’m Deena Sharpe.” She reached her hand across the counter, and Katy gave it a shake.

“Your name is familiar, but I can’t think of where I’ve heard it.”

Deena leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I work for the Tribune. I’m the one who found your grandmother.” 

Katy covered her mouth and stood motionless.

Deena knew she had to talk fast before she got the boot and ended up on the pavement with Slim. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Really.” She shook her head sympathetically. “I was hoping to talk to you in private. I’m anxious to find out who killed your grandmother.” 

Deena was prepared for three reactions. One, Katy might blow up at her for sticking her nose in. A possible sign of guilt. Two, she might be angry, blaming Deena. A stage of grief. Or three, she might agree to meet with her, desperate to find some answers. 

Luckily, it was the third. Katy regained her composure and nodded toward the end of the bar. 

Deena stood up and glanced over at Gary who was watching her every move. She walked over to Katy.

“I’m off tomorrow. I’ll be at my grandmother’s house all afternoon. Come by then.”

Deena smiled, nodding in agreement. She headed out the door with Gary on her heels.

“Leaving so soon?” Gary mocked as they walked toward the car. 

“I did it. I got her to agree to talk to me. I’m meeting her tomorrow afternoon.”

“Great.” He opened her door and bowed as though welcoming a princess into his carriage. “The night’s still young, though. Want to go to a movie?”

“Sure. As long as it’s not a comedy. I’m in the mood for a good mystery.”
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Chapter 16 
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As soon as she walked in the door after church, Deena pulled off her slacks and heels and headed for the bedroom. “I thought Rev. Marino would never quit today. I can’t even imagine what he’s planning for Easter.”

Gary picked up the TV remote, a move that was almost mechanical when his feet hit the hardwood floor of the den. “I think in the spring he feels like he has to make up for cutting services short in the fall so everyone can get home in time to watch the Cowboys.”

“Maybe so. Would you mind making us a couple of sandwiches? I want to hurry up and get over to see Katy. And remember, you’re not the sandwich-Picasso. Just slap everything on there and be done with it.” 

It must be true that opposites attract. Gary was neat and deliberate in everything he did. His extreme attention to detail made him an accountant extraordinaire, but Deena often found it tedious to wait for him to complete a simple task like brushing his teeth or sorting the laundry.

Since the dark skies had finally cleared, it was warm enough for crop pants. Pulling them out for the first time was a spring ritual, much like planting petunias or changing the batteries in the smoke alarms. 

Inside what would have been a walk-in closet if it hadn’t been piled high with boxes of who-knows-whats, colorful blouses tempted her, but none matched the purple toenails sprouting from her sandals. She wondered what the inside of Georgia Parks closet must look like. Obviously, Deena wasn’t as bold a dresser. She finally decided on a white top and her khaki pants. She looked in the full-length mirror. All she was missing was a My Little Pony doll.

She scarfed down her sandwich, offering her compliments to the chef. After a quick peck on Gary’s cheek, she was off to do some real investigative work. 

Barbara Wilde’s street seemed even more depressing than when she had been there a few days earlier. Lawns that should have been covered in new growth were brown and muddy. Dead branches were cracked and hung from the trees with no new buds popping out. Clouds appeared out of nowhere and cast shadows over the houses. 

Deena parked and went up the steps to the front door. She shivered as a deja-vu moment came over her. The door was open this time, though, so she peered through the screen to see Katy sitting on the floor cross-legged surrounded by photo albums. Deena called her name, and the girl jumped.

“Oh, it’s you.” She got up and walked over to unlatch the screen door. “Come on in.”

The rocking chair where Deena had found Mrs. Wilde was noticeably gone. 

Katy seemed to read her thoughts. “I had the police get rid of it.”

Deena nodded and took a seat on the floral sofa as Katy plopped back down on the floor. 

Deena felt a sneeze coming on. “Ah-ah-choo!”

“Bless you.”

“Does a cat live here?” she asked, digging in her purse for a tissue.

“No, but sometimes Mrs. Canfield’s cat comes in through the open window.”

“I see.” She wiped her nose. “What are you working on?”

“I’m supposed to be boxing up Gran’s stuff to be thrown out or given to charity. I just can’t seem to make myself do it.” She ran her hand lightly across the books surrounding her. “So many memories.”

A lump knotted in Deena’s throat. She remembered when she lost her own grandparents. “It’s only been a few days. Maybe you should wait a while to tackle it.”

“I wish I could. It’s just that my brother is pressuring me to sell the place. He’d have it sold tomorrow if I let him.”

Deena remembered what Dan had said about the police not being able to find Katy’s brother. “Does he live in town?”

“No, he lives outside of Houston. The only thing he seems to care about is the money. He’s always got money problems.” She pulled up a cardboard box and began stacking the albums inside.

Deena saw her opening to bring up Fisk. “I don’t want to sound rude or anything, but this house—in this neighborhood—I doubt you could make much money selling it.”

Katy shook her head. “That’s what I thought. But Gran told me someone had offered her a lot for it not that long ago.”

“Did she say who the buyer was or what would happen to the house?” 

“It was through a realtor. Apparently, it was a businessman who had already bought some of the other houses in the area.” 

Deena’s pulse quickened. “Why didn’t she take the offer?” 

“My grandmother was born in this house. She got married here. She wanted me to raise my children here. She’d never sell it.” Katy walked up to an oak hutch and opened the doors. A mishmash of old dishes stared back at her. She put her hands on her hips and sighed.

Old dishes were right up Deena’s alley. She would keep her eye out for anything collectible and let Katy know its value. She picked up a couple of boxes and walked over to help. “Do you have any newspaper?” 

Katy pointed to the kitchen table. 

Deena took the lead and started wrapping plates in paper and putting them in the boxes. 

Picking up a chipped cup, Katy studied it for a moment and then wrapped it up. 

They worked without talking for several minutes before Deena broke the silence. “Have you come up with any ideas about who may have killed her?”

The question hung in the air for a long moment. “Just one. And I can’t believe I’m even thinking about it.”

“Who is it?” 

“My...boyfriend.” Just as she said it, a teacup fell from her hands and smashed at their feet. “Oh dear!”

“Don’t move,” Deena said, looking down at Katy’s bare feet. “Where’s a broom?”

“In the kitchen.” 

Deena found a closet and got the broom and dustpan. She swept up an area next to Katy so she could step away and get her shoes. A small shard of glass had stuck in her ankle and was bleeding. “You go take care of your foot, and I’ll take care of this,” Deena said.

As she swept, a creaking noise drew Deena’s attention back toward the kitchen. She walked in to see a man coming down the narrow wooden staircase. Maybe this was the boyfriend.

“Who are you?” he asked, stopping before getting to the bottom step. Luckily, he was wearing tennis shoes along with his jeans.

“Be careful, there’s glass.” She emptied the dustpan in the trashcan. “I’m Deena. And you are...”

“Where’s my sister?” 

So, this was the brother.

“I’m here,” Katy said, coming from around the corner. “Deena Sharpe, this is my rude brother, Travis.”

“Whatever,” he said, leaning against the handrail. “What’s going on down here?”

“She’s helping me pack.” Katy folded her arms as if daring him to say something back. 

“I have to finish getting dressed. Hope there’s something to eat here.” He turned and clomped back up the stairs.

“Sorry. I can’t seem to get away from inconsiderate men. Except for Ned.” As soon as she said the name, she caught her breath and the color drained from her face.

Deena picked up on the situation immediately. “Is Ned married?”

Katy shook her head.

Deena motioned toward the table. “Let’s sit down and have a glass of iced tea.” 

Katy followed her. “There’s a pitcher in the refrigerator.”

“As there should be in every southern home.” She pulled out the pitcher. “Is it sweet or unsweet?”

“It’s sweet.”

“Just the way I like it.” Turning her back, Deena opened a cabinet looking for glasses. She used that moment to pull out her cell phone and send a quick text message to Dan. “Brother here.”

She filled the glasses with ice and carried them to the table. “So where do you want to start? With the possible killer or with the boyfriend?”

Katy took a gulp of tea and looked sheepishly over the top of her glass.

Deena set her glass down and crossed her legs. “Tell me.”

“I don’t know why I’m telling you anything. I just met you. But I have no one else to talk to, and you said you wanted to help.”

“I do. I’ll be honest. I’m a journalist, and I’m working on this as a story. But I found your grandmother dead—in this house—in my own town. I want to find the killer as much as you do.”

“But my secrets...”

“Everyone has secrets. I’m not going to reveal anything that isn’t important to the case. I’m not a cop.”

Tears dripped from Katy’s eyes as she stared into Deena’s. She must have found trust there because she began to open up. “I went to that psychic. Sister Natasha. I told her how my grandmother was Catholic and wouldn’t approve of me marrying a divorced man. She looked at the cards and said that he may have killed Gran to be able to marry me.”

Deena was confused. “So is he married or divorced?”

“He’s still married. He’s waiting to get divorced until I agree to marry him.”

Deena tilted her head sympathetically and started to speak, but Katy interrupted.

“I know how that sounds. Like he was just playing me. But it’s not like that. He loves me.”

Wanting to lecture her on the evils of dating married men, Deena decided to bite her tongue. “And Sister Natasha said he murdered your grandmother?”

“Well, not exactly. She said it was a man and implied that it could be him.” 

Deena remembered what Kristy had said at the salon. “I thought all she did was tell customers their fortunes. Told them what would happen in the future.”

Katy shrugged her shoulders. “Not with me.”

Even after witnessing Natasha find the Coleman boy, Deena still had some doubts about her psychic powers. In this case though, she might be right. “It sounds like Ned—I mean your boyfriend, could have a motive. Do you think it’s possible he did it?”

“That’s the thing. He’s not like that. He’s sweet and gentle. I couldn’t imagine him just showing up and strangling her with her own scarf.” She rubbed her face. “He’s an accountant. He plans everything right down to the last dot and diddle.”

Deena stifled a laugh. She knew exactly what the girl meant. “Still, you need to tell the police your suspicions.”

Katy’s brown eyes doubled in size. “I can’t! At least not yet.”

“Besides not wanting the affair to be public, what are you waiting for?”

“For him to pop the question. Maybe he’s just being sensitive, but when I mentioned that my grandmother’s passing meant we could get married, he didn’t want to talk about it. He hasn’t called me since then.”

The writing was like neon graffiti on the old brick wall as far as Deena was concerned. Ned had used the grandmother as an excuse to string the poor child along. Now, he was going to have to invent another delay tactic. Maybe the dog ate his homework. Regardless, Deena didn’t have the heart to suggest it to Katy, at least not without more proof.

“You don’t really believe in this psychic stuff, do you?” Deena hoped the question wasn’t too harsh.

Katy looked mournfully around the room with its cracked ceilings and peeling paint. “I don’t know what to believe anymore or who to believe in. You know, Gran said she thought this house was haunted. In the last few months she started hearing and finding strange things. A few weeks ago—”

“Ding-dong! Are you there? Anybody home?” A woman’s voice coming through the front screen door sang out through the house. 

Katy craned to see around the corner. “Who could that be? I’ll be back.” 

As she opened the front door, Travis barreled down the steps and blew past Deena toward the front door. Deena stood in the doorway of the dining room with a clear view of the den. She immediately recognized the caller.

Katy stood in front of the screen door when Travis reached around and opened it. “You must be the realtor, Charla Hicks,” he said and waved her inside.

“I am indeedy,” she chortled as she waltzed into the room carrying a brown leather satchel.

Deena couldn’t believe all that bleached hair fit through the doorway. She suddenly felt like Boo Radley standing unnoticed in the corner of the Finch’s house. It was the closest she’d ever come to being a fly on the wall. The feeling was more dizzying than a second margarita.

Katy’s face revealed a mixture of confusion and annoyance. “What’s this all about?”

Travis beamed and flashed a pearly smile. “She’s a realtor. We have an offer on the house!”

Katy scoffed. “An offer? I didn’t even know it was for sale yet?”

Making herself at home, Charla took off her jacket and threw her satchel on the sofa. She’d obviously been there before. “Who’d have imagined this was such a hot property? But I have a buyer and he’s ready to play. Let’s sit.” She sat down and was joined by Travis, whose bounce would rival an excited Tigger’s. 

Katy sat in an upholstered wingback across from them. Her sour expression took some of the glow from the room.

Charla pulled a manila folder from her bag. “Now to be clear, this offer is slightly less than the buyer offered your grandmother a few months back.”

Travis bristled. “Less? Why?” 

“Because, my dear, a woman was murdered here. That has to be disclosed. No one wants to buy a haunted house.”

“So the buyer is planning to live in the house?” Katy asked.

“I don’t know that for sure. It shouldn’t really matter though. Once you sell, they can do whatever they want, as long as the sheriff doesn’t catch ‘em!” She gave Travis a flirty wink. 

“You’re right. It doesn’t matter,” Travis said. “What’s the offer? And skip all that realtor garbage. Bottom line.”

“I just looove to see an anxious seller!” She turned to the last page of the packet. “Bottom line. One hundred thousand dollars.”

“Sold!” Travis yelled and jumped up from the sofa. 

“Wait a minute! I haven’t agreed to anything yet. I’m Gran’s executor. She’s barely been in the ground a day, and you’re already trying to cash in on her death.”

Travis kicked at the box of photo albums. “What are you talking about? That’s a lot of money for this broken down pile of lumber. Half of that is yours.”

“Have you forgotten that she made us promise not to sell the house?”

“You promised, maybe. I didn’t. What do you care anyway? Are you planning to live here?”

Katy stood up. “Maybe I am.”

Travis moved to within inches of his sister and held out his hand. “Fine. Hand over fifty thousand dollars and you can rot here for all I care.”

Katy’s mouth flopped open. 

Charla stood up and gathered her papers. “Well, it looks like you two have some things to talk over. I’ll just leave my card here on the table and wait to hear from you.” She opened the front door and looked back at the two of them staring each other down like kids in a playground scuffle. “The offer expires in three days, so don’t take too long to decide. Ta-ta.” 

The screen door slammed behind her, causing Deena to jump. She started to move out of the shadows when Travis walked toward the front door. “I’m outta here. I’ll be back when you’ve cooled down.”

“Stop! There’s one more thing.” Katy pulled her cell phone from her pocket. “I got a call yesterday from a life insurance company. Seems you took a policy out on Gran. Care to explain?”

Travis’ brow furrowed as he snarled. If it were possible for steam to come out of his ears, he could have fueled a locomotive. “I didn’t take a policy out on her. I just picked up the payments. She was going to let it lapse. I’ve spent a hundred bucks a month for the past two years paying on that thing.”

“I see. And who are the beneficiaries?”

“Beneficiary, single. Me.” He opened the screen door and bolted from the house. 

Deena rushed over to Katy and caught her by the arm, worried she was about to collapse onto the well-worn rug. Before she got her to the chair, a siren blared outside the house and lit up the room with flashes of red and blue. They both hurried back to the door.

A police car and Detective Evans’ sedan pulled up and blocked the driveway where Travis had started to back out. Trapped like a rat, he rolled down his window.

Evans walked up to the window flashing his badge. “Travis Wilde. Detective Evans, Maycroft PD. We’d like to ask you a few questions.” And in the blink of an eye, Travis was getting into the back of the squad car.

“Do you think he’s under arrest?” Katy asked.

“No. They’d have had him in handcuffs.” 

Katy glanced at her cell phone and walked back toward the kitchen.

Deena looked next door in time to see Millie Canfield hoist a baseball bat onto her shoulder and close her front door with a decided bang. Wooden bats must be the weapon of choice in this area. Deena had noticed one leaning in the corner by the back door in Katy’s kitchen.

Just as she was about to go back inside, tires squealed and a vehicle sped down the street in the direction of the police cars. It was the white paneled van.

* * *
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“YOU CALLED THEM, DIDN’T you?” Deena asked as she pulled into her garage. She wasn’t sure if she should be mad at Dan or not. 

“Yes. Had to.” 

She switched her phone from one ear to the next, hoping she’d hear a different answer. “Why?”

“That’s how it works in this business. You give them a tip. They give you one. It’ll pay off, trust me.”

“Katy thought I called the police. I convinced her it was probably her nosy neighbor. I think she bought it.” She stared at a dent in front of her on the garage wall that she had forgotten about. Gary always warned her about pulling the car in too far.

“What else did she say? Any suspects?”

Deena told him about the psychic reader, the married boyfriend, the offer on the house, and the insurance policy. “My gut says the offer was from Fisk. The realtor said the same buyer had made another offer not that long ago.”

She gave him the Cliff Notes version of the information, knowing Gary would be out to check on her any minute. Hurley—the snitch— was barking on the other side of the door to the house. “So where do we go from here?”

“I think the boyfriend is a longshot, but we should try to check him out. Can you get his full name?”

“I don’t have to. I’m pretty sure I know who he is.” 

When Gary opened the door, Deena held up a finger to signal she’d be just a minute.

“Okay. See what you can find out. I’m going to see what they have on the brother. Sounds circumstantial, especially if he has an alibi for Tuesday night. Let’s get together tomorrow and compare notes. We may need to pay a visit to the neighbor.”

Deena opened her car door to get out. “Call me.”

“You done good today, cutie.”

When she hung up, she was a tossed salad of emotions. The adrenaline rush had subsided, and she was left with the leafy greens. Katy was counting on her to help find the killer. She wanted to help, but she felt way out of her comfort zone. Maybe she should have listened to Pryor and stuck to her own stories.

Pryor! He was expecting a story on Sister Natasha, and she hadn’t even stepped foot in the door. So much for lazy days at boring yawn-fests. First order of business tomorrow would be to pay a visit to the quack shack and see what skeletons she could uncover. She was determined to go at this story with an open mind. Unfortunately, when it came to psychics, she didn’t have one.
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Chapter 17 
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Occasionally in Texas, a weird phenomenon would occur when the sky could look practically clear but rain would still find its way to the ground. Of course, there might have been a cloud over there a ways, but surely that wasn’t where the water originated. Such a day greeted Deena as she pulled up in front of Sister Natasha’s little house on Monday morning. 

She had waited until ten o’clock, having no idea when the paranormally-gifted rolled out of bed. By the line of cars already in front of the house, it looked like the clairvoyance racket was akin to dairy farming. She pulled up as close as she could get. 

A hand-written sign on the front door was too small to see from her vantage point of umpteen cars back, so she got out to read it. The question was...to umbrella or not to umbrella? She stared straight up, wondering where in the heck those raindrops were coming from. If she could serpentine in just the right fashion, she would avoid getting wet altogether. She opted for the skull and crossbones and a direct route.

Moisture had caused some of the ink to drip in ghoulish blood fashion, but the message was still legible. She was to take a number from the pile rubber-banded in a shoebox next to the door. That explained everyone sitting in their cars. She counted the other vehicles, trying to calculate if it was going to be worth her time to wait. The front door opened and out popped a smiling woman clutching her handbag, dancing toward the street. Deena hadn’t seen such blatant public enthusiasm since the Chamber of Commerce announced it was increasing the city-wide Easter Egg Hunt by a hundred eggs.

“You’re supposed to take a number,” a dark figure growled from inside the house.

“I know. I was trying to figure out how long I would have to wait,” Deena said. She felt like she had gotten caught trying to cut in line in the school cafeteria.

“Time waits for no man.”

Deena smiled at the shadow. “Chaucer, right?”

“No, Roscoe.” He shut the door and the smell of jasmine wafted up her nose. 

Who’s Roscoe? After a glimpse at the gate-keeper, she was determined to view the inner sanctum. She picked up a number and headed back to wait in her car.

The front door opened again, and she turned around to see an arm appear holding a paper with the number twelve on it. She had number nineteen. As she got back in the car, she saw a familiar figure dashing toward the porch. It was Betty, the librarian. Hmm. It’s always the quiet types.

The older she got, the more that naps seemed like little gifts from God. She leaned back the car seat and closed her eyes. She might as well make the most of her wait. 

What seemed like only a minute had actually been an hour. She jumped as a rapping sound brought her back from the dead. 

“Hey lady. Are you number nineteen? Hurry up or you’re going to lose your turn.”

Her head was foggier than a London sky. She reached for her purse and the paper card. The sporadic raindrops had morphed into a drizzle. She didn’t bother with her umbrella this time. She sprinted to the door and pushed the buzzer. The door opened slowly. Was that a man-made creak she heard or was it original to the house?

Her plan was to present herself as an ordinary customer—if there were such a thing—and then after her reading, announce that she was a reporter wanting to schedule an interview. That way, she would get the full-blown, hokey-pokey, smoke-and-mirrors experience. 

The same character who had spoken to her before motioned for her to enter. The room was dark except for candles on a small table. She blinked, trying to adjust her eyes to the dark. 

A white palm appeared in front of her. “Forty dollars.”

“Do you take credit cards? Just kidding.” She pulled out her wallet, barely able to see the dollar amounts on the bills she retrieved. “Nice place you have here.”

No response from the butler.

She handed him the cash and followed as he walked in slow motion toward the far side of the table. 

He pulled out the chair for her. 

She sat down and put her purse on the floor. “I’ll have a gin and tonic.”

Still nothing. Obviously, they took this paranormal stuff seriously. She would have to control her nervous talking.

The butler walked over to the corner of the room and croaked out, “Sis-ter Na-ta-sha.”

By this time, Deena’s eyes had adjusted enough to see that there were blankets hung over the front windows, keeping the room bat cave dark. After he disappeared through the curtain, Natasha came out and sat across from her. They locked eyes, and it was clear to Deena that the girl recognized her.

“You come back to Sister Natasha. Why? More missing boy?”

The heat from the candle was starting to burn Deena’s face. She pushed it farther off to the side.

“You remember me. I’m here for a reading...or a card trick... or whatever.”

“You not believe Natasha’s powers.”

“Is that a question or a statement?” She bit her lip, not wanting to be tossed out by the butler/bouncer. “Of course I believe. I saw how you found that little boy. I’ve just never done this before, so I’m a little nervous.”

Natasha looked doubtful, but then placed the playing cards on the table. “Mix.”

Deena shuffled and bridged the cards three times before setting them back down.

“You have question for Natasha?” She picked up the deck and held it with both hands.

“Should I carry my umbrella tomorrow?” Oops. “Just kidding. Seriously, I have an important question. Can you tell me who killed Barbara Wilde?”

Natasha stared. She set down the cards. “Natasha no find killers.”

“But there was a girl here last week. She asked you about her grandmother. You told her the killer was a man.”

“Natasha no find killers! You have other question or no?” Her knuckles whitened as she clenched her hands around the cards.

“How about this? Do you know what my job is?” Deena cocked her head.

“Natasha not mind-reader! Natasha see future. Tell fortune.”

“I work for the Northeast Texas Tribune. I’m a reporter.”

“Not for long. Go. Go!” She pointed toward the door.

“I just want to set up an interview. People are interested in new businesses in town. Can I come back?”

Natasha stood up. Despite the darkness in the room, Deena could tell by the movement of her body and the quiver in her voice that she was shaking. “Go now!”

The butler rushed into the room and caught Deena by the arm, practically dragging her out the door. He slapped two twenty dollar bills in her hand and pushed her out the door. Just before it closed behind her, he stuck his head out and whispered, “Leave your card in the box. I’ll call you.”

Deena stood dumb-founded. Either he was a smart businessman looking for free publicity, or he knew something about the murder. Either way, she was excited.

Ducking her head, she ran back to her car through the rain. She had finally gotten a good look at his face and had a feeling his mustache wasn’t the only thing about him that was crooked. 

* * * 
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THE HIGHWAY CAFÉ WAS not exactly a parking garage, but Deena still felt like Bob Woodward going to meet Deep Throat when she pulled into the gravel lot. Dan was in “their booth” by the front window. He was already eating.

When she came through the door, she hung her raincoat and umbrella on the coat rack. 

Clara headed over to the table armed with hot coffee. “What can I get you?”

Deena gave her a Dan-style salute. “The usual.”

“Huh?”

“I mean, a club sandwich. And I’ll have iced tea instead of coffee.”

Clara glanced at Dan who shot back a half-grin.

“So, you’re digging this investigative stuff, I see.” He picked diced onions off his burger.

“This is just like I thought it would be.” She pulled out several napkins and pushed her tableware off to the side.

“You realized there aren’t that many serious crimes in Maycroft, don’t you?”

“I guess. Not that I’m sad about it or anything. You know what I mean.”

He chuckled and took a bite of his burger. Grease dribbled down his chin and onto the plate.

Deena handed him a wad of napkins. She had filled him in about her visit to Natasha over the phone, but he still had a few questions.

“This guy at the door—the butler—”

“That’s just what I called him. I’ve heard he might be Natasha’s brother.”

“He was wearing a disguise?”

“Seemed to be. His mustache was obviously fake, and he had on make-up. Weird hair.”

Dan waved a French fry. “So he’s either playing a part or trying not to be recognized.”

“Or both.”

Clara brought Deena’s sandwich and glass of tea. “More coffee?” she asked Dan.

“You bet, sugar.”

They waited for her to return with the coffee then walk back to the counter.

“I wonder what his story is,” Dan said. “By the way, did you know they’re working out of one of Marty Fisk’s rentals?”

“Really? You know, now that you mention it, I think Marty said something about that at the council meeting. Interesting.”

Dan wiped his hands and reached out to put his plate on an empty table. He pulled a small notepad from his shirt pocket and flipped through the pages. “Let’s decide exactly what to ask the neighbor, Mrs. Canfield. I made some notes.”

“Do you know if she saw anything the night of the murder? Did she tell the police anything?” Deena pulled the toothpick off her sandwich and took a bite.

“Nothing. Which was unusual in itself. The killer must have gone in stealth because she swears she didn’t hear anything.” He looked at his notes. “I’m going to ask about Fisk and any offers to buy her property. Also, if she has any idea why a buyer might want it.”

“Can you add something to your notes for me?”

“Sure. What?” He held his pencil at the ready.

“Ask her if she’s ever noticed a suspicious white paneled van. My gut tells me there’s something suspicious about it, and she just might have the answer.”

* * *
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MILLIE CANFIELD HAD lived in her house longer than Deena had been alive. She and Barbara were on-again, off-again best friends, depending on whose dog was digging under whose fence and which tree roots were growing into whose pipes. Lately, they’d been “off.”

Deena thought for sure Mrs. Canfield was going to slam the door in their faces. 

She made them both show her their Tribune ID, driver’s license, and a major credit card. Deena was anticipating having to reveal her social security number and birthmarks when the old woman reluctantly allowed them entrance into her home.

“Sit down. Excuse this old housedress. I didn’t know I’d be having company.” She turned off the television. “Just move Chester out the way. He’s an old cat and can’t hear anymore. Can I get you some iced tea?”

“No thanks,” Deena said, tickled by the question. Typical Southern woman. Offers ice tea no matter the circumstances. “We appreciate your taking time to talk to us. We just want to ask some questions about Barbara Wilde.”

Millie sat down in a padded rocker, her hands clenched in her lap. “I can’t believe she’s gone. She’s been my dearest friend for...ever. I thought we would end up in the same retirement home together. We even talked about it. Once when my boy was here, he drove us out to Sunset Gardens, and–”

Dan interrupted. “You say you talked about moving? I thought Barbara was determined never to sell her house. Was this a recent conversation?”

Deena clicked her pen and opened her notebook.

“Oh, heavens. I don’t remember. I meant when we were too old and sick to live alone.” Millie crossed her arms and pursed her lips, obviously annoyed by Dan’s abruptness.

Dan tilted his head toward Deena, throwing the ball to her. 

Deena felt a sneeze coming on. Her allergy to cats was infamous. She rubbed her nose. “It sounds like you were a loyal friend to Barbara.”

Millie’s face tightened. “Barbara was the reason the rest of us stayed here.”

“Why is that? Did she ask you to stay?” Deena’s eyes began to itch.

“No. She didn’t care what the rest of us wanted. You see, there’s a man in town who wants to buy up all the property in this area. He held a meeting for all us folks in the neighborhood down at the VFW. Now when was that?” She tapped her chin with her pointer finger. “I think it was in the summer. That’s right, because we all wondered why he would give us soup to eat when it was so blasted hot out. Even with those big fans blowing, the sweat was just dripping off of us. Why, Mr.—”

“Hot soup in the summer? That’s crazy!” Deena laughed and shook her head. 

Dan crossed his legs and brushed cat hair off his pants. 

Deena felt it coming. She sneezed. Then sneezed again. “Sorry. Cats.” 

“Bless you, dear,” Millie said and pointed to a box of tissues.

Deena took a few and walked over to stand by the screen door. “You say he gathered the residents for a meeting? What did he offer you?”

“He offered us sixty thousand dollars each for our houses. That’s a fortune for some folks. But there was one condition. It was all or nothing. We either all sold and took the money, or it was no deal.” She sliced the air with her hand.

Deena held a tissue to her nose, just in case. “Obviously, y’all didn’t take the deal. Why not?”

“A bunch of us wanted to. Including me. Sixty thousand dollars is a lot of money. But there were several holdouts. Mainly Barbara.” Her voice grew more animated as she spoke. “She was dead set on staying put. Then he upped it to seventy-five thousand! That’s when things really got contentious. We even got together and talked it over a few more times, but she wouldn’t budge. Said memories were worth more than money.”

“You disagree?” Deena asked.

“Before long, I’ll probably lose my mind and won’t be able to remember the past anyway. That money could have gone a long way toward finding a nice place in a retirement center. Instead, I’m stuck in this old rat trap with a leaky roof and broken pipes.” 

Dan leaned forward on the couch. “Was this man Marty Fisk, by any chance?” 

“Sure was.” She rocked back and forth. “After a while, the other people just dropped it. Gave up. That is, until last week.”

Dan look up from his notepad. “What happened last week?” 

Millie grabbed the arms of the rocker and stared back at Dan. “Well, jiminy crickets! Have you already forgotten that Barbara was killed last week?”

Dan looked sheepish. “I meant—”

“Just two days later, people were jawin’ about getting back in touch with that Mr. Fisk and trying to make a deal.”

“And are you?” Deena asked.

“You bet I am. But it all depends on Barbara’s grandchildren, Katy and Travis. If they sell, then we can, too.”

Deena pulled out another clean tissue. “That seems like a lot of pressure for them. Did Mr. Fisk say what he planned to do with the property?”

“Nope. We asked, but he wouldn’t say. Seemed kinda fishy. But bad money spends the same as good, you know.”

Deena thought of several arguments she could make but just shook her head in agreement. 

Dan looked at his notes. “One last question. Have you seen any suspicious vehicles around here lately?”

“You mean besides that red sports car sneaking around here the night Barbara was killed?”

Deena cringed.

“Yeah, besides that,” Dan said. “Maybe a van. A white van?”

“I’ve seen a white van, but then I’ve seen a lot of trucks and vans. They looked like utility trucks to me. Mostly all from the same company with a big blue sign on the side.”

“What company?” Dan asked.

“Jackson Oil and Gas.”

Dan made a note and stood up. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Canfield. You’ve been very helpful.”

“Why, you are most welcome.” She walked to the door and patted Deena’s arm. “I would invite you to come back any time, but I’m hoping to be long gone myself. Not dead, mind you—just moved.”
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Two missed calls, both from Lloyd Pryor. He was probably looking for her story about Sister Natasha. Deena thought she’d have more luck squirming out of this hot water in person than on the phone. 

She and Dan both agreed that Mrs. Canfield seemed somewhat suspicious. Instead of a loyal, caring neighbor, she came across more as an old Grinch ready to take advantage of her neighbor’s misfortune. Dan said he would see what the police had on her. He was also going to look into Jackson Oil and Gas. Before he left, Deena gave him the license plate number of the white van so he could ask one of his friends at the DMV to check on it.

Deena’s assignment was to talk to Natasha’s butler. She hoped he would call this evening. First, however, she wanted to smooth things over with her boss. Hopefully, she could then finally get to her antique booth and unload the boxes from her car. 

On her way to the newspaper office, she drove by the psychic’s house again just to see how business was going. Sure enough, there were five cars, and several of them had more than one woman inside. She figured Sister Natasha must be pulling in a fortune. 

The Northeast Texas Tribune distributed their newspapers on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. The afternoons before distribution days were always the most hectic as reporters rushed to meet deadlines, page editors wrote headlines, and everybody proofed for possible errors.

When Deena stood in the doorway of Lloyd’s office, she was surprised he shooed out the sports editor and waved her inside.

“I’m working on it,” she said, trying to preempt his admonishment.

“Shut the door.” 

That sounded serious. She swallowed hard. “I went to the psychic reader this morning, but—”

“This isn’t about the story,” he said. “Actually, that is why I called the first time, but now it’s about something more important.” He pulled up an office chair with his foot and motioned for her to sit. “A phone call came in a few minutes ago from a Mrs. Canfield. She wanted to speak to you. I took the call because everyone else was busy.”

She could feel the blood draining from her face. Her mouth felt like sandpaper. 

“Seems she wanted to tell you that she saw another one of those trucks you and Dan Carson had asked her about.” 

Why was he pausing? Just to torture her?

“Have you been working with Dan on his investigation of the Wilde murder?”

She nodded. “Yes.” It was all she could manage to say.

He threw his pencil down on the desk. “I’m not going to ask you why you put this newspaper at risk of conflict of interest. I’m not even going to ask you why you would put yourself in the middle of a murder investigation where you were the first suspect.” He pushed his chair away from the desk and raised his voice. “But what I am going to ask is why you would go behind my back and disregard a direct order?”

She looked away as “please-officer-don’t-give-me-a-ticket” tears poured down her face. She had no excuse. “I didn’t know...it was...such a big deal.” She grabbed some tissues from his desk and blotted at her face. 

“Oh, c’mon now. There’s no crying in journalism.” He pulled his chair back up to the desk. 

“I’m sorry,” she said between sniffles. “It’s just that Dan asked for my help, and I was excited to do real investigative work.”

“I’ve already talked to Dan. He tried to convince me that I was wasting you on features. But that doesn’t change things.” 

“Does this mean I’m fired?”

Lloyd furrowed his brow, looking like a concerned father. “You know I think a lot of you, but I have no choice. The publisher is already breathing down my neck about another personnel issue.”

Her throat tightened. How could she have let this happen? She was a rules follower. Always had been. What would Gary think? Then, one consolation came to mind. “Does this mean I can keep helping Dan?”

Lloyd shook his head in disbelief. “You really do want to be an investigator, don’t you?” 

She thought about the question, and her answer surprised even herself. “I don’t know. What I really want to do, though, is help people. If being an investigator means I can help track down a killer, then that’s what I want to do. I guess...I just want to make a difference, as corny as that sounds.” 

“I get that. That’s why I became a journalist.”  He leaned back in his chair. “Now all I seem to do is try to keep everybody else on staff in line. It’s like herding cats.”

“Meow,” Deena said as she wiped her eyes.

“Maybe you should become a PI. Anyway, you don’t work here anymore. You can do anything you want.” 

She felt her insides settle.

He stood and waved his hand toward the door. “Now get out of here. Clean out your desk. And try to look ashamed.”

Deena lowered her head and stifled a grin. As she walked out of the office, she whispered, “Yes, boss.”

A million eyes fixed on her as she headed to her desk. She tried to look upset. She grabbed an empty box by the copy machine and began to fill it with personal items. Something nagged at her. What was it? Then the words of the psychic came back to her like a slap in the face. When Deena told Natasha she was a reporter, Sister Natasha had said, “Not for long.”

How could she have known? Deena shivered. She felt as if she were being spied on. 

The black stapler she had brought from her classroom at Maycroft High School stared at her from the desk drawer. She and that SwingMaster had been through a lot together. Time to go back home. She placed it gingerly inside the box. Was she starting to think like Sandra? Believing objects could have feelings and be haunted? She shook her head to untangle the twisted thoughts.

The bottom desk drawer was stuck, as usual. That’s where she kept a sweater for days when the ancient heater would kick off and the old building would drop to sub-zero temperatures. 

“Sorry about this.”

She looked up to see Dan towering above her desk. 

“It’s fine,” she said, yanking on the drawer and falling back on the floor.

“The thing is, the police just picked up Travis Wilde for the murder of his grandmother. Looks like you lost your job for nothing.”

* * *
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“TRAVIS WILDE? THE GRANDSON?” Gary seemed surprised to hear about the arrest. 

They sat at the kitchen table eating the spaghetti and garlic bread Deena had made for dinner. She had timed it so that Gary could test the pasta for doneness as soon as he got home. She had a tendency to over or undercook it. The red wine was already open, and she was almost to the bottom of her glass. 

Deena cut her spaghetti. “I guess he’s the obvious suspect since he had the most to gain by her death. I just didn’t take him for a murderer. A first class jerk, but not a murderer.” She sprinkled on an extra dose of parmesan cheese. “But then I guess it’s hard for me to imagine anyone being a murderer.”

Gary twirled long strands of noodles into his spoon. He took pride in his pasta prowess. “So the guy comes to town, strangles his grandmother, hides out, comes back a few days later, and tries to sell the house?”

“And don’t forget that he also contacted the insurance company.”

“The guy’s got guts, I’ll give him that.” He stuck the whole fork-full of spaghetti in his mouth. 

“I feel a little bad about suspecting Marty Fisk of murder. I still think he’s up to something, but at least he’s not a killer.” Deena looked down and rolled her eyes. Even with cutting her pasta into little pieces, she still managed to drop some on her blouse. 

She got up to get a towel to wipe it off. “I’ll be curious to find out what evidence they have against him. Just because he had motive, means, and opportunity, it doesn’t mean they have enough for a conviction.” She dabbed water and dishwashing liquid on her blouse. “By the way, did you set up a golf game with Ned Morrison?” 

Gary poured more wine into their glasses. “I told you, I’m not going on a play date just to snoop on one of my co-workers.”

Deena plopped down in her chair and gave him her sad puppy face. She stuck out her bottom lip. “How else are we going to find out if he’s planning on getting a divorce to marry Katy?”

Gary picked up his glass. “I decided to take the direct approach and talk to him.”

Like a scene out of Carrie, Deena spewed red wine all over the table. “You didn’t! Tell me you didn’t ask him if he was having an affair!”

“Of course not,” Gary said, blotting the table with his napkin. “I simply asked him about his wife. I asked if they had any big vacation plans this summer.”

Deena let out her breath. “And?”

“He told me that they just bought a house by the lake.”

“So? That doesn’t mean anything. He could be planning to take Katy there after he divorces.”

Gary wiped wine off the edge of his plate. “They co-own it with his in-laws. Does that sound like a guy about to get a divorce?”

“No. You’re right. That rat. I knew he was using her. Now I just have to figure out a way to tell her.” She picked up her plate and carried it to the kitchen.

“You’ll leave me out of it, right?”

“Of course. I can’t believe you asked me that.”

“Sorry. I trust you.” He picked up the rest of the dishes and put them in the kitchen sink. “You cooked. I’ll clean.”

Deena carried her glass to the counter and sat on a barstool. She twisted back and forth, thinking of the best way to tell Gary her news. Finally, she spit it out. “Speaking of trust, I talked to Lloyd today. He found out I was helping Dan.”

Gary looked back over his shoulder and waited.

“It seems that it’s a violation of office policy to go against your boss’ orders.” She scrunched her nose. “I got fired.” There. She’d said it.

“Fired? Again?”

“Now wait. Technically I quit my teaching job, remember? Besides, I wasn’t going to be happy writing about the Junior League and Sunday socials.”

“I know, but what are you going to do now?” He rinsed off the plates and put them in the dishwasher. “Take up baking? Gardening? Read to the blind?

“They have audio books for the blind now. Anyway, I still have my antique business.”

Gary cut his eyes at her. “It’s not much of a business when the stuff’s just sitting in your car.”

“Ouch,” she said. “I guess I deserve that.” 

Her cell phone rang. It was Dan. What he told her came as a surprise. She promised to call him back if she heard from Natasha’s butler. 

“What was that all about?” Gary asked.

“It turns out that Dan’s source at the police department jumped the gun. Travis Wilde was arrested for skipping out on his bail in Harris County, not for murder. The police are going to hold him as long as possible while they look for more evidence and check out his alibi for Tuesday night.”

“So they must think he’s guilty.”

“I’m sure. I can’t wait to see what happens next. For now, I want to keep helping Dan, for Katy’s sake. As for another job, I’m sure something else will eventually come along. You said we didn’t need the money, especially the little bit I was making part-time at the newspaper.”

Gary hung the dishtowel on the hook, making sure it was perfectly centered. “You’re right. But you’re still a young woman. I don’t want you sitting around in a rocking chair knitting scarves all day.”

“Like Mrs. Wilde?”

“Believe me,” he said, wrapping his arms around her, “you are nothing like Mrs. Wilde. At least, not yet.”

She walked over to the patio door to let Hurley outside. The sky had dried up and a bright orange sunset dipped toward the horizon. Reality was finally sinking in. She was now, Deena Sharpe: ex-newspaper reporter. 

Sure, she was anxious to help Katy get away from Ned. She might even be able to help Dan uncover some dirt on Marty Fisk. But then what? Maybe after some time passed, Lloyd would hire her back. 

Not likely. She blinked back the tears that threatened to emerge. Perhaps the person who really needed help was her.
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Finding out Travis had been arrested again sent Katy into a tailspin. So much so, she even called in sick from work. It seemed like she and her brother had been cut from different cloths. All she wanted was to find true love. All he wanted was to find a pot of gold.  

She had stayed the night again at her grandmother’s house, not trusting what Travis might do or take. She heard him come in late. At least she had assumed he was the source of the racket that caused her to bolt up straight in the bed. Either he made the noise, or the place was haunted. Even Mrs. Canfield’s dog came to life and barked at all the strange sounds. 

He was gone when she got up in the morning. Apparently, he went to meet Charla Hicks at her real estate office. That’s where the police picked him up. That tacky woman even had the gall to phone Katy and ask if she’d re-considered the offer on the house. Katy made it crystal clear that she had no intention of selling. Not now. Not ever.

A public defender from the firm of Lyons and Sons was assigned to Travis’ case. The judge refused to set bail since he was obviously a flight risk. 

This was by no means Travis’ first brush with the law. He’d been picked up for writing bad checks and loan fraud on several occasions. Their grandmother had given him more money than Katy cared to think about. Why wouldn’t he just get a job and work like everyone else? 

She continued to putter around the house filling boxes and sorting through her grandmother’s papers. The will she found said her grandmother’s estate would be divided evenly between herself and Travis. She didn’t have a clue what to do with the will. A guy from the bar had recently dealt with the death of his father. She would ask him what to do. 

In the meantime, she started making the place a little more her own. She’d given notice the day before to her apartment manager that she’d be moving out at the end of the month. Having heard about her grandmother’s death, he agreed to return her security deposit even though she was breaking her lease. She’d been sleeping in her old bedroom, but the window had leaked, leaving behind a mildew odor. Tonight, she would sleep in her grandmother’s room. 

She looked in the refrigerator hoping that new food would have magically appeared. Usually, she’d eat dinner at the bar. The staff would pool their money and someone would pick up fried chicken or barbeque sandwiches or pizza. What she wouldn’t give for a hot slice of pepperoni right now.

Instead, she pulled out a loaf of bread and made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich from fixings she had brought over from her apartment. At least she had brewed a fresh pitcher of iced tea. She pulled it out of the refrigerator and opened the freezer for ice. A stack of foil wrapped packages covered in ice crystals toppled over as she pulled out the tray. 

Trash pickup was tomorrow. If she threw these out today, they wouldn’t rot in the garbage can all week. She pulled up the kitchen can and started filling it with mystery food. The refrigerator was almost as bad. She checked the dates on the bottles of salad dressing and pickles. Some were more than a year old. She tossed them into the can. By the time she finished, the bag was so full she feared it would tear. She remembered seeing a box of leaf bags in the carport. She went out the back door. 

The sun was setting and casting long shadows on the yard. The once vibrant lawn had mostly gone to seed. There were deep tracks in the mud where Travis had been parking his car behind the house. She looked around in the carport for the bags. 

Rusty tools lay everywhere. If she were going to live there, she wanted to plant a vegetable garden. She scooted grimy boxes and tubs around on the shelves to get an idea of what tools were there. Something caught her eye. It was Gran’s old sunhat and garden gloves. 

Tears streamed down her face as she remembered the days she spent working in the yard by her grandmother’s side. She had discovered later that her grandmother never cared much for gardening, but she had done it with Katy as a sort of distraction. Something to take her mind off the grief of losing her parents.

The memories flooded her thoughts as she opened the back screen door. She spotted the trashcan and remembered the leaf bags she had forgotten to retrieve. A rustling noise in the front room drew her attention. It sounded bigger than Mrs. Canfield’s cat sneaking in through the open window. “Hello? Is someone there?” Had someone been at her front door?

Her heart beat faster as she picked up the baseball bat from the corner of the kitchen. She inched toward the dining room. Suddenly, the sound was behind her at the back kitchen door. She swung around and raised the wooden bat above her head. Bringing it down with all her might, she hit nothing but air. Then she felt a booming pain on the back of her head. She dropped and landed face down on the ground. 

She didn’t hear the crackling of glass. She didn’t see the shadowy figure. She didn’t know if she would live or die.
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Roscoe stared at Deena Sharpe’s business card. He wanted to call her, but maybe now wasn’t the right time. Business had been good ever since word got out that Tonya had used her gift to find that kid. 

Gift. Her biggest gift was him. And if she didn’t quit nagging him about his late night errands, she’d be packing her bags and riding a Greyhound straight back to Vegas. 

Along with the money he had hidden from her, they had made plenty to pay for their fake IDs and travel to Mexico. It was just hard to walk away from this honey hole. Especially now that he was earning his secret stash. One month. By that time, they’d have enough cash to get there and live high on the hog for at least a year.

He looked at Tonya lying in the bed. Her breathing had steadied. She was asleep. Now he just needed to get out of the house without waking her up. He left the television volume on low. It would drown out some of the noise he might make opening and closing their creaky front door. 

He tip-toed down the front porch and walked around to the back of the house, looking through the window to see if she had woken up and turned on a light. Nothing. He headed for his car. 

He drove a few blocks to the drop-off point behind the pawn shop and checked his cell phone for the time. He was early. A few beers from the convenience store would make the time pass quicker. 

The rain had stopped and a bright moon lit up the wet roads. He worried it might be harder to keep from being seen with all the light. He pulled up to the store and waited for another car to drive off. Inside, he pulled two bottles out of the cooler. As he set them on the counter, he noticed a rack of t-shirts. He chose a black one with a Texas flag on the front. The dark shirt would work better than the pale blue one he was wearing.

He drove to the back of the pawn shop and waited. He flipped through the radio stations but could only find country music. The CDs in the glove compartment were already in the car when they bought it somewhere in Nevada. He put one in the player and turned up the volume. As soon as it began playing, he fumbled to find the eject button. Holding the disc by the window, he read the label by the light of the moon. Christmas Classics? He hurled it out of the car like a Frisbee.

The other CD wasn’t much better, but it beat listening to country music on the radio. For the next half hour, he lay back in the seat with his eyes closed listening to the sweet sounds of Sinatra. 

When the CD began to skip, he opened his eyes. He checked the time again. Why wasn’t he here yet? He waited another twenty minutes, jumping at every howl of the wind, crackle of a tree branch, and crunch of tires as cars drove past. 

Finally, he decided he’d waited long enough. He found the number in his phone and called it. After four rings, it went to voicemail. He didn’t want to leave a message, so he looked around the parking lot wondering what to do. If he did nothing, he wouldn’t get paid. Maybe he should improvise. 

He was just about to pull out of the parking lot when the phone rang. He told the caller, “I’m here. Where are you?” 

The voice on the other end was gravelly and angry. Roscoe clenched his jaw as Marty Fisk gave him a good chewing out. 

“But—” Roscoe tried to defend himself, but the caller wouldn’t listen.

“Yes, sir,” he said at last and ended the call. He threw down his phone on the seat and got out of the car. He couldn’t believe Marty Fisk had just called him an idiot. The man had never said the box would be in the dumpster.

Roscoe stared at the filthy metal container and then went back to the car to get his gloves and blue shirt. No way was he touching that disgusting mess with his bare hands. He pushed open the lid and heard the scuttling sound of mice or rats or worse. He pulled up on the leg of his jeans so he could get his foot high enough to step on the crossbar. He hoisted himself up and was assaulted by an ungodly stench. 

He spotted the shoebox right where it was supposed to be. He threw his blue shirt over the top of it and lifted it out slowly, hoping that the rubber bands keeping it shut wouldn’t break. As he jumped down to the ground, he heard chirping and fluttering. How many of those things did he put in here?

Roscoe couldn’t get the cardboard box in the trunk fast enough for his liking. He closed the trunk lid and shuddered. As he jumped back in the car and drove to the Wildes’ house, he thought about poor Katy. Besides being a knock-out, she seemed like a sweet kid. He hated to do this to her, but money was money. The nightly haunts were supposed to make her want to sell the house. Fisk had tried the same thing with the grandmother, but it didn’t work. 

He parked in the same spot as he had the night before, on the block behind hers and down in front of a vacant lot. He cut through the brush and came up to the rear of the house carrying the box still wrapped in his shirt. The lights were off, but her car was there. She must be asleep. He jiggled the kitchen window and the lock fell loose. Slowly, he slid open the window and waited. No noise. No lights.

He would have to reach up high above his head to open the box and release its contents inside the house. Then he would shut the window as quick as he could to keep the nasty varmints from flying out. 

He took a deep breath. The box vibrated in his hands as he pulled off the rubber band. He held the lid on tight as he felt the contents pushing against it, trying to escape. 

The chirping grew louder. He reached as high as he could and leaned in so that the box was through the window. One. Two. Three! He pulled back the lid and a swarm of brown bats flew out the window and blanketed his face. Gritting his teeth to keep from yelling, he swatted them off as he dove for the ground. He lay in a fetal position for a full minute before he had the guts to open his eyes. 

And just like that, they were gone. 

Instead of staying in the house to scare Katy, they had flown toward a streetlight and disappeared. He stood up, brushing mud and leaves from his pants. Now what? Fisk probably wouldn’t even pay him for this one.

Then it occurred to him. How would Fisk know the bats never made it inside? He’d show him the empty box and tell him it all went as planned. Cha-ching! 

He looked around on the ground. There was the lid, but where was the box? He must have dropped it inside. He heard a car coming and plastered himself against the back of the house. A nearby dog barked, but soon settled down.

He would need to go back in through the window and retrieve the box. That was all there was to it. Maybe the window was over the kitchen sink, and he could just reach in and pick it up. 

The window was too high for him to pull himself up. He looked around for something to stand on, spotting a stack of cement blocks next to the carport. He carried back two of the blocks and stacked one on the other. He stepped up on top to test their sturdiness, rocking sideways. This would have to do.

The window had slipped down a bit so he raised it as high as it would go. He heaved himself up with his arms and lunged his body forward, teeter-tottering on the window ledge. It was dark inside except for moonlight from the windows. He looked down, hoping to see the box.

He was right. The kitchen sink was below him, but the box wasn’t there. It had fallen on the floor and had slid under a small table. He leaned in further and blinked his eyes. Off to his left he saw something sparkling like a swarm of fireflies. Half inside, half out, he held onto the faucet to steady himself. When he looked again, he realized what it was. Katy’s body, covered with broken glass, was lying lifeless on the floor.

The shock caused him to pitch backward and crack his head against the window sill. Shattered glass fell all over him. One large piece sliced his arm, and he cried out in pain. The cement block under his feet fell off to the side. 

For a moment, he thought he was stuck, his legs flailing. When he pushed himself up with his hands, bits of glass pierced his skin. He ducked his head as he fell back to the ground. His ears rang and a barking sound grew louder until it thundered just above him.

“Help! Help! Call 9-1-1!” A woman with a flashlight pulled on the dog’s leash, trying to back away.

He got up and ran back through the brush and to his car. He jammed a bloody hand into his pocket to pull out his keys. His hands shook as he tried to open the lock. When he jumped inside and turned on the car, he left the headlights off. As he pulled away, he hit a metal trash can sitting by the curb, sending it flying. The sirens grew louder as he sped to the end of the street. There was only one way out of the neighborhood, and lights were flashing in that direction. 

It was now or never. He floored it toward a vacant lot. The old sedan hit the tall curb, throwing Roscoe into the steering wheel. Another jolt rocked him backward as the car smashed to the ground. The engine sputtered and died. 

Like the swarm of bats that had attacked him just minutes early, within seconds he was surrounded again. This time it was by the police.
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Barking dogs again. Deena still hadn’t remembered to change her ringtone for callers who weren’t family. She grabbed the cell phone from her nightstand and glanced at the time. It was almost two in the morning. Dan? Why would he be calling her at this hour?

“Sorry to bother you, but I thought you’d want to know. Your girl Katy is in the hospital. They caught the guy who did it.”

Deena felt her stomach dive into her intestines. “What happened? Who did it?”

“They haven’t released his name yet. Looks like he hit her over the head with a glass pitcher. She’s alive but unconscious.”

Deena felt like screaming. She wanted to throw something. How could this have happened? She wanted to blame Dan but knew he was just the messenger. She wiped tears from her cheek. “Can I see her?”

“Not yet. Maybe tomorrow. I’m sorry, hon, maybe I should have waited to call in the morning.”

“No. I’m glad you did.”

“We should have more details in the morning. Call me later when you’re up.”

She sat back and leaned against the headboard. It felt like a weird nightmare. The kind where you try to run away, but your feet just won’t move. 

She sunk back down under the covers and closed her eyes. There were so many questions she hadn’t thought to ask Dan. Like, where was Katy when the attack happened? At home or at work? How did they catch the guy? Was the attack related to Mrs. Wilde’s death? She knew the morning would bring more answers. All she wanted to do now was sleep, but there was little chance of that happening.

* * *
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THE SOUND OF GARY TURNING on the shower startled Deena awake. She must have finally drifted off to sleep. Stumbling out of bed, she walked to the mirror in the small dressing area of the bedroom. She looked as bad as she felt. Her head boomed from a lack of sleep, and dark circles engulfed her eyes. Coffee was the only possible cure for what was going on in her fuzzy brain. 

Just as she reached the kitchen, her cell phone rang in the bedroom. She debated just letting it go to voicemail, but then thought that it might be Dan. She ran back and dove across the bed to reach it before the last bark. “Ian? What’s up? Is it Sandra?”

“No. She’s good. It’s you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I just got assigned a new case from the county. My client has allegedly attacked someone. What I want to know is why your business card was in his pocket?”
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Not knowing what to expect, Deena entered the Perry County Jail on Tuesday morning with cautious anticipation. It felt a lot like going to the dentist. She knew she needed to be there but would have preferred being anywhere else on earth.

She called Ian from the lobby to let him know she had arrived. A buzzer sounded and the door opened. A man she recognized from church led her back to the visitation area.

It looked a lot like the DMV. Several rows of chairs were lined up in the middle of the room. The front wall had four glassed-in cubbies with telephones. A thirty-something guy wearing an orange jumpsuit leaned on his elbow. He was talking to a woman with graying hair. 

Ian sat at a small table in the corner, scribbling notes. A tiny tape recorder lay on the edge of the table.

He glanced up. “Good, you’re here. Have a seat.”

The blank walls, mounted security camera, and tape recorder felt intimidating. Although the room was cool, her palms began to sweat.

“Am I being questioned on the record? I mean, officially?”

Ian pushed back his shaggy dark bangs. “Well, yes.”

“Should I call my lawyer?”

Ian laughed.

She didn’t mean it to be funny. She had to testify back in December in her legal case, and she was having flashbacks. Of course, that time, Ian was on her side.

“I see you’re nervous. I’m just going to ask you a couple of simple questions on the record. That’s all. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

This was her best friend’s husband. She knew she could trust him. After a quick cleansing breath, she said, “Proceed, counselor.”

“Mrs. Sharpe, have you ever met Roscoe Trainor?”

“Roscoe? Is that the guy dressed like a butler at Sister Natasha’s house?”

Ian nodded.

“Yes. Yesterday.”

He held up his hand for her to wait for the next question. “How did he get your business card?”

She had learned from her previous deposition that less was more. She chose her words carefully. “I went to the house to have Sister Natasha give me a reading and to see if I could interview her for a story for the newspaper. She asked me—ordered me, to leave. Mr. Trainor asked me to leave my card in the box on the front porch and said that he would call me. So I did.” She was satisfied with her answer.

Ian took notes as she spoke. “And did you write the story?”

“No,” she said abruptly.

“Will you be writing the story in the future?”

“No.”

He looked up from his notes. “Why not?”

“I got fired yesterday.”

He reached over and shut off the tape recorder. “What on earth happened?”

She braced herself for another tongue-lashing. “Lloyd Pryor changed my assignment. He told me to stay away from the murder investigation and the story about Councilman Fisk. I told you about that, remember?”

“Yes. And...?”

“I didn’t stay away. I’ve been helping Dan Carson interview some leads. Pryor found out and...eek.” She drug her thumb across the front of her throat. “I got the axe.”

“Deena. I told you—”

“I know. I’ve heard it all.”

Ian closed his notepad. “So, what have you found out?”

She crossed her arms, surprised by the question. “Are you asking as my friend or my lawyer? Or as that horrible man’s attorney?”

“All three.” 

She didn’t like his answer and wasn’t sure how much she should say. “Without giving any specifics, I think Marty Fisk is up to no good. I think Barbara and Katy Wilde are connected to him somehow.”

Ian tapped his pen on the table. “What does Gary think? About your going rogue, that is.” 

“He’s on board, as long as I keep out of harm’s way.”

“In order to defend my client, I need to know what you know. I don’t have time for a lot of leg work. Sounds like you and Dan have a head start on this thing.”

Deena shook her head. “I know it’s your job, but how can you defend such a despicable criminal?” 

“Shall I quote the constitution or do you want the short version? I think Roscoe Trainor is innocent.”

“Innocent? From the little I’ve heard, he was caught red-handed!”

“Things aren’t always what they seem. You know that.”

Like in a cartoon, she could practically see the wheels turning in Ian’s head. At last, he spit it out.

“What if I hire you to work for me as an investigator? I can pay you a modest salary. You can help me dig out the truth, whatever that turns out to be.” 

It was Deena’s turn for a lightbulb moment. Before he could change his mind, she answered with a resounding, “Yes!” 

Now she just had to convince Gary and Dan it was a good idea.

Her cell phone barked in her pocket.

“You need to change that ringtone if you’re going to be taken seriously in this business.”

She nodded. “Hello?” 

It was Dan. He said he had some new information. When he asked her to meet him at the hospital, she jumped on it. After all, she needed to talk to him in person, not knowing how he would feel about sharing his notes with a defense attorney. 

* * *
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THE MAYCROFT REGIONAL Hospital was well staffed, despite its small size. Within those walls, babies were born, bones were set, and bodies were brought in before being shuffled off to the funeral home. 

Deena glanced around the reception area. 

Dan was leaning against the reception desk talking to a clerk, perhaps another one of his contacts. He waved a salute before walking up to Deena. “She’s still in ICU, but the doctor said she’s stable.”

“Can we see her?” 

“Only you can.” He led the way to a waiting area. “I talked to Dr. Shultz and explained the situation. He knew about her grandmother, but he didn’t know her only other relative—her brother Travis—was in jail. He agreed you could go in to see her for a few minutes.”

“Is she still unconscious?” Deena wrung her hands. “Is there anything I need to do?”

“Nah. Just tell her you’re here. You women seem to know what to say.”

“Right. But before I go back there, I need to tell you what just happened.”

Dan pulled out his notepad. “I got something, too.”

They moved away from an older couple who were filling out forms. 

“You go first,” Deena said.

“Jackson Oil and Gas. The company listed on the trucks Mrs. Canfield saw. They’re not a utility company. They dig oil wells. It turns out there’s oil in them thar hills.”

“You mean the neighborhood Fisk wants to buy?”

“I checked the property records. He already owns several houses and vacant lots there. There was information about old mineral rights. My guess is he realized there could be oil or natural gas underneath and hired Jackson Oil to do some testing.”

“That explains what Georgia Parks said. That Fisk wasn’t planning to build on the land.” Deena’s eyes narrowed. “That means he only wanted the area re-zoned so he could force the owners to sell their property. What a creep.” 

Dan nodded. “That’s right. It also makes the land a lot more valuable. He obviously had been keeping that information secret to avoid competition for the property.”

“So why would he tell his mistress if it was such a big secret?”

“Georgia is a gold digger. I wouldn’t be surprised if she were the brains behind his brawn.”

“But wouldn’t the city or county have to give him permission to drill? Even if the area were re-zoned, he’d still have to get the okay.”

“Maybe he had a two-step plan. First, buy the property under the pretense of revitalizing the city, and then request to drill the oil underneath. There’s plenty of private wells around here.”

“But, he couldn’t do anything until he got his hands on the land. And Barbara Wilde was the only one standing in his way.” Her throat tightened. “And then Katy.”

Dan sighed. “I know. So, where does the brother, Travis, come in?”

“Maybe Fisk paid him.” Deena couldn’t believe she was back to suspecting the city councilman of murder. “It seems like a lot of people stood to benefit from Mrs. Wilde’s death. Travis with the life insurance and selling the house, Mrs. Canfield and the other neighbors, and Marty Fisk.”

“Greed. It’s at the heart of most murders.”

“But Travis was in jail when his sister was attacked.”

Dan shook his head. “That’s going to be a big problem for the police. Although it’s possible the two attacks weren’t connected, it seems unlikely.”

Deena frowned. “I think we should tell the police our theory...and Ian.”

“Ian Davis? The defense attorney?” He tilted his head. “Why?”

“Because he’s my new boss. As of about thirty minutes ago.”

“You know, you could have led with that piece of information.”

Deena pulled Ian’s business card from her purse and handed it to Dan. “I know you don’t always trust lawyers, but Ian wants to find the truth. He’s been assigned to represent Roscoe Trainor, the man arrested for attacking Katy. I’ll know more when I meet with Ian again this afternoon.”

Dan sat back and shut his eyes. “Is he paying you at least?”

“Ian? Yes.”

“This goes against my better judgement, but it seems like we all want the same thing.” He sat up to look Deena straight in the eyes. “You know that if this Roscoe fella turns out to be guilty of attacking Katy, Ian is still going to defend him.”

“I know.” The bats in her belly fluttered again. “I guess I’ll cross that ditch when I come to it.” She put her hand on his arm. “Will you help us?”

He nodded in agreement. “But it’s got to be a two-way street. If you guys get a tip, I need to know about it.”

“I think Ian would agree to that.”

“I need to head to the office. I’ve got some calls to make so I can file this story about the attack and arrest. I sure wish I knew if Fisk had an alibi for last night.” He stuck the card and his notepad back in his shirt pocket. “You do realize that when you give our information about Fisk to Ian, he’ll be on the phone to the cops quicker than liquor.”

“Is that bad?”

“I suppose not. Based on what Mrs. Canfield told us about the buyout and this new info about the oil, it’s probably time the police figure out what Fisk’s involvement is.”

“And Mrs. Canfield’s,” Deena added.

“Right. You go check on Katy, and I’ll go write this story about Roscoe Trainor. I’ll call you later.”

They stood up and Deena patted his back. “Just the facts, Dan. Our client may be innocent.”

When Dan left, Deena went up to the desk and gave her name to the clerk who directed her to the ICU. Deena was well aware of its location, having spent several days there the past winter. 

One of Deena’s former students was at the nurses’ station. She led Deena back to see Katy. 

Monitors and tubes took up most of the space in the curtained-off area where Katy lay. If not for the steady beeping sound, Deena might have thought she was dead. A white bandage around her thick brown hair covered what Deena assumed was a head full of stitches. There were several scratches and cuts on her arms and hands. She also had stitches on one of her cheeks. The cuts were obviously due to the shattered glass pitcher.

Deena stood next to the bed and put her hand softly over Katy’s, carefully avoiding the IV tubes. “Katy. It’s Deena Sharpe. I’m here.” She wasn’t sure if the girl could hear her, but it didn’t matter. There were things Deena needed to say. “I am so sorry this happened to you, but you’re going to be okay. I’m going to find out who did this to you. I’m going to find out what happened to your grandmother.” The monitor continued its steady pace. “You don’t worry about anything except getting better. I’ll be back to see you soon.” 

She reached over and ran her fingers lightly across Katy’s cheek. She looked so young and helpless. As Deena left the hospital room, no tears fell from her eyes. She was more determined than ever to find justice for Barbara and Katy Wilde.

* * *
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BY LUCK, GARY ANSWERED the phone when Deena called. It was only March, but for a tax accountant and financial advisor, every day in spring was like April 14. She had promised to call him after meeting with Ian. She sat in the parking lot in front of the antique mall, waiting for Sandra. She had agreed to close the thrift shop for an hour to help Deena with her booth as long as they could pick up croissants and lattes from the Coffee Hut after. 

“Whatcha got?” Gary asked as though he were waiting for a stock tip. Deena was used to his businessman-persona when she called him at the office.

“Good news and bad news. The good news is that I have a new job.”

“Already? That’s great!”

“The bad news is that I’m working for Ian Davis as an investigator into the Marty Fisk matter and the attack on Katy.” She waited. She could hear heavy breathing. 

“If that’s what you want to do, I think it’s fine. Just stay out of trouble and don’t get hurt.”

“Wow. That was easier than I thought.”

“I’ve learned that you’re going to do whatever you want anyway, so I might as well be supportive.” 

“Thank you, my love.” She smacked a kiss into the phone. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

For the first time that day, she relaxed. Maybe things were turning around. 

Sandra pulled up next to Deena’s SUV and got out. “Isn’t that the same stuff you had in your car last week?”

“Yes. I’ve been busy.”

“It sounds like you’re going to get busier from what I hear. I talked to Ian.”

Deena lifted the back hatch, and they each picked up a box. “How do you feel about that?”

“I think it’s good,” Sandra said, holding the front door open with her foot. “He has a hard time keeping dependable, trustworthy people in his office.”

Janet was behind the counter. “Hey you two. Long time no see.”

Deena nodded. “Got a bunch of stuff to put out today.” 

They walked back to Deena’s booth. She didn’t care that the space was dusty and needed to be swept. She set down the box and put her hands on her hips. “Ugh. Where to start?”

“I’ll get a dolly and bring in more boxes. You put things where you want them on the shelves.”

Deena pulled out vases, dishes, and pottery, setting them anywhere they would go. This was the one place where she was usually meticulous, staging items in vignettes to give them a homey appeal. She needed to make short work of this task so she could get to Ian’s office on time. 

After Sandra’s second load, she stopped to catch her breath. “Looks like you’ve been busy shopping, girlfriend.” 

“And this isn’t all of it. I still have more back at the house.”

“It doesn’t really do you any good if you don’t have it out in front of your customers.”

Deena rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Gary.”

Sandra laughed, but quickly turned serious. She put her hand on Deena’s arm. “You know, I just want to warn you about something. I’d hate to see you have a big letdown. Most of the people Ian defends are guilty. This guy who was arrested for attacking that girl, he’s probably guilty, too.”

Deena shook her head. “But Ian said he thinks he’s innocent.”

“Ian thinks everybody’s innocent. That’s why he’s a defense attorney.”

Deena frowned, looking down at the dirty floor.

Sandra moved the dolly out of the way. “I’m just saying, they arrested one guy for killing his grandmother and another for attacking that girl. They will likely both be convicted and everything else will just work itself out. Just thought you should get a reality check.” She headed back to the parking lot.

A reality check? That was ironic coming from the person who thought her storeroom was haunted. In this instance though, Sandra made a lot of sense. It definitely knocked the wind from her sails, but Deena didn’t want to give up. She remembered her promise to Katy. If Roscoe Trainor were guilty, she’d help prove it. As far as defending him in court, that would be left in Ian’s hands.
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The law office of Ian Davis was in an old Victorian house in desperate need of refurbishing. He had planned to hire a contractor but just hadn’t found the time. Peeling paint and crooked columns made it look more like a fixer upper than a professional law office. A musty smell, like an old lady’s closet, assaulted Deena’s nose when she opened the front door. 

She stepped into a foyer that led to a wide stairway. A rope had been tied across the staircase to block entry. There was a hand-written sign warning visitors to keep out of that area. Not exactly the most welcoming of offices. To the left was a dining area and kitchen. To the right was a large room that was probably once a parlor. It had been partitioned off with freestanding walls and had an assortment of old desks and tables.

A young girl with a blond bob talked on the phone while taking notes. Ian stood by an old-style desktop copier with an inch-thick stack of papers. A preppy looking twenty-something wearing a button-down shirt, jeans, and tennis shoes, got up from his desk and walked up to greet her. “Can I help you?” he asked politely.

“I’m Deena Sharpe.” 

Ian stopped what he was doing. “Hey, Deena. This is Rob. He’s the office manager and a paralegal.”

They shook hands. 

“That’s Amy,” Ian said, pointing to the girl on the phone. “She’s also a paralegal.”

Amy looked up from her notes and waved her pencil. 

“Deena is going to be doing some investigative work for us.”

“Welcome,” Rob said. “We could use all the help we can get.”

“Let’s go into my office.” Ian headed to the only area in the room with four walls.

As she followed him, she tried to take in as much of the space as possible. This was definitely not what she expected. Ian’s previous office was in a swank part of town. There, the waiting area had been professionally decorated, and Ian’s office was large enough to host a small party. She didn’t recall having smelled an odor there. 

She was obviously the oldest person in the office. She could probably be Amy’s mother. What was she getting herself into?

“Have a seat. I trust you talked to Dan Carson. Is he okay with our arrangement?”

“Yes,” she said, settling into a chrome office chair covered in worn, fake leather. “As long as we keep him in the loop, too.”

“As long as it’s in the best interest of our client, we’ll tell him everything we know.”

“Sounds fair.”

“So I talked to Roscoe this morning, and he gave me an earful.” Ian stood up and yelled over the temporary wall. “Hey Rob. Can you finish making those copies?” He sat back down and reached into his bottom desk drawer, pulling out a blank legal pad. He set a pen on top and slid it across the desk to Deena.

“The police think Miss Wilde was attacked around seven o’clock, just before sunset, based on the condition she was in when they got there. Roscoe claims he was at home with Tonya Webber. That’s her real name. She’s the psychic—and his girlfriend. They moved here from Las Vegas and set up shop. He has an outstanding warrant for his arrest.”

Deena looked up from taking notes.

“For pick-pocketing. But, since he’s proven to be a flight risk, the judge denied bail. To be honest, I feel better with him behind bars. That way he can’t do anything stupid.”

She wrote as fast as she could, feeling like she’d just opened Pandora’s Box and a whole bunch of new characters popped out.

“So Sister Natasha is his alibi?”

“Yes, pretty thin, don’t you think?”

“More like medium. Because she’s a psychic...” She bit her lip.

“I got it.” He tapped his pen on the desk. “You know that Sandra has bought that psychic’s shtick hook, line, and sinker. What do you think?”

“I’m on the fence. Did you ask Roscoe about her?”

“He’s being tight-lipped about the business. I didn’t push him on it for now. I was more interested in what he said about Marty Fisk. Says he was doing a job for him last night. That’s why he was at Miss Wilde’s house. Seems Fisk has paid him to scare her. Trying to get her to sell her house.”

“Poor Katy.”

“Miss Wilde. That’s how we need to refer to her since we are defending Roscoe. It makes her seem less sympathetic.”

She had a lot to learn. “So what did he say he was doing there last night?”

“Get this. Fisk paid him to release bats in the house. Says he looked inside, and she was already on the ground.  He thought she was dead and ran off. A neighbor called the police, and they picked him up trying to get away.”

Ian went on to explain how Roscoe got the bats at the back of the pawn shop and took them over to the house. The police had the shoebox, and there were definite signs of it having held the bats. But since Roscoe was wearing gloves, there were no fingerprints. Ian told her about the blood on the windowsill and on Roscoe. The police were waiting to see if any of it belonged to the victim. The fact that he was covered in glass and that she had been hit on the head with an iced tea pitcher, didn’t look good for his case.

“So if the assault occurred at seven and he was arrested at around midnight, how do the police explain the discrepancy?”

“For now, they don’t have to explain anything. They’re just gathering evidence. They will likely say he was going back to finish the job or cover his tracks.”

Ian twisted back and forth in his swivel chair, just the way Lloyd Pryor did when he was thinking. “I guess you can see why it’s important to know what’s going on with Councilman Fisk.”

Deena cleared her throat. “Here’s what I know.” 

Now Ian became the note-taker. 

She told him about the meeting with the homeowners and his offer to buy their property.

“All or nothing? That’s unusual,” Ian said.

She went on to tell him about the re-zoning proposals and Jackson Oil and Gas. She also told him about the real estate agent and the latest offer to buy Katy’s house. Finally, she mentioned the insurance policy and Travis Wilde.

“I’m not sure it’s a smart legal tactic to tie the murder case and the assault charge together. But from an outsider’s standpoint, it seems all roads point to Marty Fisk. However, if I were Travis’ attorney, I’d definitely be looking at all those other residents. You say there’s six or seven? Who’s to say one of them wasn’t tired of waiting for Mrs. Wilde to die or change her mind? Then when they found out Miss Wilde was stonewalling, they went after her, too.”

“Dan and I talked to Mrs. Canfield. She definitely had a motive and the opportunity since she lives right next door to the Wildes. For that matter, I guess the realtor, Charla Hicks, could be a suspect, too. If she were brokering those deals, she stood to make a sizable chunk of change.”

Ian grinned and waved his pen toward Deena. “Now you’re thinking.”

“Is it a big deal that Katy—Miss Wilde—was dating a married man?”

“Of course it is. The man might have wanted to cover up the affair, or his wife could have found out about them. Jealousy and greed are two strong motives. What’s his name?”

Deena wished she had kept her mouth closed. Gary had already cleared Ned, and she’d promised Katy she wouldn’t say anything. Still, she had never thought about it in the way Ian had put it. 

Ian seemed to sense her hesitation. “Don’t worry, this isn’t a witch hunt. Don’t you want to get to the truth? The police will find out anyway. Believe me, affairs are usually the first things they uncover.”

Deena thought about Marty Fisk. Dan had easily figured out that Marty was cheating on his wife with Georgia Parks. “I suppose you’re right. His name is Ned Garrison.” 

Ian looked up again. “I know Ned. He used to do my taxes. It’s always the quiet ones.” He made a note. “I’m going to talk to Detective Evans. He needs to look into Fisk’s business dealings. See if he has an alibi for these two crimes. I also need to talk to Roscoe to see if he knows more about Fisk than he’s saying. You should be there, too. Do you want to look at the crime scene photos?”

She flinched. “Not yet.”

“I get it. We’ll meet at the jail at nine in the morning. Okay?”

“Sure.” She stood up, holding the notepad against her chest. “Just one thing. Why would the police bother to investigate Fisk now? They’ve got their man...both of them?”

“That’s where we come in. We raise the questions. If they are compelling enough, the police will follow up. The DA’s office is a pretty good bunch. Nobody wants to see an innocent person go to prison.”

That’s how Deena felt, too. But in this case, it seemed like everybody was guilty of something.
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Deena tapped her foot nervously Wednesday morning, waiting with Ian for the guard to bring in Roscoe Trainor. The small office was used for attorneys to meet with their clients. 

“We need to get you some business cards,” Ian had said when they went through security.

It seemed funny that things were moving so fast. Conventional wisdom was that the wheels of justice turned slowly. 

The guard opened the door and led Roscoe inside. He was wearing the full criminal get-up, including an orange jumpsuit, leg chains, and handcuffs. Both of his hands were wrapped in gauze and there was a bandage on his face where he had gotten stitches. 

Ian motioned toward the leg restraints. “Are these really necessary?” 

“You know the rules,” the guard said. He pushed Roscoe down into a chair. “I’ll be right outside.”

Ian waited for the guard to leave. “Roscoe Trainor, this is Deena Sharpe. She’s going to be assisting me.”

“Hello.” She reached out her hand to shake, but pulled it back quickly when she saw the handcuffs. Oops. Another felony faux pas.

“I know you,” Roscoe said. “You’re that reporter.”

“Was a reporter,” Deena said. “Now I’m working for Mr. Davis.”

“Are you doing okay?” Ian asked. “Do you need anything?” 

“Other than getting out of here, not really.”

“I’m doing my best,” Ian said. “I wanted to ask you a few more questions about Martin Fisk. You said he rented the house you and Miss Webber are living in. When did he first contact you about working for him?”

“It was about a week ago. I was...at the bank. He saw me and said he wanted me to do a couple of jobs for him.”

Deena took notes. Ian asked the questions.

“Tell me about those jobs,” Ian said.

“First, he wanted me to go to the bar and talk to that girl. See if she was planning on moving into her grandmother’s house.”

“Did he tell you anything about Mrs. Wilde? About how she died?”

“Absolutely not. I probably wouldn’t have agreed to help him if I’d known that.”

“Did he tell you why he wanted to know her plans?”

“No. Not that day. A few days later, he called and wanted me to go over to her house and spook her. I asked why. He said he was trying to get her to sell the house.”

“What did you do?”

“I went over late that night—on Sunday— and banged around on the outside of the house. Wanted it to sound like a burglar or a ghost.”

Deena was starting to get a picture of the real Roscoe Trainor. A guy who’d do anything for a fast buck. “Did you tell Natasha—I mean Tonya, what you were doing?” She tried not to glare at him.

He cut his eyes at her. “No. She didn’t need to know about my extracurricular activities.”

“But she’s a psychic,” Deena argued. “Wouldn’t she know anyway?”

He pursed his lips and looked back at Ian.

“What else did he pay you to do?” Ian asked.

“Just the thing with the bats. I told you about that yesterday.”

“Have you ever heard of Jackson Oil and Gas?”

“No.”

“Did Mr. Fisk ever mention anything about oil wells?”

“No.”

Ian looked back at his notes. “You said you called him when you were in the parking lot of the pawn shop. Do you know where he was at the time?”

“Nope, and I didn’t ask. He seemed plenty mad. Said he’d told me about leaving the box in the dumpster, but I swear he didn’t.”

“I’m curious,” Ian said. “Why were you and Tonya in Maycroft to begin with? What did you do in Las Vegas?”

Deena was dying to hear the answer to that one.

“I worked the clubs as a magician. She...was...a psychic. We got tired of Vegas and decided to head to Florida. When we broke down here, we liked the place so much we decided to stay. That’s it.”

Deena wanted to say something, but held her tongue.

Ian nodded his head, and then reached into the bottom of his folder and pulled out some pictures. 

Deena darted her eyes away when she realized what they were.

“Take a look at this picture,” Ian said. “Do you see that black swatch of fabric on the floor? It appears to be made of velvet. It looks like it got caught in the door and tore off of something. Do you know where it might have come from?”

“No sir. It didn’t come from me. I was wearing a black t-shirt. I don’t think it tore, and it certainly wasn’t made of velvet.”

Ian stuck the pictures back in the folder. “Okay. That’s about it for now. We’re going to need to talk to Tonya. Verify your alibi for seven o’clock.”

“No!” Roscoe said. “Leave her out of this.”

Ian raised an eyebrow. “Why? What’s the problem?”

For the first time during their interview, Roscoe looked nervous. He clenched his hands tightly. “It’s just that she doesn’t know about my deal with Fisk. I don’t want her to know I was lying to her.”

“We’re going to have to talk to her eventually. I’ll wait a couple of days to give you time to tell her yourself. Deal?”

“I guess.”

Ian stood up and knocked on the door for the guard. Roscoe was taken away.

Deena waited until they were gone. “He’s hiding something, you know.”

Ian stuffed his notepad and folders back in his satchel. “I know.”

“Do you want me to talk to Tonya before Roscoe has a chance to get to her?”

“We’re the defense team, remember? He’ll tell us the truth, don’t worry. For now, we need to talk to Detective Evans and convince him to look into Marty Fisk.”

Deena shook her head reluctantly.

Ian gave her a sideways look. “You’re still on board, aren’t you?”

“Yes. As long as this ship is headed for truth-ville, I’m on board.”
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Signs warning visitors that their conversations with inmates may be recorded were nothing new for Roscoe. He wasn’t surprised that this hole-in-the-wall jail hadn’t upgraded to video visitations either. The guard sat him down in the chair and stood in his spot against the back wall. “Ten minutes.”

Roscoe was relieved to see Tonya in her Natasha get-up. He hadn’t told anyone that she was a fake and was crossing his fingers they could keep up their little charade. He scooted his chair up toward the glass wall and picked up the phone. “Hey, baby. You look beautiful.”

She was red-faced and spittin’ mad. “Shut up. I can’t believe this happened. What am I supposed to do? I had to take a cab over here.”

“I didn’t do it,” he said. “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Whatever.” She glanced back at the guard. “Did they give you a lawyer?”

“Yes. Ian Davis. He’s going to be contacting you.”

“What am I supposed to tell him? I know what happened. I know you—” She lowered her head. “Why were you over there anyway? It was that girl from the other day, wasn’t it?”

“It’s not what you think. I told you, it was all a big mix up.”

Tonya rested her head in her hand. “When are they letting you out on bail?”

“They’re not. It’s because of Vegas.” He watched her face turn pale.

“What if we pay your bond for that? We’ve got a lot of money now.”

He flashed his eyes at her, sending her veiled lies and secret signals. “No we don’t, remember? Besides, I think it’s too late now.”

“Have you told your lawyer about our...business?”

“I told him that you are the most awesome psychic ever and that I’m so glad you picked me to be your boyfriend.” He needed her to know he was keeping her identity a secret for now. 

“I’ve quit seeing customers and don’t plan to see any more until this mess is over with.”

“That’s probably a good idea. You know best.” As much as it pained him, he needed her on his side now. He hated being in a position of needing Tonya or anyone. He felt weaker than the jail guard standing behind him, checking out his hot girlfriend.  

“What should I do about a car? I have to go to the market and stuff. Do you know when the police will release yours?”

“I have a feeling the car is toast. It was held together with super glue to begin with. We can get another one when I get out.”

She grimaced, her tone sarcastic. “But dear, I’m not going to schlep back and forth on foot waiting for you to get out of here. I sure don’t want to waste our very hard earned money on cabs. The money I earned while you jaunted around town meeting women at bars and such. Just tell me where you put the money, and I’ll take care of everything.”

How could she have known that? Was she a mind reader? Had she followed him? He wasn’t used to her having the upper hand. He managed a faint smile, even though his cheek stung from the stitches. “Check the top of the closet.”

She went from annoyed to furious. “I checked the top of the closet, you lying pig! And the bottom and the drawers and every other inch of that rat hole. Now tell me where it is, or I’ll go to the police and tell them everything.”

This was a side of her he’d never seen before. He was grateful for the Plexiglas partition protecting him from her claws and fangs. 

The guard shuffled his feet, probably impatient for the visit to end. 

He wasn’t the only one. “Now there’s no need to do that.” From the looks of things, he was going to have to trust her this time. “Check inside your tall black boots.”

“My boots?” Lightning bolts flew out of her eyes. She clenched her teeth. “It better be there.”

“It is. Trust me.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s a laugh. Like I trusted you with that girl?”

Before he could try to defend himself, she slammed down the phone and stormed out of the room.

Helpless to do anything, he replaced the receiver. The guard took his arm to lead him back to his cell. His mind reeled. Just when he needed her, she had turned on him. He needed to fix this quick. Maybe it was time to come clean to his lawyer about everything. Especially about Tonya.
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When she got to Ian’s office after lunch, Deena had a buzz. And not the good kind. Her brother suffered from migraines, and she wondered if this was how they started.

Luckily, Rob had coffee brewing when she arrived. 

She had stopped by to check on Katy at the hospital. They had moved her to a room on the second floor. The nurse said the doctor was cautiously optimistic about her condition, and they were keeping her sedated until the swelling on her head went down. 

“Howdy,” Rob said in a voice that was much too chipper. He eyed the skull and crossbones umbrella but made no comment. “We set up a spot over here for you to work. I put some basic office supplies on the desk. If you need anything special, just let me know. I don’t know if Ian is going to get you a computer or not. You can use that file cabinet.” He motioned to a five-drawer metal model just like the ones she used to have at school. 

She sat down in the swivel chair behind the desk and almost fell over backwards. Being the new kid in the office was uncomfortable. It reminded her of when a new student would come into her class in the middle of the year and look so lost and sad. She wanted to see Ian’s friendly face.

Following her nose to the coffee pot, she walked past Amy who once again was on the phone. Ian’s cubicle was empty. She refilled her tumbler with coffee, adding extra sugar for a pick-me-up.

“Ian should be here in about ten minutes,” Amy announced.

Deena walked back to Amy’s desk. “Does he usually take long lunches like this?” She slugged down a gulp and burned her lip.

“He’s not at lunch. He’s been over at the police station talking to Detective Evans.”

“Oh,” Deena said, feeling a bit foolish. She tucked in her tail and crept back to her desk. The swivel chair was an accident waiting to happen. She switched it out for one of the straight backs, not wanting to end up going overboard. She pulled her notepad out of her black satchel, wondering what she should do. Amy and Rob were both busy beavers, making her feel guilty just sitting there drinking coffee. 

Wanting to seem like a team player, she got up and walked over to Rob. “Anything I can do to help?” 

“Not really. Ian will probably want to talk to you about the Trainor case when he gets here.” He turned back to his computer.

Trainor case? Deena hadn’t thought about the fact that the firm was dealing with more than one case at time. She wondered if Dan was going to give her assignments dealing with other clients. She couldn’t believe it had been over a week since she had found Mrs. Wilde’s body. She headed back to her desk and looked over her notes, wishing she were still curled up in bed with Hurley.

Everyone came to attention as soon as Ian walked through the door. “Deena, I need to talk to you. Rob, call the DA’s office and see what they have on Raymond. Amy, did you get those letters in the mail this morning?” He was like a ship’s captain, barking out orders to the crew.

Deena was secretly pleased that hers was the first name called. She opted to leave her coffee on the desk, but picked up her pen and notepad as she headed to Ian’s office.

Before she even sat down, Ian was talking. “I spoke to Detective Evans about Fisk. He may be calling you later. He was apparently aware of his dealings with the neighbors because Mrs. Wilde had filed a harassment charge against Fisk last fall when he wouldn’t quit calling her. It didn’t come to anything.” He pulled a stack of folders out of his briefcase and set them on his cluttered desk.

“So did he think Fisk might be behind the murder and attack on Katy?” 

“He didn’t say much, which is to be expected. He did agree to talk to him and check on his whereabouts during those two events. Problem is, if Fisk paid Travis and Roscoe to do his dirty work, he’ll probably have a solid alibi.”

That was the first hint that Ian might think Roscoe was guilty of attacking Katy. She didn’t say anything about it. “Did you mention the neighbors and the realtor as possible suspects?” 

“Yeah, but he didn’t seem too interested in them at this point.”

She shook her head. “Well, at least he agreed to talk to Fisk. That’s something.”

“Yes, and that’s a start.” He tapped his pen. “A lot is going to ride on what Travis is claiming as a defense. If he and Fisk were in on it together, he would have likely already named Fisk to the police. Maybe tried to make a deal. I didn’t get the impression that Detective Evans knew anything about Fisk’s possible involvement until I brought it up.”

Rob appeared in the doorway. “Ian, there’s a man here who wants to talk to you. Says it’s important.”

“Is he a new client?”

“No, says it’s about an existing case, but he wouldn’t say which one.”

“Scan him with the metal detector, then send him back.”

Deena’s eyes widened. She had never thought a law office would have to worry about dangerous people walking through the door.

“You can never be too careful,” Ian said.

The man was in his late forties and dressed in jeans and a cheap leather-like jacket. His work boots were muddy, and he was wearing a ball cap. He introduced himself as Duke Hambrick.

“What can we do for you today?” Ian motioned to the empty chair.

“I want to make you a deal.”

“What kind of deal?”

“I’ll give you information about one of your clients for help with one of mine.”

“Let’s hear it,” Ian said.

“Not until you agree and shake on it.” He sneered at Deena. “Does she need to be here?”

“Yes. I’m a busy man, Mr. Hambrick. I need you to be more specific.”

“I got information about Travis Wilde and Roscoe Trainor.”

“Travis Wilde is not my client.”

“I know. I just came from there. His stiff-suit lawyers wouldn’t even let me in the door. That’s why I’m here. You see, I’m a bounty hunter. I have information about Travis Wilde’s whereabouts the night of the murder that would clear him. Then I could take him back to Houston and collect my fee.”

Deena felt like she was in the back row of a theatre watching a movie. 

Ian was cool. He stared at the fidgety man. “And what am I going to get in return?”

“I’ll tell the police what I saw when I was staking out the Wilde house this past Monday night? That’s when your client got arrested for assaulting that girl, right?”

Deena jumped in. “Why were you watching the house for Travis on Monday night? He was arrested that afternoon?”

The man shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Yeah, well, I didn’t find out about it ‘til I saw it in the newspaper on Tuesday.”

“So, you’re not a very good bounty hunter, are you?”

Ian snickered. “Tell me what you saw, and I’ll consider helping you out. That’s the best I can do.”

“Fine,” Hambrick grumbled. “I had been parking down the street from the grandmother’s house thinking that’s where Travis would show up next since he’s originally from here. But the woman next door kept coming out and staring at my van, so I had to park over on the next block.”

“Your van? Is it a white paneled van by chance?” Deena asked.

“Yeah. How’d you know?” Hambrick looked surprised.

“Keep going,” Ian said.

“Anyway, about midnight, I see this car pull up just a ways down the street. This young guy gets out and walks back through the brush to the backyard of the house. Naturally, I think it’s my guy Travis. He starts messing with the window so I move in for a closer look. It was dark, but the moon was bright. The last time I saw my guy, he had a beard. This guy was clean shaven and seemed to be a foot taller. 

“I watched him. He opened the window. Something scared him and he fell back. He got something to stand on and went about halfway through the window again, and then it looked like he was blasted out of there. Glass went flying. That’s when the old woman next door and her dog came out. I high-tailed it to my van and hid. Next thing I heard was tires squealing. The cops went flying past. That’s when they must have picked him up.”

Deena realized his account exactly matched the story Roscoe told. Maybe Roscoe was innocent. Or maybe he was going back to finish the job like Ian had said. 

“We already know all that,” Ian said. “How’s this information supposed to help my client?”

“It proves he never went inside the house. He wasn’t there long enough to attack anyone.” 

Ian looked at Deena then back at Hambrick. “The girl was assaulted earlier in the evening. Around seven. Where were you then? Were you watching the house at that time?”

Hambrick sneered. “A guy’s gotta eat, right?”

Ian sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “I agree that it sounds like a good alibi for Roscoe, but if I’m going to talk to Travis Wilde’s attorney, you have to tell me what you know about him, too.”

Hambrick stood up. “If I do that, how do I know you will help me?”

“Sit down,” Ian said firmly. “You’re just going to have to trust me. If I think your story is believable, I’ll get them to talk to you.” He reached out his hand.

The man shook it and sat back down. “I was hot on Travis’ trail on Tuesday. Last week, that is. The day the old lady was killed. I wasn’t sure if he knew I was tracking him, but I knew he’d have to stop and sleep some time. I spotted his car at this shabby motel in Galveston. I gave the clerk a twenty to tell me which room he was in. Sure enough, lucky cuss was at the ice machine when he heard me knocking on the door. He took off before I could catch him. So you see, he couldn’t have been in Maycroft killing grandma when he was in Galveston with me.”

Ian seemed suspicious. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? How do I know you’ll follow through and testify to the police?”

“Guess it’s your turn to trust me,” he said with a sly grin.

“Deena, show Mr. Hambrick to the waiting area while I make a call.”

She had no idea where the waiting area was. Luckily, Amy walked over and led the way to a bank of five chairs near the foyer. Deena wasn’t sure if she should stay with him or not. She waited, thinking Ian would yell for her if he needed her.

A few minutes later, Ian walked out of his office and over to Hambrick. “I spoke to my colleague at Lyons and Sons. They are expecting you. Do you have a card or a number where I can reach you?”

The man pulled out a business card and handed it to Ian. They shook hands.

“Good luck,” Ian said. “We’ll be in touch.”

They watched him walk out the door, ducking his head through the rain. He got in the same van Deena had seen last week around town.

Ian shoved his hands in his pockets. “You know what this means, right?” 

“That Travis Wilde might be innocent of killing his grandmother?”

“And that our client might be guilty of murder.”
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Dan sat in his Cadillac down the street from the law offices of Lyons and Sons. He was waiting for Duke Hambrick to come out of the building.

Dan’s friend at the DMV was able to match the license plate number of the van to the owner and the county where the vehicle was registered. 

After a little digging online, Dan was able to determine the van owner—Duke Hambrick— was a bounty hunter. Since Travis Wilde lived in Houston and had skipped out on his bond, Dan put two and two together to figure out Travis was the guy Hambrick was after. 

Sure enough, a straggly-looking stranger came out of the building and got in the van. All Dan had to do was stay right on his bumper for two blocks to get him to pull over.

Hambrick stopped at a gas station parking lot and jumped out of his van ready to do battle. Dan carefully watched him approach the car before rolling down his window. “Hey. Dan Carson of the Northeast Texas Tribune.” He held up his identification.

“A reporter?” Hambrick waved his hand as if swatting away a fly and headed back to his car, now dripping wet.

“Wait,” Dan said. “I may have some information for you.”

Hambrick didn’t slow down.

“There may be some money in it,” Dan yelled just before Hambrick shut his door.

That got his attention. Dan knew those magic words usually got him the information he wanted. He pulled his car up next to the van.

Hambrick rolled down his window. “Talk.”

“I know you’re a bounty hunter, and I know you’re after Travis Wilde.”

“So what?”

“I may have another bail jumper for you.”

“I’m listening.”

“Tell me why you are still in town with Wilde behind bars, and I’ll tell you who it is. I’m just after a story. I have no reason to lie.” 

“Were you the one who wrote the story about the arrest and the assault on that girl?” 

Dan nodded.

The man looked him over. “How much is the reward?”

“I honestly have no idea.” Dan was counting on the man being desperate. Apparently he was.

“Let’s just say that Mr. Wilde may have an alibi. Could be he’s getting his ‘get out of jail free’ card real soon.”

Dan shook his head. “Fair enough. There’s another man in jail right now who may be getting out any day also. Wanted in Las Vegas. Roscoe Trainor.”

Hambrick smiled. “Well, well. Isn’t that interesting?” He closed his window and drove off.

* * *
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DEENA WAITED AT HER desk while Ian took a phone call. Rob and Amy stood outside his office waiting to talk to him. The front door opened, and Dan Carson strolled in, water dripping from his cap and jacket. He looked like a wet dog. Just as she walked up to greet him, Ian called her name. 

“Come on back,” she said, taking Dan’s jacket. “I’ll see if Ian wants to talk to you.”

Ian motioned for Dan to sit. “It’s a busy day, Dan. What have you got?”

He laughed and crossed his legs. “It’s your turn, remember? I told you about Jackson Oil and Gas.”

“Let’s try this,” Ian said. “Tell me the latest, and I’ll see what I can add to it.”

“For one thing, I know that Duke Hambrick drives a white van and is in town to nab Travis Wilde and take him back to Houston. It seems Travis may have an alibi for the night of the murder.”

Deena couldn’t believe Dan had already uncovered that information. 

“Impressive,” Ian said. “What else?”

“Marty Fisk has an alibi for both crimes.”

“You’re kidding!” Deena nearly fell off her chair. “Where was he?”

“When Mrs. Wilde was killed, he was at home in bed with his wife. I thought for sure he would say he was with Georgia Parks.” 

Deena instinctively looked down at her boots, knowing they were hiding her neon purple polish. “What about the evening Katy was attacked?”

“He was in Austin at his daughter’s drama competition. They performed The Crucible. Ironically, she played Abigail Williams. Their team won.”

Deena’s faith in her gut instincts started to crumble like a stack of fresh oatmeal cookies. “That doesn’t mean he’s not guilty of something, right? He still might have paid someone to do the work.” 

Ian eyed Deena. “I don’t suppose you’re talking about our client, are you?” 

She scrunched her nose and turned back to Dan.

“The police questioned Fisk,” Dan said, “and he sang like a canary. He admitted to paying Roscoe to scare the girl. That’s it, though. Swears he had nothing to do with the murder or the assault. Detective Evans seems to believe him.”

“How do you know all this?” Ian asked.

“Sources. Detective Evans may call you later, or he may sit on it a few days.”

Ian grabbed his notepad. “So let’s figure out where we are. First, based on Hambrick’s statement, we’ll assume Travis didn’t kill his grandmother.”

“That’s a relief,” Deena said. She saw the look Ian shot her and added, “I’m glad for Katy—I mean, Miss Wilde.”

“Also, we know Travis didn’t attack his sister because he was in jail,” Ian said.

Deena tapped her nails on the desk. “We know Fisk has admitted to paying Roscoe to scare Katy. That corroborates his story about being there that night. He wouldn’t go over there to scare her if he had attacked her earlier.”

“You’re right,” Ian said. “If the police believe Fisk and Hambrick, that should get Roscoe off the hook for the attack on her.”

Dan rubbed his whiskers. “Also, I can’t see Fisk giving up the information that he paid Roscoe to scare Katy if he also paid him to kill Mrs. Wilde. It would be too easy to make the connection between the two.”

Deena looked back and forth between the two men. “Are we saying that Marty Fisk, Travis, and Roscoe may not have been involved in either crime?” 

Ian nodded. “It’s starting to look that way. As Roscoe’s defense attorney, it’s all good news. But for the police—” 

Deena smacked her forehead. “It’s back to square one.”
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Ian was anxious to talk to Roscoe, wanting to tell him about Fisk and Hambrick. He and Deena headed back down to the county jail. They sat in the same room and followed the same routine of watching Roscoe be brought in to talk to them.

He looked more haggard than the previous day.

“Good news,” Ian said as soon as the guard left. “Nothing is official yet, but it looks like Mr. Fisk may back up your story. He stated that he paid you to scare Katy so she would sell the house.”

Roscoe raised his chin. “Hallelujah.”

“Don’t be worried if it takes a few days for everything to get worked out. You know how it can be.”

“Thanks. Have you talked to Tonya?”

“Not yet,” Ian said. “Looks like we won’t have to.”

Roscoe let out a sigh.

“You know that you’re not completely off the hook. There’s still a warrant out for you in Las Vegas. The Maycroft police will want to extradite you there.”

“I know. I can deal with it.”

“What about Tonya?” Deena asked. “Will she be going back there with you?”

“Probably. I don’t know why she wouldn’t.”

Deena fumed, wanting to give him a piece of her mind. Maybe she would have to make another visit to Sister Natasha to tell her what kind of a man she was living with. Someone who would take money for unscrupulous reasons and then hide it from her. 

Ian closed his briefcase. “Is there anything else you want to tell me before I try to work out your release? Anything at all?”

“No sir.”

“Then I’ll get to work on this and let you know as soon as things are finalized.” Ian walked over and knocked on the door. The guard came in and led Roscoe away.

Deena stood up. “You know, that guy may get away with this, but he’s obviously a criminal. I wouldn’t be surprised if he ends up spending a lot of time behind bars during his lifetime.”

As they headed to the front of the building, a sergeant stopped Ian. 

“Hey, Davis. We had your man Culpepper in lock-up last night.”

“What was it this time?” 

“Loitering. He was sleeping in the park again. He left something in his cell.” The officer reached under the front counter and pulled out a large paper sack. “Thought you might want to give it to him since it seems kind of fancy.” He tossed the bag to Ian.

His face went pale as he looked inside. Then he stared at Deena with his mouth hanging open.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I don’t know. But it’s made out of black velvet fabric.”

* * *
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NEITHER SPOKE AS THEY drove straight to the office. When they walked through the front door, Ian announced to Rob and Amy that they’d be in the conference room. Apparently, that was code for meeting in private. He waved for Deena to follow him through the dining area into the kitchen.

It was her first time inside that room. A large oak table sat in the middle of the space surrounded by six chairs. 

He pulled the contents out of the bag and spread it out on the table. The fabric was matted with mud and gunk. The smell overpowered the musty odor of the office. “What is this?” he asked. 

Deena walked around to look at it from another direction. “It looks like a cape. Like from a costume or something.”

“Check the edges.”

When she spotted the ripped bottom corner, she held it up for Ian. “Ouch!” She pulled back her finger to see a sliver of glass sticking out. She leaned down to look closer at the fabric. Several small pieces of glass were stuck to it. 

Neither said a word. Ian walked out, leaving her there with the curious garment. He returned with something in his hand and turned off the overhead light. He turned on a black light and scanned the cape. When he got to the bottom edge, there was a faint glow.

Deena had seen enough police shows to have a good idea of what they were looking at. “It’s blood, right?”

“I think so.” He turned off the black light. “But how on earth did it get in the hands of Sandra’s uncle?”

“Sandra’s uncle? Is that the man who was picked up for sleeping in the park?”

“I’m afraid so.” Ian carefully folded up the cape and put it back in the sack. “Follow me.”

Deena’s mind reeled with this new discovery. For one, she didn’t know Sandra had an uncle living in Maycroft. She thought she knew everything about her friend. For another, how would he have had a cape that might have been at the scene of Katy’s attack? She assumed Ian was wondering the same thing.

They walked back to his office, and he stuffed the sack in the bottom drawer of one of his three file cabinets.

Deena sat in the chair, afraid of what he might say. What if he asked her to get rid of the cape? Forget she ever saw it. She’d be an accessory to something. Murder? No. A cover-up? 

She held her breath.

“What I’m going to tell you is strictly confidential. I don’t want you telling Rob or Amy about this.”

“What about Gary? I tell him everything. If you don’t want him to know, don’t tell me.”

“You can tell Gary, if you have to.”

That was a relief.

“Sandra has an uncle who lives here in town. He’s got some problems. You might say he’s...troubled. He lives in one of those old motels on the outskirts of town. As far as I know, he’s never hurt anyone in his life.” He looked down at his hands. “I realize that the cape may be evidence in a crime, and I fully intend to turn it over to the police. But before I do, I want to talk to Sandra’s uncle, Lester. That’s his name. Lester Culpepper.”

“I see,” Deena said, wondering about the legality of sitting on critical evidence.

“If it turns out he’s guilty of attacking Katy, so be it. But I need to hear his side of the story first.” He swallowed hard. “I need you to find him for me.”

“Me?” She immediately realized the error in her question. He had hired her as an investigator, and that’s what he was asking her to do.

“I don’t want you to do this alone. He hangs out in some pretty seedy areas. Do you think Dan would agree to help you?” 

“Probably. I can ask him.”

“The sooner the better. I’ll make a list of the places you should look.” He glanced up from his notepad. “And Deena, thanks.”

She nodded. After he handed her the paper, he gave her a physical description of Lester. She walked back toward the kitchen to call Dan. As she waited for him to answer, she looked at the list. Two bars, three bridges, the soup kitchen, and a motel. 

She called Dan and briefly explained the situation. He agreed to help her. As she picked up her handbag and walked out the front door, she decided it would be best not to tell Gary what was going on until she got home. Hoping for a quick resolution to this latest problem, she got in her car and headed for the motel. 

Although she knew she might “get her hands dirty” in this job, she never dreamed it would be literal.
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Back in the Sixties, the Pine Tree Motel was an oasis for families who loaded the kids in the station wagon to make that long trek across Texas. A swimming pool with a diving board and a slide ensured parents plenty of poolside relaxation while the kids burned off pent-up energy. Today, the old place was best known for its broken neon sign that, when lit at night, read, “P-ee Mo.”

That’s where Deena waited for Dan to meet her Wednesday afternoon. She kept the car running and the doors locked, grateful it was still light out despite the overcast sky. She was relieved a few minutes later when he pulled up and parked beside her. She got out of the car, hoisting her umbrella against the light mist and pulling her raincoat tighter. 

They walked toward the motel’s office and passed a breezeway where several men were busy shooting dice and drinking from bottles in paper bags. Dan held Deena’s arm and stopped in front of them.

Dan took the lead. “Hey, fellas. I’m looking for someone. Can you help me out?”

“That depends,” the largest of the three said. “You cops?”

“Nah. We’re looking for a friend. The name is—” Dan pointed to Deena.

“Lester Culpepper,” she said.

The man snickered. “Not much of a friend if you don’t even know his name.”

Dan pulled a ten dollar bill from his pocket. “Would this help?” He held it up in the air.

“Well now, I reckon so.”

Slowly, Dan handed him the money.

“He ain’t here,” the man said.

Dan stood with both hands deep in his jacket pockets and stared.

The other guy got the message. “He was headed down to the Oak Street Bridge last time I saw him.”

Dan nodded. Deena started to say something when Dan pulled her toward the car. 

“Thank you,” she called back over her shoulder.

He motioned for her to get in his Cadillac.

Shaking out the umbrella, she put it on the floorboard next to a brown box. “What’s this?” she asked. “Cassettes?”

He picked up the box and dropped it onto the floor of the backseat. “Eight tracks.” He started up the engine. “We’ll come back for your car later. And by the way, don’t get too friendly with strangers. Did you notice the guy next to the wall pull out a switchblade?”

Deena’s mouth flew open. “I guess being an investigator can be pretty dicey.” 

Dan moaned at her bad pun and turned onto Oak Street. “Are you going to recognize this guy we’re looking for?”

“I think so. Ian gave me a description and told me what to ask him to make sure we have the right man. I’ll do the talking this time. You watch my back.”

When they reached the bridge, Dan pulled onto the shoulder and saw three or four men playing cards. “Give me your umbrella and wait here,” he said.

“I thought real men didn’t use umbrellas.”

He cut his eyes at her and held out his hand.  

Deena wanted to protest but could see the seriousness on Dan’s face. She watched him walk down the muddy bank and disappear under the overpass. Every second that ticked by made her heart beat a little faster. Where was he? Why wasn’t he back? She pulled out her cell phone and was just about to call him when the top of the umbrella rose up over the incline. Dan and a man that matched Lester’s description walked up to her side of the car. Deena rolled down her window.

“Ask him,” Dan said.

“Hi. Are you Sandra’s uncle?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, ducking down to get his head closer to hers.

“What’s your favorite song?”

His eyes lit up and he spread his arms. As he started to sing, he tapped his feet in the mud and danced in a circle. “I’m happy happy happy, happy happy ho—” 

Deena nodded to Dan, and he opened the back door. Lester danced his jig all the way into the backseat.

Dan got in and shut the door. He and Deena turned in their seats to face their new passenger. 

“Hi, I’m Deena. I’m friends with Ian and Sandra.”

“Oh yes. How are they?” His face revealed a near toothless grin.

“They’re fine. Ian heard you spent the night in jail and wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“I’m right as rain!” 

“That’s good,” Deena said. She debated just driving him back to the office but decided to take a shot. “You didn’t happen to leave something behind at the jail, did you? Something black?”

“Black? Now let me think.” He scratched his beard. “Black...oh yes. I remember, now. That new blanket. Warmest one I ever had. I told Rudy I needed to get locked up again so I could go back and get it.”

Deena glanced at Dan then back at Lester. “So how long have you had that black blanket?”

“Two days. Three days. Four. I don’t remember.”

“Do you remember where you got it?” she asked. 

The man laughed and threw back his head. “I picked it up shopping.” 

“Shopping? Like in a store?” 

“No. Behind them. In the dumpster.”

Deena was losing her patience. This was like pulling teeth. “Do you remember where?”

“Oh sure. I’ll show you.”

Now we’re getting somewhere. If they could figure out where he found the cape, she might be able to find more evidence from Katy’s assault.

Lester whistled to Dan. “Go to that little store down by the pawn shop.” 

Dan headed that direction. It was only a mile or so away. He pulled into the store parking lot. 

“Is this it?” Deena asked hopefully.

“Hmm,” he said. “I’m not sure. It’s hard to remember important things when I’m so thirsty.”

“Beer or wine?” Dan asked.

“A little red chianti would probably do the trick.” Lester’s eyes twinkled as Dan got out of the car.

“Your boyfriend is a real nice fella.”

“He’s not—” She stopped, realizing the man was crazy like a fox. Deena was learning a lot about getting information out of people. She still couldn’t get over the fact that Lester was related to her best friend.

Dan returned with the bottle of wine in a paper sack and handed it to Lester.

“Now I remember. Drive down this-a-way.” He pointed down a dark side road.

Deena wondered if Lester was leading them on a wild goose chase.

“Stop,” he said as they came up on an old office building with a “For Lease” sign in the window. “There it is.” 

Dan pulled around to the back of the building. “Are you sure?”

“Yep. I like this one ‘cuz people get rid of stuff here, and it doesn’t get emptied very often.”

“Did you notice anything else in there when you pulled out the...blanket.”

“As best I recall, something was wrapped up in it but fell out. May still be in there.” Lester motioned toward the dumpster.

Deena looked at Dan. She couldn’t ask him to do this on top of everything else he had done. She picked up her umbrella and got out of the car. 

“Stay here,” Dan told Lester, who seemed perfectly content to enjoy his beverage and watch the show. Dan opened his trunk and pulled out a flashlight. 

The dumpster lid was propped open, so whatever was inside would be soaking wet.

“I’ll do it,” Dan said.

“No way. Just give me a boost.” She laid the umbrella on the ground and felt the mist cover her face and hair. Luckily, this morning she had put on her low-heeled boots, which would make it easier to climb. She grabbed onto the edge of the metal container and tried not to think about the black slime touching her hands. She stepped into the saddle Dan formed with his hands and got her feet up on the side ledge. 

Dan handed her the flashlight so she could see to the bottom. Wet boxes and old tree limbs sat on top of the murky sludge across the bottom. She moved the light around the perimeter but didn’t see anything unusual. Breathing through her mouth to avoid the full impact of the stench rising to greet her, she wiped rainwater out of her eyes with a wet sleeve. She picked up one of the branches so she could push the boxes off to the side. When she did, something caught the light and reflected back. It appeared to be glass. She pushed again and it sank below the muddy surface. 

“I’m going in,” she said, handing the flashlight back to Dan. She put one leg over the top edge and pulled herself over, landing on top of a branch and turning her ankle. “Ouch,” she yelled.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she said, rubbing her sore foot. “Flashlight.” She reached up and Dan placed it in her hand. She took two careful steps toward the area where she had seen the glass object. Slowly, she dipped her hand into the black water and felt around. Her fingers touched something smooth. She prayed it wasn’t an animal. She lifted it up. It was the handle to a glass pitcher. “I got it!” 

A clap of thunder applauded her effort, and she hurried to get out. “Careful,” she said, as she handed the flashlight and chunk of glass to Dan. She stood on the branches to get her leg back over, and Dan helped her out. 

He was grinning like a fool when she landed safely on the ground. “I’m proud of you kid. I wasn’t sure you had it in you.” 

“She brushed the wet hair out of her eyes and picked up her umbrella, puffing to catch her breath. “You know what that is, don’t you?”

“Looks like the handle to the pitcher someone used to crack Katy on the noggin. The police never mentioned that they didn’t find it, but they like to keep details like that out of the news so they can use them later to catch the bad guys.” 

“Do you think Lester did it?”

“Absolutely not, but let’s get him back to Ian before he’s too soused to talk. And if you don’t mind, will you sit in the backseat? I don’t want what’s all over you to end up all over my car.”

* * *
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AFTER DROPPING OFF Lester and talking to Ian, Dan drove Deena back to the motel for her car. It was almost five o’clock, and all she could think about was getting home to shower before Gary got there.

“Tell me more about this cape you found.” Dan wiped the windshield with the back of his hand to clear away the fog.

“Apparently, Lester pulled it out of the dumpster and used it as a blanket.” She leaned forward from the backseat so she could be heard over the beating of the wipers. “He got picked up for sleeping in the park and left it at the jail. They gave it to Ian to return to him. The black velvet matched the swatch found in Katy’s house and the edge had some blood and broken glass on it.”

“So, whoever hit Katy wrapped the glass handle in the blood-smeared cape and tossed it in the dumpster.”

“Right. And Ian is going to turn it over to the police.”

Dan gave her a sideways glance.

“He is,” she said.

“He better not tamper with it, because we’re both involved now. I can hold off writing a story, but I can’t withhold key evidence.”

Deena shook her head. “Don’t worry. He’ll do the right thing.” 

At least she hoped so.
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Deena slipped on her soft, thermal pajamas even though it was already March and the temperature outside had been steadily rising. She rubbed her wet hair with a towel after shampooing it twice to get rid of the sickening sewage smell. 

Hurley, on the other hand, couldn’t get enough of it. He lay curled up on the wet jeans she had tossed on the floor.

Gary walked into the bedroom. “Going to sleep already? Must have been a rough day at the office.” His kissed her cheek and loosened his tie.

“Actually, I had quite an adventure.” She told him about the search for Sandra’s uncle and her Indiana Jones foray in filth. 

Her cell phone rang. She had changed Ian’s ringtone to the theme song from Mission Impossible. “Hello?”

She couldn’t believe he was asking her to meet him at the police station now. It was cocktail hour, not criminal hour. She listened to his request and reluctantly agreed. 

Gary frowned. “First dumpster diving, now late night rendezvous with the boss? I’m not sure I like this new job.”

“It’s definitely different from teaching.” She grabbed the blow dryer and started on her hair. “You make dinner, and I’ll be home in an hour. Promise.” 

* * *
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THE POLICE STATION seemed less scary now that Deena wasn’t a prime suspect in a murder case.

Ian met her in the lobby. “I turned over the evidence to Detective Evans and told him the whole story.”

“About Lester and Dan and me and the dumpster?”

“Yes, everything.” He stammered to get his words out. “I want to thank you...for trusting me and helping out today. It means a lot to me...and Sandra.”

Deena nodded. “Are they going to question me and Dan?”

“Perhaps. If the evidence leads to a perpetrator and goes to trial, then you’ll be asked to give a deposition. For now, they took my word for it.”

“So why am I here?”

“They are going to need me for a while longer, and I wanted you to go talk to Roscoe. I called, and they said you can meet with him in the visitation room. Tell him that this new evidence is going to slow down his release. They have to check it for hair, blood, and fingerprints. Assure him that it will be worth the extra time since the evidence will further clear him of any suspicion.”

“No problem.” Deena headed toward the door, but then stopped. “Tomorrow, I want to talk about my job. I’m not sure—”

“You don’t have to say anything else. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

* * *
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AS SHE WAITED IN THE cubby on her side of the glass wall, Deena thought about what she had just said to Ian. She hadn’t planned it. It just popped out. What was she going to tell him tomorrow? That she wanted to quit? Wasn’t it just a few days ago that she was thrilled with this new challenge? Maybe Gary was right. Maybe she was looking for something she wouldn’t be able to find.

A guard walked up with Roscoe and sat him in the chair across from her. “Ten minutes,” he said and walked back to his post.

They picked up their phones. 

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“Where’s Davis?” 

“He’s at the police station. He sent me to tell you something. There’s been a delay in your release.”

Roscoe pulled the receiver away from his ear and shook his head. 

For the first time, she felt a little sorry for him. His lips were pale, his eyes dull. She knew she needed to keep her emotions out of it. She signaled for him to pick up the receiver. “It’s not that bad. You see, there’s been some new evidence found that the police have to check out. Once they determine that none of your DNA is on it, they’ll know you are innocent and let you go.”

“What new evidence?”

“A black cape that was worn at the scene and the handle to a glass pitcher.”

His eyes widened and the little bit of color in his face drained off. “A cape?”

“Yes.”

“Black velvet?”

“Why? What is it?” This was not the reaction she had expected.

As though seeing a ghost, he stared into the distance. “Tonya has a black cape. And if that’s hers, my prints are all over it.”

“What?” Her stomach tightened. “Why would she attack Katy?” 

“She was jealous. Thought I might be cheating on her.”

“Might be cheating on her? Wouldn’t she know? I thought she was a psychic?”

Roscoe leaned in and glared at her. “Oh, come on, lady. Everybody knows that was a con.”
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Preliminary test results showed no usable fingerprint evidence on the glass pitcher handle. Whoever had it must have wiped it off with the cape. Several days soaking in the bottom of the wet dumpster took care of the rest. The blood on the cape matched Katy’s type, but would take a few more days to get a DNA match. Same for the hair evidence.

The police were surprised when they got a call from Marty Fisk Thursday morning. He told them that Tonya Webber had given him notice she was moving out on Saturday. The police didn’t have enough evidence to pick her up without the DNA results. They needed a plan fast.

Ian said he wasn’t surprised the couple had perpetrated a hoax, but if confronted, it would be Roscoe’s word against Tonya’s. Pretending to be a psychic was an invisible crime. As far as the cape was concerned, Tonya could easily accuse Roscoe of wearing it over to Katy’s house as a disguise. 

Although Deena could imagine Tonya attacking Katy in a jealous rage, she couldn’t see her killing Mrs. Wilde. What would be her motive?

Ian, Deena, Detective Evans, and an attorney from the DA’s office huddled around a conference table at the police station. 

“Are you sure no one outside the hospital staff knows that Katy Wilde was transferred to the rehabilitation center in Dallas?” Ian asked.

“Unless someone squealed,” Detective Evans said. “We made sure to keep it under wraps for her protection.”

“What? I thought she was still in the Maycroft Hospital.” Deena looked at Ian who gave her a sheepish nod. “When I called to check on her last night, they said she was awake. I was going to go see her this afternoon.”

“She did wake up,” Evans said. “That’s why the doctor moved her to rehab. She doesn’t remember a thing. Has no idea who hit her.”

“That’s good, I guess.” The others around the table shot her a disapproving look. “For her sake.”

“You know,” Deena said, “It’s an old trick, but it just might work. What if we have Roscoe call Tonya and tell her Katy is about to wake up and will be able to identify her killer? Then we follow her and see if she comes to finish the job. We catch her red-handed.”

They looked around the room at each other.

“That only works on TV,” Detective Evans said. “We’ll have to come up with something else.”

Ian’s cell phone rang. “That’s ironic,” he said. “It’s the police.”

As he took the call, Deena watched his face fall. Before she could even speculate about what was wrong, he was up on his feet and grabbing his briefcase. “It’s Sandra. Someone found her unconscious at the thrift store. They’re taking her to the hospital.”

“I’ll drive you,” Deena said. 

When they got to the car, her hands were shaking. She needed to be strong for Ian.

As they pulled into the emergency room entrance, medics were wheeling Sandra in on a gurney. 

Ian jumped out of the car almost before it stopped.

Deena parked and went inside. She could only imagine how Ian must be feeling. She spoke to the woman at the front desk, but was told she couldn’t go back.

Too antsy to sit in the waiting room, she walked outside and took in a deep breath. The sun was out and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The weather in Texas sure could change fast. 

She walked slowly toward the front entrance of the hospital, her ankle still tender from galloping in the garbage. She called Gary, but it went to voicemail. No use alarming him. She left a message for him to call her. Feeling helpless, she’d have to be patient until she heard from Ian.

The automatic doors opened as she moved near the hospital’s front entrance. She walked in and looked around. The gift shop was open, and a colorful spring bouquet drew her inside. She looked at the rack of greeting cards. 

The automatic doors opened again. A woman walked in who appeared to be really, really pregnant. Like ten months. Her blond hair was obviously a cheap wig, like the kind you get with a Halloween costume. Women can spot these things. She wore a sun hat, sunglasses, and flip flops. A straw bag hung from her shoulder. The woman looked more suited for a trip to the beach than a trip to the hospital. 

Deena’s eyes curiously followed her. 

Catching her shoe on the edge of a doormat, the woman stumbled. 

Deena lunged forward to help her, but the woman seemed to have no trouble catching her balance. She made a beeline to the elevator. 

As she walked away, something else caught Deena’s eye. Hadn’t she seen those feet before? That lime green toenail polish? Such a bold color. 

It was Georgia Parks. 

What would she be doing sneaking into the hospital wearing a disguise? Something was definitely wrong, and Deena needed to find out what it was. She ran to the elevator and mashed the button. With only two floors to travel, it didn’t take long for it to come. 

The doors opened to the second floor, and Deena caught sight of Georgia right across from the nurses’ station. She went into a patient’s room. It was the room Katy had been in yesterday.

“Stop her!” Deena yelled as she ran down the hall. “Call the police!” She crashed through the door to find Georgia, wild eyed and confused, holding a knife over an elderly, sleeping woman.

“Georgia, stop!” 

“You!” Georgia yelled. “You can’t stop me!” She swung the knife wildly, grazing Deena’s arm. 

Deena ducked and fell to the ground. Her handbag and its contents went flying. 

A nurse opened the door and yelled for security.

Georgia ripped off her wig and came toward her again. 

Deena wanted to scream, but fear had stolen her breath. She swung her leg, knocking Georgia off her feet. She grabbed the umbrella that had fallen out of her bag and swung it like a baseball bat, hitting Georgia in the arm and sending the knife flying under the bed. Deena saw her chance and dove for the knife. She managed to reach it with her fingertips, pushing it a bit farther out of reach. 

Georgia tried to roll over to stop Deena. The extra padding under her blouse was too bulky.  She tried to stand up but smacked her head on the underside of the metal bed frame. She fell back down just as a security officer grabbed her legs and pulled her out from under the bed. 

Deena lay motionless with her eyes closed, trying to catch her breath. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she felt faint. She lay on the floor until the officer handcuffed and removed Georgia from the room.

“It’s all right. We got her,” the nurse said. 

Deena opened her eyes. Her breath came in short bursts. She pulled herself out from under the bed, and sat up. Blood spewed down her arm. 

The woman in the bed moaned and the nurse went to tend to her. 

Deena’s cell phone rang from somewhere across the room. She knew from the tone that it was Gary. She tried to stand up, but her legs were too weak. The nurse brought the phone to her.

Before she could even speak, she heard her husband’s voice. “Deena, what’s up? I just got out of my meeting.”

“I...I just caught a killer.”

* * *
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A NURSE WHEELED DEENA down to the emergency room to get stitches in her arm. By now it burned as if squirted with a jalapeño pepper. She had also twisted her sore ankle when she fell, and the doctor wanted to get an x-ray.

Gary threw back the curtain as the emergency room nurse prepared Deena’s arm for stitches.

“Deena!” He walked to her side and picked up her hand, holding it to his lips. 

“I’m fine,” she said. She knew he was worried now, but he would probably be lecturing her on personal safety before long. 

“Hold still. This is going to sting a little.” The nurse inserted a needle to numb the area around the cut.

Deena held her breath. Compared to what had just happened, this was nothing. 

Ian walked in. His coat and tie were off, his face more pale than usual. “Deena, I just heard.”

“Sir, family only back here,” the nurse said.

“It’s okay,” Deena said. “He’s my boss...lawyer...friend.”

The nurse nodded and jabbed the needle back into Deena’s arm.

“How’s Sandra?” Deena asked, wishing she could drop Gary’s hand to scratch her nose.

“She’s got a bump on her head, but she says she’s fine. They’re running some tests. They think maybe her blood sugar dropped too low.”

“Bumps on the head are apparently contagious.” She pulled back her hand and gave her nose a satisfying rub.

Ian patted Gary on the back. “You have a real hero here. She’s a keeper. I’ll check on you later.” He nodded at Deena and left the room.

She looked at her arm and cringed as blood dripped out of the gash. 

Gary grabbed her hand again and tightened his grip.

“The doctor will be here in a minute to stitch that up,” the nurse said and pulled the curtain closed behind her. 

“I can’t believe you ended up in the hospital again,” said Gary, sounding more exasperated than worried. “If anything happens to you...”

“It won’t. I’m like a cat with nine lives. Anyway, I’m going to talk to Ian when I get out of here. I don’t think I’m cut out for this line of work. Do you care that I’m going to be unemployed again?”

“Absolutely not.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. 

She filled him in on the details of seeing Georgia and following her into the hospital room. Georgia must have been in quite a shock to find an old woman there instead of Katy. Deena wasn’t quite ready to tell him how scared she had been.

“Knock, knock.” Ian stuck his head back around the curtain. “Sorry to interrupt you kids, but I have some news.”

“What’s that?” Deena asked.

He beamed. “Sandra’s pregnant.”
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Gary was so glad to have Deena home safe and sound that on Saturday, he let her sit in his favorite recliner to prop up her ankle. Luckily, it was only a small fracture, but it would still take a while to heal. After sleeping most of the day Friday, she was anxious to re-evaluate her next career move. 

She was glad when Dan called and said he would stop by to fill in the details he couldn’t include in his news story about Georgia’s arrest.

Gary led him into the den. “Hey, cutie. How are you feeling?” He took a seat in the easy chair, looking less like the rumpled crime reporter she’d let interview her at the hospital.

“Bored. Maybe I should reconsider quitting my job.”

“No,” Gary and Dan said in unison.

She grinned, knowing they were just looking out for her well-being. “So Georgia committed both crimes and then went back to the hospital to finish off Katy.”

Dan settled back into the chair as if lecturing a college class on police procedure. “When they arrested her, she kept saying the collision between Katy’s head and the tea pitcher was an accident. Claims she went over to Katy’s to try to coax her into selling the house.”

“Why would she care about the house?” Gary asked. 

“Turns out, Georgia and Marty Fisk were having an affair—just like I said.” He tapped the side of his nose. “When Katy didn’t answer the front door, Georgia went around back and scared the poor girl. Katy tried to cold cock her with a Louisville Slugger. Georgia said she grabbed the pitcher in self-defense.” 

Deena scoffed. “If that’s all that happened, she could have just called 9-1-1 and told them.” 

“That’s right, but she was afraid they’d try to pin the murder on her—which they would. The two attacks were a little too coincidental.”

Gary pointed to the newspaper on the coffee table. “You wrote that she confessed to the murder. How did they get it out of her?”

“That’s a good one,” Dan said. “She thought Fisk would strike oil, leave his wife, and they’d live happily ever after. It might have happened if she hadn’t been so impatient. She was tired of waiting for Fisk to convince the city to re-zone, so she took matters into her own hands. She was always too cocky for her own good.”

“I definitely got that impression of her,” Deena said.  

“She told Detective Evans that if she were going to kill Barbara Wilde, she’d have come prepared. She said she wouldn’t have used a scarf the victim was in the middle of knitting. As soon as she said that, bingo! They had her.”

Deena smiled and nodded.

Gary looked back and forth between the two and scratched his head. “But how?”

Deena raised her hand, reverting back to her school teacher days. “I know you think I’m a blabber mouth, but I can keep a secret. Even from you. See, when I found Mrs. Wilde dead, I saw the ball of yarn still attached to the scarf. The knitting needles had fallen out in her lap. Detective Evans told me to keep it a secret, and I did.”

Dan gave her his signature salute. “Good job. That meant the killer was the only other person besides the police who could have known Mrs. Wilde was still knitting the scarf used to strangle her.”

Gary clapped his hands, applauding Deena. “So Georgia committed both crimes, and the psychic was innocent.”

“I wouldn’t call her innocent, exactly,” Deena said.

Dan laughed. “As it turns out, Tonya had followed lover boy the previous night to Katy’s house. She thought he was sneaking over to the see the pretty barmaid. So the next night, she waited until he left and went over there trying to catch him. She got there after Georgia, but before Roscoe.”

“That’s when she wore the black cape,” Deena said, picturing Tonya creeping around in the dark. 

“Right. She walked in the back door and found herself in a pool of glass and blood, thinking Katy was dead. She thought Roscoe must have done it. She picked up the glass handle to get rid of the evidence and ran out of there. She threw the cape, the handle, and her shoes in the dumpster.” 

“So, what’s next?” Deena asked, shifting in the recliner to try to find a comfortable position. “What will happen to Travis and Roscoe?”

She watched the smile fall from Dan’s face. “The District Attorney’s office is letting them both go. Duke Hambrick, the bounty hunter, is taking them each back to jail. That was his reward for going on the record with what he knew.”

Deena shook her head. “And Tonya? What’s going to happen to her?”

“The DA will likely let her go, too. They could charge her with obstruction of justice, but they only seem interested in charging Georgia for murder. And, according to his lawyer, Fisk plans to resign his seat on the city council and concentrate on repairing his broken marriage.”

A hush fell on the room. Deena thought about Katy. Now that her property was more valuable, it would be harder to choose to keep the house. Maybe she could afford to have it picked up and moved to a different part of town. Time would tell. The doctors had said she would probably be back in a few weeks. That would give Deena’s ankle time to heal so she would be able to help her new friend get back on her feet. Speaking of feet...

Deena’s laughter broke the silence.

“What is it?” Gary asked. “Am I missing something?”

“I just pictured Georgia with her lime green toenails and bright orange jumpsuit. Bold colors for a bold woman.”

* * *
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here?” Sandra asked as Deena hobbled into the thrift store on crutches.

Gary held the door open and walked next to her to make sure she didn’t fall.

“I was going stir crazy.” She hopped on one foot and settled into a chair near the register. Sandra pulled her stool closer. “But it’s only Saturday afternoon. How are you going to make it another month?”

Gary pointed to himself. “You mean, how am I going to make it another month?”

“Poor thing,” Deena said. “Sandra can babysit me for a while. You go ahead and get your car washed. Don’t rush.”

He hurried out the door, the bells jingling behind him.

“Glad to see so many customers,” Deena said. “I hope you don’t mind me being here.”

“Of course not! I was going to come by to see you tomorrow any way.” She glanced around the store to see if anyone needed help. A woman with a handful of clothes walked up, and Sandra opened the dressing room door for her.

“Does it hurt?” Sandra asked, motioning to Deena’s foot when she returned to the counter.

“Not much, but I’m on pain killers. How about you? Any morning sickness?”

“A little. The doctor gave me something that’s supposed to help.” She rubbed her stomach.

The front door jingled, and they both looked up. The girl looked familiar, but Deena couldn’t quite place her. She wore a t-shirt and jeans. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing makeup. 

Sandra gasped as the girl got closer. “Natasha!”

The girl lowered her head as she reached the counter. “Actually, it’s Tonya.”

No one spoke for a moment. Sandra looked practically paralyzed.

Deena broke the awkward silence. “What do you want?”

Tonya clasped her hands in front of her on the counter. “I...I wanted to apologize.” She looked up at Sandra. “You trusted me, and I lied to you. I lied to everyone.”

“I know.” The tone of Sandra’s voice made it clear she was not in a forgiving mood. 

Tonya looked to be on the verge of tears. “I’m so stupid. I wish I could blame Roscoe—my boyfriend—but I was just as responsible. And you...you had so much faith in me. I wish I could pay you back, but Roscoe took all the money.”

Sandra’s expression softened. She reached over and squeezed Tonya’s hand. “Don’t worry about it. Just learn from it, okay?”

Tonya nodded.

“What are your plans now?” Deena asked.

“I’m headed down to Mexico. My uncle has agreed to help me try to find my stepbrother. It’s a long story.”

“Do you need money?” Sandra took a step toward the cash register.

“No, no. You’ve done enough.” Tonya smiled sweetly. 

She was much prettier without all that heavy makeup. Deena also noticed a twinge of a Southern accent.

The investigator side of Deena couldn’t help but speak up. “Can you tell us how y’all pulled it off? How you made those predictions come true?”

Tonya’s face reddened and she shuffled her feet. “Roscoe did those things. He would slip stuff in people’s handbags, slash their tires, even go to their houses and...it’s so embarrassing.”

Sandra shook her head. “Do you know if he ever came here and banged on the outside wall of my storeroom?”

“Probably.”

“I knew it wasn’t a rat,” she said, eyeing Deena. 

Deena crossed her arms. “Oh it was a rat all right—just the two-legged kind.”

Sandra turned back to Tonya. “What about the Coleman boy? How did you find him? Roscoe didn’t take him and—”

“Heavens no! That’s the strangest part of this. I got this really strong taste of candy in my mouth. I don’t know where it came from, but it was real. I promise.” Her eyes implored Sandra to believe her. “Another thing that was real was when I said you have a lot of spirits around you. Don’t ask me how I know. It’s just this feeling I have when I look at you.”

Sandra shivered. “What do you see now?”

Deena started to interrupt. The last thing Sandra needed was more talk of ghosts and ghouls.

“I know this doesn’t make sense,” Tonya said, “but when I look at you I keep seeing a girl. A little girl. It may just be my imagination.”

The front door opened, and a man stuck his head in. “Tonya, it’s time.”

“That’s my uncle. I better get going.”

Sandra walked around the counter and gave Tonya a hug. “Take care of yourself. You know where I am if you need anything. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“Thanks.” Tonya turned and hurried out the door.

Deena stared after her. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 

“Uh-huh.” Sandra touched her stomach and smiled.

The woman who had been in the dressing room brought several items up to the counter. “I’m going to get these.”

Sandra snapped out of her trance and began ringing up the clothes.

“By the way,” the woman said, “when I was in the dressing room, I kept hearing a weird knocking sound.”

Sandra’s mouth dropped open as she swung around to stare straight at Deena.

Deena laughed and shook her head. “I think I just came up with a suggestion for Mayor Thornhill’s slogan contest.” She waved her arms. “Maycroft: Don’t get too cozy!”

––––––––
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THE END

* * *
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: This was a fun book to write. I found Tonya to be an interesting character. I was happy she dumped Roscoe. 
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Prologue
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No wonder women in Texas have such big hair. Her stylist used more aerosol hairspray in this one sitting than the entire line of Rockettes would use in a whole stage show. Alexis Dekker stared at her reflection in the rearview mirror as she raced back to her house on Battle Bend Road. 

Obviously, these hillbillies in Maycroft had no idea how to do hair. This was her third attempt to get a decent cut and style since she and Max moved here three months ago, and it would definitely be her last. She didn’t care what it cost; she would be flying back to the city to let Daphne do her hair from now on. Max would just have to get over it. 

Besides, it would give her an excuse to leave these hicks for a few days a month and soak up some of her beloved New York—not to mention all the shopping she could do. 

Unfortunately, Maycroft was east of Dallas and quite a distance from the airport. She would get a car to pick her up. Yes, that would work. She hated driving anyway. In the city, she had always taken cabs. 

Ahhh. But she did love the smell of rich leather. She ran her hands around the steering wheel of the new pearl red Audi Coupe and took in a deep breath. She veered onto the small road that led to the northeast side of town where her husband had chosen a secluded ranch-style home for their retirement bungalow. 

Retirement. Like a writer had anything to retire from. All he did most days was lock himself inside his study and pound away on the keyboard. When they lived in the city, at least they’d go out to dinner in the evening with friends. Now that they had moved to Nowheres-ville, Texas, they ate at home. Luckily, Max did most of the cooking. He knew better than to expect her to do much more than fix the occasional sandwich or pour wine. 

Her husband had convinced her to sell their New York City apartment. Alexis had protested but finally had given in. After all, she had plenty of friends to stay with when she visited. Besides, Max wouldn’t be around forever. He had a strong will but a weak heart. When the time came to bury him six feet under, she’d be looking down from a penthouse in Manhattan. 

Her headlights shone on a pothole up ahead, but she was going too fast to swerve around it. The small car jolted, and she bounced around, hitting her head on the side window. The wine fridge lying in the back seat rattled with the jarring motion of the car.

Alexis cursed the stupid rural town with its winding roads and overgrown pastures and reached for the side of her head where a bump had already begun to form. She glanced back over her shoulder, trying to see if the wine refrigerator had ripped the leather car seat. When she turned back around, the looming tree grew larger against the dusky sky, like a vicious serpent reaching out its tentacles to grab her. The ancient oak was a sentinel, ready to claim anyone who dared to challenge the road’s wicked curve. She slammed on her brakes. 

It was too late. 

She covered her face with both arms, her hands balled into fists. She sucked in her breath and squinted her eyes as tight as possible, bracing herself for the impact.

One lone survivor. A bottle of red wine, left in the trunk from a previous shopping trip, rolled across the pavement amongst the rubble and debris, coming to rest intact against the base of the old tree. 
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Chapter 1
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Compared to a conspiracy, a knife fight, and multiple broken bones, Deena Sharpe’s latest problem was small potatoes. After all, she had survived a lot worse circumstances this past year. But in light of her cozy life in her cozy town, this was huge. A Texas-sized showdown was brewing in the Sharpe family, and she was determined to come out the winner.

The titles on the spines of the library books blurred as she craned her neck to read those on the top shelf. If only she were taller. Not freakishly tall, but more than her five-feet-five inches. Gary was over six feet. He could see and reach all the high shelves. Too bad he was at work.

Maybe if she knew what she was looking for, the chore wouldn’t feel so tortuous. For whatever reason, this was her blind spot, and the all-too-familiar wave of discouragement began to drown her optimism. 

Her toes strained at the ends of her loafers to keep her pushed up long enough to read the titles. As she pulled down a thick tome with a colorful cover, dust drifted through the air and brought on a powerful sneeze. 

That was enough. At her feet lay a stack of cookbooks she’d already pulled from the library shelves. Would she uncover the magic bullet buried somewhere inside to conquer this upcoming challenge? 

Her blood boiled at the thought of last December when Gary’s mother threw down a proverbial gauntlet, which in this case was more like an oven mitt. And, it had been oh-so public. The entirety of the Sharpe family had come from places far and wide to gather as one in Deena’s little house in the suburbs. It was the Christmas festivity she had long dreaded. No one seemed to care that she’d just gotten out of the hospital and had saved Estelle’s life. The only thing the Sharpes seemed to care about was that the food came from Molly’s Homestyle Café and not from her own kitchen. Was she really supposed to cook after all that?

Of the many hats Deena had worn throughout the years—wife, sister, teacher, reporter—“hostess” was the one that never quite fit. It was the hat that would slip to the side, teeter, and then fall straight to the ground. 

Her mother-in-law was eighty-two going on fifty. It wasn’t that she acted fifty; it was that she was stuck in the fifties. If a woman back then didn’t have an inner-June Cleaver, there was something wrong with her. Deena was too progressive for the elder Mrs. Sharpe. Gary’s sister was a natural. And she had kids. Deena and Gary had not been able to have children. Still not an excuse. 

Scooping up the books, she trudged along like “dead chef walking” toward the front desk. Cooking. She needed help and she knew it. Wasn’t acceptance the first step to recovery?

She plopped the stack on the counter and stared into the cold, dark eyes of librarian Betty Donaldson. “Hi. I’m Deena. And I can’t cook.”

Betty snickered as she read some of the titles. “How to Cook Anything. Mealtime for Beginners. No-Brainer Baking.” 

Deena’s chin dropped to her chest. “I know. It’s pitiful to be pushing sixty and have to admit I can’t do something that others consider a no-brainer.” Sure, she was being overly dramatic, even pathetic. She didn’t care. That’s how she felt.

Betty robotically scanned the barcodes into the computer. “So, why now?” 

Deena hesitated. Betty was probably thinking, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. Maybe she was an old dog, but she was teachable. Hadn’t she learned to ride a horse at thirty-five? Hadn’t she learned to play Sudoku when it was all the rage? Sure, she hated it and quit, but she had learned. She had even mastered Gary’s fancy remote control for their new big-screen television. 

But cooking was a horse of a different color. “Gary’s sixtieth birthday is coming up, and his mother dared me—dared me—to try to fix his favorite dessert.” She put her hand to her forehead and let out a sigh. “She’s never accepted me because I didn’t give her grandchildren. I had a hysterectomy at thirty, so she thinks I’m defective.” Deena waited for Betty to offer up the obligatory sympathy and tea one would expect.

Nothing.  

Deena continued. “So I signed up for a cooking class through the adult education program at the community college.” She picked up one of the cookbooks. It smelled like burnt sugar. Not a good sign. “I thought I’d try to do some self-study before the first class tonight.” Her head ached from reading all the titles. How was she going to handle reading the insides?

Betty peered over black reading glasses. “You realize that cooking and baking are two different beasts, right?”  

“It’s all a black art to me. I might as well be trying to rebuild a car engine or paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.”

“That’s been done, so you’re off the hook for that one.” Betty walked over to shush some teenagers laughing too loudly by the computers.

Cooking was an art. The Art of Cooking. That was one of the cookbooks she’d left on the shelf. Sure, she could throw some ingredients in a pan and heat them up, but that wasn’t the same thing. She eyed the books as though they were weapons of mass destruction. 

Betty returned to the eagle’s perch.

“Nobody criticizes you if you can’t play the piano or sing an aria, so why is it so humiliating if you can’t cook?” Deena asked. “It’s a talent, right?”

Betty arched an unplucked eyebrow and huffed out an unsympathetic groan. She was close to retirement age and looked every bit the part of the spinster town librarian. Except, she was married and hated cats. A sly grin belied her amusement at Deena’s plight as she thumbed through some of the pages of one of the books.

“I’m an untalented failure.” Deena crossed her arms on the counter and dropped her head. She was looking for support but had come to the wrong place.

Betty whacked Deena’s head with a copy of Cooking for Dummies. “Lighten up. I’ve never seen you so discouraged. I’d be glad to help you, but I can’t cook either.”

“Really?” Deena sucked in a quick breath, and her spirits rose as she looked up. “But you always bring such nice dishes to our luncheons.”

“Two words: Marie Callender’s. Check the frozen food aisle.”

Relief washed over Deena, but the feeling was short-lived. An image of Mrs. Sylvia Sharpe with her perfectly coifed silver hair and nearly wrinkle-free skin danced in front of her face. For such an old woman, she showed no mercy when she threw down the dessert challenge like a WWE wrestler. Then it hit her. “You know, maybe I don’t need to learn a bunch of fancy cooking techniques. I just have to master this one dessert. After all, Gary’s mother lives out of state, so we don’t see her that often. Plus, she’s getting up there in age and—”

“Deena Sharpe! Don’t even think like that! Talk about bad karma.” Betty crossed herself even though she wasn’t Catholic. 

At least Deena didn’t think she was. She had known Betty for years but couldn’t recall her ever mentioning church. 

Clamping her mouth shut, Deena pictured her mother-in-law in her “Kiss the Cook” apron and high heels. Actually, that was someone she’d seen on Mad Men. “You don’t know what it’s been like to live under the shadow of Betty Crocker all these years,” she protested.

“Uh, I don’t? My name is Betty. Do you know how many times people call me Betty Crocker?”

Deena had to laugh. “Fair enough. We’re tied.” She reached for the stack of books. “Maybe I’ll just take the ones on baking.”

“Good idea.” Betty punched on the keyboard and re-scanned the books. Then she pulled off her glasses, leaving them to hang on the gold chain around her neck. “You know who is an excellent cook, don’t you?”

“Who?”

“Your neighbor—Christy Ann. I bet she’d be willing to help you.”

Deena nearly choked on her own saliva. Of all the people she made an effort to avoid in their small Texas town, Christy Ann was at the top of her list. She was one of the most competitive people Deena had ever met. The woman could turn praying into a competition. “Over my dead body. I don’t care if she’s the ‘Julia Child of Maycroft,’ she’s the last person I’d ask for help.”

“Suit yourself.” Betty slid the two baking books across the counter and stacked the others on a cart to be re-shelved. 

“I wonder if I can get my money back for the cooking class.”

“Here’s a thought,” Betty said, brightening and straightening her square shoulders. “Why don’t you take the Mystery Writing course with me? That’s right up your alley. I’m surprised you haven’t tried to write one already.”

“Mystery writing?” Deena’s eyes darted back and forth between Betty and the book-lined shelves. “I must admit that I’ve thought about it. When I was teaching, I was too busy. Then there was my brief stint at the newspaper...”

“I used to always read your articles. They were a little dry but well written.”

Deena’s face tightened. “They were news stories. They were supposed to be dry.” Her claws flared like a mama cat’s. 

She fished in her purse for her car keys, needing time to think. Writing a novel was an idea she’d toyed with on and off but never seriously considered. Journalist and fiction writers were as different as...well...cooking and baking. It would be hard to make the transition. Still, it might be fun to explore. “I wonder if the class is full already.”

“Actually, it is. But I know the gal at the college in charge of enrollment. I could get you in. Besides, there’s always at least one person who drops out of these things. I can call her.”

Deena faced another watershed moment. Like when Ian Davis asked her to work for him as an investigator. Look how that turned out. She ended up at the wrong end of a sharp blade. Throwing caution to the wind, she agreed. “Sure. It sounds like fun.”

Betty rocked back on her heels. “Here’s the best part. It’s being taught by Max Dekker.”

Not quite as famous as John Grisham or James Patterson, Max Dekker had a blockbuster debut novel. He continued to put out hit after hit and just recently moved back to Texas to settle into semi-retirement.

“I saw his name in the course catalog. I couldn’t believe such a well-known author would teach a class in our squatty little town.”

“Actually, when I heard he and his wife moved to the area, I called my friend at the college and asked her to set up the class. She owed me a favor.” Betty jutted out her pointy chin as though taking a dare. “She bugged him so much that he finally gave in.”

The wheels turned in Deena’s head. Maybe this was it. The thing she’d been looking for to fill the void left by quitting her teaching job and being fired as a reporter. Deena Sharpe: Mystery Writer. She liked the way it sounded.

“You missed the first class last Monday, but that’s not a problem. Be here tonight at seven o’clock sharp. Should be an interesting class.”

Deena chuckled as she tucked the baking books under her arm. “Maybe I’ll write one of those cozy mysteries that includes recipes. That’ll show Gary’s mother he married a good woman.’”

* * *
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THE ATTIC IN DEENA’S suburban ranch-style house was stifling hot. In many parts of the country, mid-September meant cool breezes and golden leaves. Not in Northeast Texas. The heat was sticking around like an unwanted guest. Sweat beads dripped in her eyes as she looked for the old metal trunk that housed her childhood memories. 

Crazy, the things she chose to keep. Nothing valuable to anyone but her. Most of it was more like trash than treasure.

She spied the trunk she wanted under a stack of tubs filled with Christmas decorations. Getting to it would involve moving other boxes and bins and walking across parts of the attic without flooring. Not worth it. She climbed back down the ladder to the safety of the garage.

What were the chances the short story she had written in high school was worth revisiting anyway? From what she remembered, the main character was a sixteen-year-old girl who wanted to solve the mystery of her missing teacher. It was kids’ stuff. Maybe when she had a few real novels under her belt, she would dig the old story out for a good laugh. 

This newest endeavor had her antsy. She couldn’t wait for Gary to get home to tell him about her day. Hopefully, he wouldn’t give her his, “Here we go again” speech. She had heard it much too often lately.  

The summer months had passed quickly since her brief stint at the newspaper. She had buried her head in her antique business, occasionally filling in for the owner of the Hidden Treasures Antique Mall. Vacations to Boston and San Francisco were welcome respites from the brutal Texas heat. 

The smartest thing she and Gary ever did was put in a backyard pool. Hurley, their rescued terrier, seemed to know it was splash time as soon as he spotted her floral swim towel. Deena led the way to the backyard, and he jumped in the pool before she did. 

The silky, cool water was the perfect cleanser for Deena’s dusty face. Why couldn’t someone invent swimming pool shampoo and conditioner? Then she could kill two birds with one stone.

As usual, Hurley quickly tired of paddling after the tennis ball and jumped out, shaking water all over the deck. He snuggled up next to her towel and flip-flops for a little sun-bathing.

Deena climbed onto a vinyl raft that was slippery with sunscreen. She steadied herself and shooed away a dragonfly attempting to land in her hair. Closing her eyes, she tried to picture Max Dekker. Would he think she and the others in the class were a bunch of corn cob, know-nothings? 

After all, Max and his wife had spent most of their time in New York City. Alexis was his literary agent and had made headlines of her own. She was his first and third wife, from what Deena remembered reading. Hard to believe a New York power couple would be happy settling down in Maycroft. 

The sun’s heat and the soft rocking of the float soon had her drifting off to sleep.

“Hey there,” Gary called out.

Deena sat up and tumbled off the raft and into the water. She made her way over to the side of the pool where Gary stood, his tall frame casting a long shadow across the water’s ripples. 

He sat in a lawn chair and loosened his tie, still a requirement for a financial adviser even in a town where most men wore plaid shirts and cowboy boots. 

How was it that his dark hair, sprinkled with gray, was still lying perfectly coifed on his head? It didn’t seem fair that he was still in such good shape for a man staring down the barrel of his sixtieth birthday. Deena instinctively sucked in her belly. “I must have dozed off,” she said, resting her elbows on the side of the pool. 

“Shouldn’t you be getting ready? I thought you had that cooking class tonight,” Gary said.

“It’s not until seven, and it’s not cooking anymore. It’s writing.”

Gary held the tennis ball Hurley had dropped at his feet. “Writing? Would you mind explaining?” He threw the ball.

Deena told him about her visit to the library and the new class she had decided to take. Before he could respond, she said, “And don’t lecture me about jumping from one thing to the next. I think this might be the challenge I’ve been looking for.”

Gary hurled the ball to the side fence again, and then picked up the swim towel. “Deena Jo, I’ve given up questioning your motives.” He smiled and tossed her the towel. 

Hurley barked then snarled at something on the other side of the wooden fence. 

A few seconds later, a door closed.

“Not again,” Deena said, the heat rising in her face. “What are we going to do about him?” She pulled the towel tight around her shoulders.

“I don’t think there is anything we can do. According to Officer Nelson, he isn’t breaking any laws as long as he’s on his own side of the fence. Besides, he’s harmless.”

A chill ran down her spine despite the sun’s searing rays. She sneered at Ed Cooper’s house next door. “There has to be something we can do. Like put up a second fence so that creeper can’t watch us through the slats every time we’re out here.” She lowered her head and hurried to the back door. 

The blast of cold air from inside sent her scurrying to the bedroom to change clothes. When she came out, Gary was working in the kitchen. Hot soup steamed in a saucepan and sandwich fixings covered the counter. 

How did she get so lucky to find such a thoughtful husband? The precision with which he assembled the sandwiches was a marvel. She refrained from teasing him about it this time. Never bite the hand that feeds you, right?

“Have you decided what you want for your birthday present?” she asked, snatching a handful of potato chips.

His eyes twinkled. “You know Harvey, the new guy we hired. His wife is making him sell his Harley-Davidson, and I was thinking—”

“Stop right there.” She held her hand up. “There’s no way you are getting a motorcycle.”

“But—”

“I would be worried sick you’d crash and end up in a ditch somewhere. I’m too young to be a widow.”

“You’re the clumsy one, not me,” he protested.

“Does this mean you’re having a mid-life crisis?”

He carried the soup bowls to the kitchen table. “Maybe.”

“How about something sensible like some nice leather boots or a new set of golf clubs?”

“New clubs?” His eyes twinkled.

Deena bit into her sandwich. “So are you excited about my new venture?” 

“You mean catastrophe, don’t you? Something odd always seems to happen. Just don’t wind up in the hospital this time, and it’ll be fine.”

“Don’t worry. This time I’ll be writing a mystery, not investigating one.”
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Chapter 2
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The Fitzhugh Library was hopping when Deena arrived unfashionably early. How many budding writers could Maycroft really handle? She looked around for Betty. 

Nancy, the other librarian, manned the front desk while parents with their anxious kids waited in line to check out books. It must be science project time at the elementary school.

“Have you seen Betty?” Deena asked when she got to the front of the line. 

Nancy cocked her head toward the reading room where some people were starting to gather. “She might be in there. She left before six to get some supper before she had to be back for the class.” 

The small room held two rows of tables, each with four chairs. Deena chose an empty table at the back and set her satchel in the chair next to her in case Betty wanted to join her. A podium and a tall stool stood ready at the front of the room. A wooden desk sat off to the side near the podium. Chatty women and one man filled several tables in the front.

Someone touched Deena’s shoulder, and she jerked around.

“I didn’t know you were interested in fiction writing,” Lydia Ivey said. “Were you here last week?”

Lydia taught history at Maycroft High School where Deena used to teach journalism. Unfortunately, Deena hadn’t really kept up with her friends who were still teaching. Lydia looked younger than Deena remembered, her auburn hair hanging loose at her shoulders rather than pulled back in its usual low ponytail. It also looked as though she’d been coloring the gray.

“How are you?” Deena got up to give her a polite hug. “No, this is my first class. I guess it’s natural to move from reporting to writing a novel. We’ll see anyway.”

Lydia grinned like a groupie at a Stones concert. “I’m just excited to get to be around Max Dekker. He’s one of my favorite authors. I’ve read every one of his books.”

Deena glanced over Lydia’s shoulder as a handsome older man walked by. “Look,” she whispered. “There he is.”

Max Dekker strolled to the front of the room and set his briefcase on the desk. He looked as one would imagine a successful mystery author to look. His light-blue shirt and brown tweed jacket with suede elbow patches complimented his ruddy complexion. His salt-and-pepper hair was heavy on the salt and needed trimming. He was shorter than Deena had expected but had a nice build. His fashionista wife must have made him keep in shape.

Betty walked up and set her notepad next to Deena on the table as Lydia hurried to take her seat. “Let’s go up there before he gets started,” Betty said to Deena. “I’ll introduce you. I brought this book for him to sign. Who knows, it might be worth something someday.” 

More than a little self-conscious, Deena could see all eyes were on her as she followed Betty to the desk where Max stood taking books and folders out of his old-fashioned “Death of a Salesman” style briefcase. 

He narrowed his eyes as they approached. He looked at the book in Betty’s hand, and he gave her a faint smile. “I see you have a copy of Crimson Waters. First edition. I suppose you want me to sign it.” 

“Of course,” Betty said stiffly. She laid the book open on the desk and shot out her hand with a ballpoint pen ready and waiting.

Taking it, he said, “And your name is...”

“Betty. Betty Donaldson.”

He signed the book and set the pen on the open page.

She folded up the book with the pen inside. A souvenir, of sorts. Like a foul ball caught at a ball game.

“And what did you think of it?” he asked. His face seemed poised as though waiting for a gush of praise.  

“The plot was brilliant. But I didn’t like the title. It didn’t fit the story.”

He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes.

Betty’s face turned pinkish gray and she stepped to the side. 

Oh, my, Deena thought. If that was her idea of flirting, she had a lot to learn. 

“This is Deena Sharpe,” Betty said, pushing Deena a step forward. “She’s just starting tonight.”

Max nodded at her and asked, “So what makes you think you can write a mystery novel, Deena Sharpe?”

Her smile fell as she stammered, “I...wrote...write...I taught journalism.”

He snorted. “Ah. Another journalist thinking they can write that big, blockbuster novel.” He picked up his books and walked toward the podium.

Deena crossed her arms. Had she been a cat, her back would have arched. “I don’t just think it; I know I can write a novel. Whether or not it is a blockbuster is another thing, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

Betty smirked and started toward the back of the room. 

Deena wasn’t finished. “I would imagine the pressure, in this case, is on you. You are the one teaching us, after all.”

Removing his reading glasses, Max’s eyes pierced hers. “You can lead a horse to water...”

“I’m not a horse, Mr. Dekker.” She turned on her heels to leave.

“Ms. Sharpe—”

“Mrs.,” she said curtly, looking back over her shoulder.

“Mrs. Sharpe. I like your spunk. I’m expecting good things from you. Don’t let me down.”

“I won’t.” She turned again and marched back to her seat, her palms sweating and her heart racing.

* * *
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THE NEXT HOUR ZOOMED by as Deena filled page after page of her spiral with notes. Max Dekker seemed in his element as wise teacher to the class’s twenty-one students. 

Deena even got up the nerve to ask a few questions, and she was glad when he nodded his head as though pleased with her participation.

Lydia raised her hand. “Mr. Dekker. It’s eight o’clock. Time for our break.”

“Yes. Thank you for the reminder,” he said and put the cap back on his fountain pen.

“I brought homemade cookies to go with the iced tea and coffee,” Lydia added, and a collective “yum” sounded throughout the room.

“Good,” Betty said and headed out of the reading room. 

Like a herd of heifers, the would-be authors quickly stampeded toward the break room.

Deena took her place near the back of the line. So Lydia was also a baker. Maybe she was familiar with the elusive mother-in-law dessert. She picked up a plastic cup of sweet tea and took a bite of an oatmeal raisin cookie. “This is delicious,” she said to Lydia. “What’s your secret?”

“I add cinnamon and pecans for extra flavor and crunch.” Lydia beamed as everyone raved about her baking prowess. “You know, I’ve been thinking of writing a cookbook. After listening to Max Dekker these past two weeks, I think it would be a lot easier than writing a novel.”

Betty walked by holding a small stack of cookies and napkins.

She must be really hungry. Deena opened her mouth to say something when a commotion near the doorway pulled her attention. 

Several people filed out of the break room as Nancy frantically waved her arms, reminding everyone that “no food or drinks are allowed in the main area of the library.”

Before Deena could get to the action, the word “police” drifted through the crowd back to where she stood craning to see what was happening. 

Sure enough, two police officers were talking to Max Dekker. His face was stoic as he listened and nodded his head in response. After a few minutes, the officers walked away and waited near the library’s main door.

Max motioned for everyone to return to their seats. 

Deena brushed crumbs off the front of her blouse while Betty stood next to the wall wringing her hands. The anticipation was as thick as concrete.

Max leaned one arm on the podium and cleared his throat. “I must apologize, but it seems we will have to cut class a little short tonight. There’s been an accident.”

A gasp rose from the room.

“My wife, Alexis, has been killed in a car accident. The police suspect foul play.”

Most everyone in the room put their hands to their mouths or chests and shook their heads in disbelief. 

Deena’s mouth fell open as she listened. Is this real? Is it a hoax? Perhaps Max Dekker was setting them up for a lesson in mystery writing 101. If so, it was just sick.

“Now, if you all will excuse me, I must tend to business.” He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his nose quickly before returning it to his pocket. 

Everyone waited in stunned silence as he packed his briefcase. He glanced at the stack of cookies on the desk and put them inside along with his books and folders. He squinted his eye, focusing on the inside of the case before quickly shutting it closed. 

As he clicked the metal clasps on his case, he straightened and revealed an eerily calm composure. “How ironic. It seems the mystery is about me this time around. I pray one of us will be able to solve it before an innocent person is blamed.” 

With that, he walked quickly out of the room toward the waiting officers. 

For a moment, no one seemed to know what to do. Betty spread her arms and said, “I guess we’ll see you all next week.” It sounded more like a question than a statement.

Next week? Would he actually continue teaching their class after this?

Slowly, people rose from their chairs, gathering their things and whispering to each other. 

Lydia, her face streaked with mascara-filled tears, flew up beside Deena. “That poor man. That poor, poor man.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.

Deena stood, her legs weak. “That was weird, right? The man finds out his wife is dead, and he doesn’t miss a beat.”

“He was probably in shock, don’t you think?” 

“I suppose. But what do you think he meant by that comment? ‘Protecting an innocent person’? Was he talking about himself?”

“No! Of course not. Who would think such a talented, sensitive man would be capable of killing his wife?” 

Deena tilted her head. “But he writes murder mysteries for a living.”

Lydia blew her nose into her wet wad of tissues.

Trying hard not to roll her eyes, Deena picked up her satchel and led Lydia toward the exit. “Good grief. I thought the only mystery I’d have to worry about for a while would be on the pages of a book. This is one case I’m going to stay as far away from as possible.”
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Chapter 3
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The sound of her cell phone ringing woke Deena much earlier than she would have liked. Snuggled up next to Hurley, she hesitated to answer it. Too curious to ignore it, she looked at the screen and saw it was Sandra, her best friend and the owner of the Second Chance Thrift Store.

“Why are you calling so early?” Deena asked, skipping the usual niceties.

“It’s only early if you’re retired and living the life of luxury. Some of us actually have to work, you know.”

Deena pulled Gary’s pillow behind hers and sat up. The baking book she had been reading when she fell asleep lay open on the floor. “So what’s up—besides me, now?”

“Did you hear about the car wreck last night? You were in that class with Max Dekker, right?”

“Yes. The police came in during our break and told him his wife had been killed in an accident. Bless her heart. He told us they suspected foul play.” Max’s deadpan expression flashed before her eyes. “Do you know any more than that?”

“Ian talked to one of his friends at the sheriff’s department when he was up at the jail. The guy said her brake line had been cut.”

“Really? Where did the accident happen?”

“Where else? On Dead Wally’s Curve.”

“No way! The city really should do something about that road. It’s too dark and too dangerous.” Through the phone, Deena could hear the clink of a coffee cup on the table. Just the sound of Sandra knocking back fresh brew made Deena’s mouth water. She sat on the edge of the bed and closed the cookbook with her feet. “Do they have any suspects?”

“Not that we know of. I was hoping you would call Dan Carson to see if he knows anything. I know he’ll have a story in the paper tomorrow, but I wanted to know more today.”

“Are you seriously suggesting I call him? I closed that chapter on my life.” Dan Carson was the crime reporter for the Northeast Texas Tribune whom Deena had worked with for a short time the previous spring. “Gary would kill me if I got involved with another murder. I wouldn’t blame him.”

“Ah, you’re no fun. At least tell me how Max Dekker reacted to the news.”

“Now that was interesting,” Deena said, heading toward the kitchen. “He barely reacted at all. Maybe he was in shock. He said something about making sure an innocent person wasn’t accused. I wondered if he was talking about himself.”

A beep sounded on Deena’s phone, and she looked to see who it was. “Hey, Russell is calling. I’ll stop by the store to see you later.” She switched over to the other call. “Hey, what’s up?”

The anxious tone of her brother’s voice said more than his words. All he would tell her was to meet him at the repair shop. A flood of apprehension washed over her. Now that Russell had married Estelle, he rarely called for anything but casual conversation. She couldn’t imagine what was so important he was asking her to drive the twenty miles out to Crossbow.

Of course, she agreed.

Even though Russell was a few years older, it had always fallen on her to take care of him. He suffered from PTSD and excruciating migraines. She poured coffee into the Yeti travel mug she had bought at the thrift store and threw on a pair of beige capris and a navy-blue striped shirt. 

As usual, her hair was an issue. If only it were long enough for a ponytail. Worried about her brother, she smeared on some pink lip balm and skipped her less-is-more make-up routine. Luckily, her time spent by the pool had given her a rosy, bronze glow.

Hurley twirled in a circle, looking for attention. 

“I promise to take you for a walk when I get home.” She threw him a crunchy treat. His warm brown eyes pleaded with her to stay. “I wish I could, buddy. I’ll be back soon. Cross your paws that everything will be okay.”

* * *
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AS SHE ROUNDED THE corner of Cricket Lane to leave her subdivision of Butterfly Gardens, Deena resisted the urge to dial up Dan on her cell phone. Although she was itching to call him, she didn’t dare. When she got fired from the newspaper, she was careful not to burn bridges. Dan would be busy, and she didn’t want to bug him. She’d wait and read the article in tomorrow’s edition of the newspaper along with everyone else. 

Her thoughts turned back to Russell. He had been doing really well since he and Estelle returned from their honeymoon in Hawaii. Deena finally felt like everything was going to be okay with him. That’s why this morning’s call was so unnerving. Her stomach flipped as she suppressed the urge to speculate as to why he needed to see her.

She checked her speed and slowed down her Ford Explorer. The small highway out to Crossbow wasn’t the safest in the area, but it was better than the one northeast out of town headed toward the Dekker place. 

When she and Gary had moved to Maycroft years ago, she heard the story of a teenager named Wally Yates who went flying around a sharp curve and lost control of his motorcycle. He crashed into a large oak tree and died on the spot. From then on, people in town referred to it as Dead Wally’s Curve. 

Before long, Deena spotted the sign for Cliff Abel’s appliance repair shop. It was a small reputable business where Russell had worked with Cliff ever since coming back from Vietnam. Since returning from his honeymoon, Russell spent most of his time helping Estelle manage her large estate. He also spent a few days a week at the shop. Lord knows he didn’t need the money. Estelle had wealth enough to buy a small country. But Russell liked working with his hands and didn’t want to abandon his pre-married lifestyle.

The wooden structure that served as the repair shop needed a fresh coat of paint. A few boards were missing from the west side, and it had a definite preference for the South, based on its lean. 

Russell stood outside the office drinking a beer. Sure, it was hot outside, but why was he drinking so early in the day? 

Her throat tightened as she got out of the car. “So, what’s up?” she asked, approaching her brother.

“It’s Cliff. Come inside.”

Deena followed him into the small, grubby office. The odor of oil and dirty rags assaulted her nose, making her eyes water. It was just like the early days watching her father work on his old Corvair in the garage.

Russell moved a stack of hunting magazines off a wooden chair and motioned for her to take a seat.

“You’re scaring me. Tell me what happened to Cliff. Is he hurt? Is he dead?”

“Dead? For Pete’s sake, no. But he is in trouble.”

A tinge of relief washed over her. If he was okay, what could be so bad?

Russell stared at his half-empty bottle. “Did you hear about that accident last night on Dead Wally’s Curve?”

“Yes, I was...”

“The police think Cliff may have had something to do with it.”

Deena did a cartoon double take. “Cliff? What would he have to do with Alexis Dekker?”

Russell leaned on the desk and moved around some papers in front of him. “Cliff did some work for her. She has this fancy wine cooler from France that broke during their move here. Somebody gave her Cliff’s name, and he agreed to try to fix it.” He took a swig from the longneck bottle. “She paid him extra to pick it up from the house. It had some busted parts that Cliff had to fabricate.”

Deena waved her hand at Russell, wanting him to get to the important part of the story. “And...”

“He had the dang thing fixed and ready to go three weeks ago. She kept putting him off whenever he tried to get her to come pick it up. He even offered to take it to her house, but she was too busy to be bothered.” 

“Was Cliff mad?”

“Not mad. More like annoyed. Finally, yesterday she told him he could bring it to the place in town where she was getting her hair done. When he got there, she didn’t have the cash to pay him. Still, he loaded it in her car and left.”

“I guess it was right after that when she had the accident.”

“Yep. The officers said somebody cut her brake line and caused the crash. They said Cliff was the last one near her car.”

Deena leaned back in her chair. “I see. So, they think Cliff was mad and tried to kill her. That seems a little drastic, don’t you think?”

“Of course it does to you and me, but we’re not the law.”

Deena clenched her hands in her lap. “How can I help? What do you need me to do?”

“I think he needs a lawyer. He says he doesn’t, but I think he does. I thought you could talk to that attorney you worked for last spring to see if he could help. I’ll pay all the expenses.”

A knot tied up her throat. Here we go again. “Where’s Cliff now?”

“The officers took him in for questioning. I told him I would cover the place this afternoon.” Russell swatted a fly buzzing his face. “I’m scared, Deena. You know Cliff didn’t do this.”

“I know. Let me call Ian and see what he says.” It was handy having your best friend’s husband as your lawyer and former boss.

Russell stood and plunged both hands in the pockets of his cargo shorts. His blue floral Hawaiian shirt was mis-buttoned and hanging crooked from his sagging shoulders. 

Cliff and Russell were more like brothers than friends. Cliff had given Russell a job and a purpose when he came home from the Army. And Russell had been Cliff’s rock after he lost his wife. That was three years ago. 

Deena hadn’t seen her brother this upset in a long time. 

Ian answered his phone on the third ring, and she quickly explained the situation. He couldn’t believe Cliff had agreed to talk to the officers without an attorney. He hung up quickly, saying he would call the Maycroft Police Department and talk to Cliff as soon as possible. Hopefully, he could get him to agree to counsel.

When she hung up, she looked at Russell. 

The lines on his face softened, and he breathed easier. He rubbed his temples and sat back down in the chair.

“You’re not getting a migraine, are you? Where’s your medicine?”

“Maybe. I have some in my truck. I’ll get it.”

As he walked out to his pick-up, her chest tightened. She had been so busy going to flea markets, traveling, and attending to her antique booth, that she hadn’t made much time for Russell and Estelle. She promised herself to call Estelle and set up a dinner date as soon as this mess with Cliff blew over.

Russell came back in and opened the shop’s Maytag refrigerator to get a drink. He reached around several vases of cut flowers and pulled out a Dr Pepper. When he closed the door, something rattled and fell to the floor. 

Deena stared at the object on the ground. “What is it?” she asked when she saw the confused look on Russell’s face.

“It’s...it’s Cliff’s pocket knife.”

“So? All guys carry a pocket knife.”

“I know.” Russell turned back to his sister, his face ashen. “So why isn’t it in his pocket?”

* * *
[image: image]


DEENA OFFERED TO MAKE sandwiches for lunch, leaving Russell to tend to a few customers who had stopped by to chat and check on some work Cliff was doing for them. 

She and Russell ate quietly, no one mentioning the pocket-sized elephant in the room. A few minutes later, someone pulled up in the drive.

“You called a lawyer?” Cliff yelled when he came through the door. “Why would you do that?”

Russell leaned back in his chair. “For your protection. Don’t worry, I’m paying for it.”

Cliff pulled off his trucker hat and ran his fingers through his hair. “Man, it’s not the money. It’s that you think I’m guilty.”

Russell stood face-to-face with Cliff. “You know I don’t think that. I could never think that.” His eyes drifted toward the top of the refrigerator where he had returned the pocketknife. “Murder is serious business. I didn’t want you to get trapped by the cops for something you didn’t do.”

Cliff threw his keys on the desk. “Hey, Deena. I guess you called that attorney for me. Thanks. He seems like a good guy.”

Deena nodded her head and smiled. 

“You’re thanking her and yelling at me? I’m the one who suggested it in the first place.”

“Yeah, but she doesn’t think I’m guilty of murder.”

Russell pushed Cliff aside and stormed out of the office.

Cliff sat in the chair and let out a deep sigh.

Deena leaned over the desk. “You know he doesn’t think you are guilty, right?”

“Yea, but I have to give him a hard time, you know.” 

“So how did it go?” She walked over to the refrigerator and pulled out a sandwich and a soda, being careful to shut the door gently.

“Okay, I guess.” He bit into the sandwich as if it were his last meal. “They said they would get back to me.”

Although his words bespoke confidence, his face told another story. He was worried.

“Is there anything I can do?” Deena asked.

Cliff took a big gulp of soda. “You can tell your nosy brother to mind his own business. Ever since he got back from his honeymoon, he’s been different. I don’t know if it’s because of Estelle’s fortune or what.”

This was the first that Deena had heard of a rift between Russell and Cliff. “Really? I haven’t noticed a difference. Besides, you’re his best friend, and that will never change. Tell me you wouldn’t do the same for him if the situation were reversed.”

Cliff didn’t answer. He wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve and walked outside.

Deena waited in the office, giving the two men some time to talk. She should call Gary. She pulled her phone from her purse but stopped herself before calling him. Maybe she should tell him about Cliff in person. Then her phone rang. This time it was Ian Davis.

“I just wanted to let you know that I’m representing Cliff Abel. Obviously, I can’t say anything without his permission. However, you might want to urge him to be totally forthcoming with me, if you know what I mean.”

“You don’t think he’s being honest?” Deena couldn’t imagine Cliff lying to the police. 

“That’s all I can say. Talk to you soon.” The phone went dead.

She didn’t know what to think. Was Cliff hiding something? What about that pocket knife? Russell had mentioned Cliff had been acting a little strange lately. A thought buzzed in her brain. Maybe he got mad and snapped. Deena swatted the idea from her head. No, Cliff could never kill anybody. However, she wanted to hear his version of the story. She walked outside to see the two men leaning against Russell’s truck, talking like old friends.

“So is everything okay between you two?” she asked.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?” Russell pushed his sunglasses up on top of his head. “You women are the ones who hold a grudge.”

She turned to Cliff. “I want to hear what happened yesterday. Just a short version.”

Cliff looked down and kicked at the gravel. 

She needed him to open up. “I don’t know if Russell told you, but I’m taking a writing class with Max Dekker. We were all in the library last night when the officers came in and told him about his wife.”

Cliff drew in a big breath, and then let it out slowly. “It’s not much of a story really, but here goes. A few months ago, Mrs. Dekker called me up and asked if I could repair her fancy wine refrigerator. I told her I could look at it but that I had never worked on one before. She had me come out to the house to pick it up.” He adjusted his cap and wiped sweat from his forehead. “It obviously had a bad motor. Thought I could fix it. A couple weeks ago, I called her and told her I had it working good as new. She told me that she and the mister would drive out here to pick it up. That’s when the trouble started.”

He crossed his arms. “She would call and say she would be here at a certain time, and I’d wait around, and then she’d no-show. This happened at least four times. Finally, I told her I would bring it to the house. That’s when she said I should drop it off at the beauty shop on Monday. She said she’d have a check ready to pay me.”

“Monday?” Deena was surprised. “Salons aren’t open on Monday.” 

“Well, this one was. She looked to be the only customer. Anyway, when I got to the shop, she said she only had a credit card.” He shook his head. “What do I look like, a bank? I was tired of messing with it, so I told her I would put it in the car, and she could mail me a check. She drives one of those small foreign jobs that has a piss ant-size trunk. I had to put the seats down to fit the dang thing in. I thought for sure I was going to rip the leather interior. That’s when a guy pulled up and offered to give me a hand. We got the thing loaded in the car and both left. That was it.”

Her eyes widened. “Do you know who that guy was? He sounds like the perfect alibi.”

“You sound just like the cops,” Cliff said and spat on the ground. “No, I don’t know him. Never seen the guy before.”

“What time was it when you left the shop?” As the words left her mouth, she recognized the reporter-turned-investigator tone.

“I don’t know. Maybe around six thirty or six forty-five.”

She switched to a softer approach. “I guess you went back home after that.”

“No. I went to the cemetery. Put flowers on Gail’s grave. I try to do that whenever I’m in town.”

That explained all the flowers in the refrigerator. “Is that it? Is there anything else?”

“Like, did I cut the woman’s brake line before I left? Is that what you’re asking?”

“Of course not. You don’t think I—”

“I’m sorry,” Cliff said. “I know you’re trying to help. It’s just been a long day.” 

Russell patted his friend on the back. “Let’s get out of this heat. A couple of beers will cool us off. I’ll hang around, and we can watch the Rangers tonight just like old times. What do you say?”

“Sounds good.” Cliff looked back at Deena. “Thanks for coming out. And thanks for calling Ian Davis.” He lowered his head and shuffled back into the office.

“So what do you think?” Deena asked Russell when Cliff was out of earshot.

“Think about what?”

“About his story.” 

“Sis, I know you like to play amateur detective, but this is Cliff we’re talking about, not some psycho killer.”

She lowered her voice. “Russell, I can’t believe you are being so naïve. You’ve read every conspiracy theory ever written. A murder investigation is not always about finding the truth. Sometimes the lack of evidence says more than the evidence itself. Cliff may think he has a solid alibi, but the police are going to want proof.”

Russell shook his head and walked over to open the front door of her SUV. “Thank you for your help today, but we can take it from here.” 

She got in like an obedient child. “I need my purse from the office.”

Russell headed back to retrieve it for her.

She was well aware of the importance of means, motive, and opportunity. So, if Cliff didn’t do it, who did? That was the question they needed to focus on if she and Russell really wanted to help Cliff. She decided to give Russell a little time to wrap his head around the events of the day. However, she had a sneaking feeling they would soon be taking more action to help clear their friend’s name.
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Chapter 4
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Men could be so exasperating, and Gary was no exception. Deena had shared her juicy, tragic news about Alexis Dekker and Max’s reaction on Monday night, only to have Gary just shake his head and go back to watching the game. Didn’t he think it was unusual that Max remained so matter-of-fact? What about that comment about foul play and guilt?

Tonight, he was just as ho-hum about Cliff having been questioned by the police. Sometimes, she thought Gary tried to remain extra nonchalant as a counterbalance to her enthusiasm. If only he knew how much it riled her.

After supper, she gave up trying to suck him into speculation on the intrigue and got ready to curl up with her Kindle. Her cell phone rang just as she was wiping face moisturizer off her hands. It was something she had ordered off the TV that was supposed to decrease the fine lines and wrinkles that were creeping around her eyes. Gary had said she seemed to be squinting more lately.

“That was Betty,” Deena said as she ended the phone call. “She asked me to go with her tomorrow to take food to Max Dekker.”

Gary muted the TV and gave her a sideways look. “Are you?”

“She said all I had to bring was a loaf of French bread. That should be easy enough.”

Taking food in times of sickness and death was a tradition in many small communities. In the South, it was practically a religion. Plus, she was curious to see inside the house of the local celebrity. Maybe she could even get him to open up about who he thought might have wanted to harm his wife.

“Are you doing this because of Cliff or just to torture me?” Gary asked.

Deena sat on Gary’s lap and put her arms around his shoulders. “Now hon, you know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you...on purpose. And yes, I’m doing this to help Cliff—and Russell, of course.” She pushed his thick hair away from his face. “I want to see if Max Dekker knows any possible suspects in his wife’s murder. Maybe the grief-stricken widower will respond to our sympathetic faces.”

“You said you’d only be writing a mystery, not—”

Deena leaped up, causing Hurley to bark at the sudden explosion of movement. “I agree! This could be the plot for my first novel. Consider what I’m doing as research.”

Gary closed his recliner into a sitting position.

Deena waited for the lecture. 

His face had lost its usual playful smile. “No fun and games this time. I’m serious. There’s a murderer out there, and I don’t want you getting mixed up in this. Let the police do their jobs, and I’m sure Cliff will be cleared.”

“Just like they cleared you and me last spring in the Wilde case?”

“Yes. Exactly like that.”

Deena tensed and put her hands on her hips. “Have you forgotten that they didn’t do that until Dan and I uncovered the real suspects?”

“Deena Jo, you’re a stubborn woman. I’m about to turn sixty, and you are aging me more and more by the minute.”

She dropped her hands and grinned. “Luckily, we have good life insurance.”

Gary opened his mouth to speak, but Deena interrupted.

“By the way, did you call your mother? Did she say what day they were coming?”

“Oh, about that.” Gary rubbed his hands together like a doctor announcing a devastating diagnosis. “Turns out, she’s decided to come a few days earlier than the rest of the family.”

“What? Did you tell her not to?” Deena stumbled backward and flopped down on the sofa.

“You know I couldn’t do that. But the good news is that she can make my birthday cake. You’re off the hook.”

The words caught in her throat. “Are—are—you kidding me? I’m making that dessert, and it’s going to be knock-your-socks-off, blue ribbon, county fair-worthy!”

“It’s up to you. I know how you stress over family gatherings.”

She leaned back on the sofa, covering her face with both hands. She pictured the showdown at the O.K. Corral. Her mother-in-law on one side pointing a spatula, and she on the other side brandishing a candy thermometer. 

This was one shoot-out she was determined to win. She stood and stared straight at her husband who had gone back to watching the baseball game. “If you talk to your mother again, give her a message from me: I will be making your birthday cake if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Bite your tongue,” Gary said with a sly grin. “If you get mixed up in this murder investigation, that might actually come true.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5
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Deena removed her sunglasses and adjusted her eyes to the indoor light of the library. 

Lydia stood by the front desk talking to Nancy with a heaping plate of cookies. 

“Those for Max Dekker?” Deena asked as she walked up to the desk.

“You mean Maycroft’s newest bachelor?” Nancy cut her eyes toward Lydia.

“Oh, now...” Lydia’s face flushed to a pale pink. She had on a floral dress and peekaboo pumps. She’d probably spent hours in front of the mirror.

“Didn’t you have to work at school today?” Deena asked.

Lydia seemed uncomfortable with the question. “I took a personal business day. All work and no play...” She smiled and turned her attention back to Nancy.

Deena remembered hearing that Lydia had gotten divorced the previous year. That explained her overzealous interest in Max Dekker. For someone who taught history, she sure was interested in the future.

Betty walked out of the office area. “Oh good, you’re here. Let me get my things and we can go.” She had on her librarian pantsuit, à la Hillary Clinton.

Deena felt a bit underdressed in her navy-blue capri pants and nautical print top. “We can take my car,” she offered, as the three women headed to the parking lot.

“Road trip! Isn’t this fun?” Lydia was acting more like a schoolgirl than a sixty-year-old woman on the verge of retirement.

Betty, who was riding shotgun, turned to the back seat. “It’s only about fifteen miles. Not much of a road trip.”

Deena glanced in the rearview mirror. Lydia sat back, an excited grin on her face.

“It’s creepy to think this is the same route Alexis Dekker took that night she was killed.” Goosebumps formed on Deena’s arms as they got closer to Dead Wally’s Curve.

“Just make sure you go slow and that your brakes work,” Betty said.

“Brakes? What do you mean?” Lydia asked.

“Didn’t you read the article in this morning’s paper?” Betty asked. “It said someone had cut her brake line. That’s why she crashed. I heard they’ve already got a suspect. I can’t wait to find out who it is. My guess is that Max Dekker did it himself.”

“If you think Max is a killer, why are you taking him a casserole?” Deena asked.

“Because...” Betty clenched the side of the door and braced herself. “Slow down. Here it comes.”

As Deena slowly took the curve, she saw fresh breaks in the trees and some debris on the ground. It was a morbid scene. Deena could only imagine how upsetting it would be for Max to drive by there every time he came to town.

Lydia navigated from the back seat, telling Deena which roads to take until they reached the turnoff for the Dekker property. The smell of sweet pine trees lining the dirt road made Deena long to move to the country. However, she knew her place was in the suburbs. She liked the streetlights and sidewalks more than rattlesnakes and coyotes.

They made the last turn in the road and pulled up to an area for parking on the side of the house. When they got out of the car, Betty and Lydia stood frozen, dishes in hand. They seemed to be waiting for Deena to take the lead. Reluctantly, she led the way toward the front door carrying the loaf of bread wrapped in foil.

A large bay window with opened curtains adorned the front of the house. Deena saw the lovebirds first. Max and another woman stood on the other side of the glass, locked in a kiss one usually only saw behind closed doors. Her jaw dropped at the same time that Lydia dropped her plate of cookies. At first, she thought Lydia might have thrown it. Deena stood frozen, as though that made her invisible.

Betty turned on her heels and headed back to the car, casserole in hand. 

Lydia sprinted behind her just as the merry couple turned to look out the window.

Deena finally got her sea legs and ran back to the car, got in, and peeled down the road away from the house.

Once she was back to the main road, she finally took a breath. No one said a word. She wondered if they were all thinking the same thing. Max Dekker murdered his wife to be with that other woman. If that were the case, they may have just uncovered a motive. Worse still, she knew he had seen her before she ran off.

Her mind raced with the implication of what had just happened.

“Slow down!” Betty yelled as they approached the dangerous curve.

Deena hit her brakes and squealed around the curve. She squinted her eyes and shook her head, trying to focus on the road ahead. “Sorry,” she offered weakly.

“That snake,” Lydia seethed from the back seat. “He’s only been single two days and already has another girlfriend!”

That remark seemed ironic coming from the woman who was obviously trying to woo the man at his most vulnerable point. Maybe Lydia hadn’t seen him as a suspect in his wife’s murder at all. 

Deena glanced sideways at Betty. Her jaw was set and her eyes glared at the road. If they were right about Max being the killer, they could all be in danger. If they were wrong, they just looked like the biggest idiots in town.

* * *
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BETTY LEAPED OUT OF the car and went back inside the library almost before they came to a complete stop.

“Wait,” Deena said as Lydia was about to get out of the car. “Don’t you think we should talk about what just happened?”

“What’s there to talk about?” Lydia asked. “That ridiculous excuse for a man is no more grieving than a cowboy winning the rodeo. All this time he had another woman on the side. He’s a heartless, careless creep in my book, and I hope I never have to see him again!” She reached for the door handle again.

“Wait,” Deena repeated. “That’s just the point. He does have another woman on the side. That means he might have a motive for murder.”

“Of course, he has a motive. That seems fairly obvious.” 

“I think we should tell the police what we saw.”

“The police?” Lydia frowned. “I’m not going to the police.”

“But this could be important. Maybe Max and that woman killed Alexis so they could be together. We should head to the police department right now.”

“I can’t. I’ve got to get back home.” She picked up her purse from the floorboard. “You go. Tell them everything we saw. Call me later and tell me what they said.” With that, she got out of the car.

“Bye...” Deena said to the closed car door. How do I get myself into these messes? 

She needed to think things through before going to the police. Her plan had been to work on her booth after the visit to Max’s house. She drove toward the antique mall, her mind still reeling. Several cars were parked out front. Probably tourists or other sellers working on their booths.

Facing the owner, Janet, or anyone else she knew right now felt impossible. She had too much on her mind and needed to unload it. Maybe she would go to the thrift shop and talk to Sandra.

Her thoughts turned to Cliff. Could this be the break he needed to get the cops off his back? She had an idea. She drove several more blocks to Ian Davis’s law office. If anyone would know what to do, Sandra’s husband would.
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Chapter 6
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This was the first time she’d been back there since the Wilde case last spring. From the outside, Ian Davis’ office looked the same as when she had worked for him a whole week as an investigator. The job had been brief but eventful. A tarp on the roof next to the brick chimney actually made the old Victorian house look more dilapidated than ever.

Deena opened the door and was pleased to see that renovations had taken place on the inside. Walls housed proper offices and the whole place had a fresh coat of paint. The mildew smell and the “Keep Out” sign in front of the staircase were gone.

“Deena Sharpe. How are you?” Rob stood and welcomed her into the newly created waiting area. 

“Nice to see you,” she said and shook his hand. “So, you’re still here.”

“Yep. My internship ends in December, and then I’m moving to St. Louis. I suppose you want to see Ian about the Dekker case. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

Being too nosy for her own good, she glanced at the papers and files on Rob’s desk. Nothing about Cliff or Max caught her eye.

Rob came around the corner. “Head on back. His office is the last one on the left.”

She passed two offices and what appeared to be the copy room. Ian’s door was open. “Hey, boss,” she joked as she stuck her head inside.

“Have a seat,” Ian said, in his I’m-all-business manner. “I’m glad you’re here. I need your help.”

Deena took a step backward. Not again. “I was just kidding about the boss thing.”

“It’s not that.” He motioned to the chair across from his desk.

As usual, his light brown hair needed a trim, making him look even more boyish than he already did. 

She sat down slowly. “I like what you’ve done with the place. Looks really professional.”

“Thanks. We got some money from the state to do renovations. Anyway, I talked to Cliff this morning, and he gave me permission to speak to you and your brother about his case.”

“Okay...”

“Seems like Detective Guttman isn’t completely buying his story.”

“Who is Detective Guttman? Is he new?”

“Don’t you read the newspaper anymore?”

She shot him a sheepish grin. “I get all my news from the grapevine these days.”

Ian rolled his eyes. “Linus Guttman is the county judge’s nephew. No nepotism there, I’m sure.” Ian tapped his pen repeatedly on the desk. “He thinks he’s a hot-shot because he came here from Philadelphia. Word is that they ran him off.” 

“Ugh. Just what we need in sleepy, old Maycroft.”

“Seems like he’s using this case to try to make a name for himself. Doesn’t understand the people around here. He assumes everyone is rotten to the core.”

Deena leaned forward. “That’s why I’m here. I think I have another suspect and a motive.”

Ian lifted an eyebrow. “Shoot.”

“Max Dekker.”

“The husband is always a suspect. Motive?”

She told him about the hospitality visit and what they had seen through the window.

Ian jotted down some notes. “Do you have any idea who this woman was? What did she look like? Did you see anyone else there? Any strange cars?”

Before he could go on, she held up both hands. “Hold your horses, counselor. One question at a time. No, I didn’t recognize her. She was short, probably about five-foot-four, and had light-colored hair. It was either blonde or gray. I didn’t get a good look at her face. I only saw her and Max in front of the window. As for cars, it was my first time out there. I know I saw at least one car, but I really don’t remember it.”

“Give me the names of the two other women who were with you.”

“Do I have to?” She frowned and shifted in her chair.

“What’s the problem?”

“I’ve gotten a little used to this murder investigation stuff, but my friends haven’t. What if Max or his gal pal comes after us?” She folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t need more enemies.”

“You said that Dekker saw all of you, right?”

“I know he saw me. I’m not sure about the others.”

“Okay, then. Let me talk to Detective Gutt-less and tell him what you told me. He won’t do anything to put you in danger. He knows he has to check out every lead before he makes an arrest if he wants the conviction to stick.”

“Arrest? You mean Cliff?”

“That’s the way he’s leaning.”

“What can I do to help?”

Ian pulled a clean sheet of paper out of his legal pad. “This is the make and model of the car driven by the man Cliff says helped him load the cooler into Mrs. Dekker’s car. Get Cliff to give you a full description of him. You and Russell check all the businesses in that shopping area to see if anyone knows him. That guy’s his best alibi.” He handed the paper to Deena. “We’d do it ourselves, but Amy left a few weeks ago, and I haven’t found a good replacement.”

“This sounds easy enough. Nothing dangerous. Anything else?”

“Just one more thing. Cliff’s timeline. It doesn’t add up. There’s a gap of time between him being at the salon and the cemetery. See what you can get out of him.”

“Will do.” She stood to leave. A queasy feeling swirled in Deena’s stomach. She was getting in too deep again. “And thanks, Ian. I owe you one.”

“Hardly. I’m the one who owes you. But who’s keeping score.”

Her phone rang, but she didn’t recognize the number. It was Detective Guttman. He said he needed her to come down to the police station to answer a few questions. She agreed and hung up.

“You see? News travels fast in this town. One of my friends must have called him about our visit. He probably wants to get my version to corroborate the information.”

Ian shook his head. “Call me after the interview. Remember, stick to the facts.”

She nodded her head. “Tell Sandra I’ll get by to see her soon.”

As she walked out to the parking lot, tires squealed from the far side of the building, causing her to jump. She turned quickly, but the car or truck was already gone. Already a little jittery, she tried to tell herself it was nothing. At least she hoped it wasn’t.

* * *
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SITTING IN THE INTERVIEW room where she and Ian had talked to their client last spring gave Deena a weird sense of déjà vu. Hopefully, this would go quickly, and she could go to the antique mall to work on her booth. Obviously, Lydia must have changed her mind and called the police. All she needed to do here was corroborate what Lydia told the detective. Her stomach growled reminding her she’d skipped lunch. 

The door opened, and in strolled the detective. His crumpled blue suit appeared a size too large. It reminded her of some of the high school boys who would wear their father’s suit under their graduation gowns. At least they had the sense to wear dress shoes. The detective’s white Nikes drew her eyes to the ground as he approached. 

“Detective Guttman.” He sat down without reaching out his hand as was customary in these parts.

Deena reached across the table and introduced herself.

Guttman hesitated before reluctantly returning the gesture. He immediately wiped his hand on his pants leg.

Either a chauvinist or a germaphobe, Deena surmised. How could either get this far in law enforcement? This boy was going to have to learn some manners if he planned on making it here in the South.

“I have a few questions for you.” He pulled a small pad of paper and a pen from his shirt pocket.

“You’re welcome,” Deena said, with her warmest fake smile.

“What?”

“Oh, I thought you were going to say, ‘Thank you for coming down here.’ That’s what Detective Evans would have said.”

“Captain Evans.”

“Really? I must congratulate him on the promotion. Such a polite man. Good manners, don’t you think?”

“Whatever. Where were you this morning at around eleven o’clock?”

“Well, as I’m sure you know, I was at Max Dekker’s house. That shouldn’t be a surprise. I’m sure Lydia told you the same thing.”

“Who’s Lydia?”

So this is how we’re going to play the game. He’s going to be cagey like he’s some kind of super sleuth. Her muscles tightened, and she clenched her jaw. 

“Lydia Ivey.”

“Who’s she?”

“History teacher at the high school.”

“And why do you assume I talked to her?”

Deena rolled her eyes. “Because she called you, of course. She had to be the one who told you we went to Max Dekker’s house. I told her I was going to contact the police, but she obviously called you and told you what we did.”

“I see.” The detective scribbled on the notepad. “And by ‘we’ you mean...”

“Myself, Lydia Ivey, and Betty Donaldson. She did tell you about Betty, right?”

“And what were you—the three of you—doing at Max Dekker’s house?”

“We were there to offer our condolences and to bring him a meal. That’s what we do here in the South. We are polite and offer comfort to people in need.”

“And Mr. Dekker was in need because...”

Deena crossed her arms, her patience wearing thin. “Because he just lost his wife.”

“Uh-huh.” More scribbling. “And what is your relationship to Mr. Dekker?”

“I have no relationship with him. I just met him two days ago. He’s teaching a class at—”

“And why weren’t you in class the first week? It is my understanding you just started on Monday. The day Mrs. Dekker was killed.”

Deena’s jaw dropped. “Detective Guttman. Why is that pertinent to what we saw at Max Dekker’s house?”

He loosened his tie. “I’ll ask the questions, Mrs. Sharpe.”

Heat rose from her neck as she tried to keep her anger in check. “I came here to make a statement and to tell you what we saw at the Dekker house.”

“And what did you see?” He tilted his head as though questioning a child.

“We saw Max Dekker kissing a woman. On the lips. Two days after his wife was murdered.”

Guttman’s eyebrow lifted above his beady dark eyes. “And how did you manage to see this? Were you inside the house? Were you spying on him?”

“Heavens, no! Like I said, we were there to bring food. He and that woman were standing by the window in the front room. Don’t you think that sounds suspicious?”

“What did you do when you witnessed this alleged kiss?”

“Lydia dropped her cookies.”

“Dropped her cookies? Is that some expression you Southerners use?”

“No. She had a plate of cookies and dropped them on the ground. Then we all ran back to the car and left.”

“Why?”

“We didn’t want him to see us, of course. Although, I think he did.”

“You think he saw you or you and your alleged companions?”

Deena pursed her lips. “I’m not sure.” She stood to leave. “Look, you have my statement. It clearly proves Max Dekker had another woman on the side and a motive for murdering his wife. You should be investigating him instead of Cliff Abel.”

The detective got out of his chair and took a step toward her. “You know Cliff Abel?”

His glare sent a shiver down her spine. She resisted the urge to back away. “Yes. He’s a friend. My brother works with him.” The detective stood nearly a foot taller. She raised her chin and returned his stare.

“Mrs. Sharpe, I’m advising you not to leave town.”

“What? Me?” She felt like she’d just been kicked by a mule. Apparently, she’d gone from witness to suspect faster than a New York minute. “This is all a big misunderstanding,” she said, softening her tone.  

Deena thought about her accomplices. Who knows what Lydia might have told him. Maybe she was more unstable than Deena realized. She knew she could count on Betty to be factual and to the point. “Just talk to Betty Donaldson at the library. She’ll back up everything I told you.”

The detective eyed her as if taking a mental photograph. “I’m sure she will.”
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Chapter 7
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The ingredients mocked her. Sugar, eggs, corn syrup, vanilla, and pecans. The clean, new candy thermometer looked like a spear ready to pierce her heart. Who would put candy in cake anyway?

Gary’s mother, that’s who. Deena stared at the notecard with the hand-written recipe. She squinted to focus. Lately, she had noticed it was more difficult to read small print than she wanted to admit. She picked up the card and moved it closer and farther from her eyes. Making it easier to see wasn’t going to make it any easier to prepare. 

“Chocolate swirl divinity cake,” she said aloud to Hurley, who sat ready to be her taste tester. 

Gary loved divinity. It was one of the few sweets he liked. He preferred most of his desserts on the savory side. Deena, on the other hand, was a card-carrying member of Chocoholics Anonymous.

Early in their married life, she had attempted to make her husband the fluffy Southern delicacy. Bless his heart, he always tried to eat it and not let on that most of it ended up in the dumpster at work. Her last attempt at trying to prepare it came out so wrong that she ripped up the linoleum countertop trying to scrape off the blobs that had stuck there. They had to pay to have them replaced. That was in their old house. Now she had granite counter tops, and so far, they’d proven indestructible. However, she had even less confidence now.

This was a test run of divinity. It was Friday morning, and Gary’s birthday party was still a week away. “If I can master the divinity, the rest should be a piece of cake.” She looked down at Hurley who obviously didn’t appreciate her pun. 

Step one of the recipe card simply read, “Make a batch of pecan divinity”—as though it were that simple. Deena decided not to take any chances. She had turned to Pinterest and found Paula Deen’s recipe. How could she go wrong?

Deena wished her mother, an average cook for the time, had made her spend more time helping in the kitchen instead of letting her stay in her room reading. Maybe she wouldn’t struggle as much as she did when it came to pots and pans.

She had just enough time to attempt this batch before picking up Russell to go in search of Cliff’s mystery eyewitness. After she botched her interview at the police station, Ian had assured her he would smooth things over with Detective Guttman. 

She measured out four cups of sugar with the precision of a chemist and added them to the large saucepan. Next, she added a cup of cold water and a cup of light corn syrup. She turned on the burner and began stirring.

So far, so good. She had already separated the egg whites and had them ready in a large bowl. She knew she was at a disadvantage only having a hand mixer and not a bowl mixer. She beat the egg whites. She needed them to form stiff peaks. But how stiff was stiff? She gave them a few extra beats, just in case.

Then she remembered the candy thermometer. She put it in and clipped it to the side of the saucepan. The temperature soared. Just then, the telephone rang. It was the landline phone in the bedroom. No way was she going to drop everything just to answer the phone. 

But what if it was Gary or Russell? Maybe something was wrong. No, it was probably just a sales call. After all, anyone who knew her would call her cell phone. The ringing stopped, and she relaxed.

Why don’t they make a digital candy thermometer with numbers a person could actually see? She leaned in close to the boiling mixture trying to focus on the tiny numbers, looking for 255 degrees.

Then her cell phone rang. Uh-oh. She had set it on the dining room table, safely out of harm’s way. Maybe something really was wrong. If she just turned the temperature on the stove down a little, it shouldn’t hurt anything. The phone was like a screaming baby. It seemed to ring louder, urging her to come tend to its needs. 

She turned the knob on the stove and rushed to grab her cell phone. It was Russell. “What do you want?” she asked.

“Whoa, Nelly. What’s eating you?”

“Divinity. Is something wrong? Did you just call my other phone?”

“Yeah. I didn’t have on my reading glasses and must have hit the other number.”

“Ugh.” She looked across the open bar at the steam pouring out of the pot. “I’m in the middle of something.” 

She rushed back to the stove. The smell of burnt sugar filled the air before she even looked inside to see the scorched bottom of the pot. She looked at the knob and realized she had turned it to a hotter temperature instead of cooler. She moved the pan off the burner just before it was about to bubble over the sides. 

Her cell phone slipped, but she caught it before it slid into the hot mixture. She stared at the pan. “This better be important.”

“Actually, it’s not. I was just making sure you still wanted me there at ten thirty.”

“Yep.”

“Okay. See you then.”

Great. It will me take that long to clean up this mess.

* * *
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“WHAT’S ESTELLE UP TO today?” Deena asked as Russell got into her blue Ford Explorer. “I’m surprised she let you out of the chicken coop today.”

“Ah. She’s not that bad. She just likes having me around.” Russell fastened his seatbelt. “Besides, she’s having her ‘spa day.’” He emphasized the phrase with air quotes.

“That’s surprising. She never seemed like someone who would enjoy that sort of pampering.”

“You have no idea,” Russell said. “Ever since you took her to get a pedicure before our wedding, she’s been going every other week it seems. She gets everything painted, plucked, filed, or waxed. And I mean everything!”

“Okay. TMI, big brother. I get the picture.” 

Russell chuckled.

She wrinkled her nose. “Not that picture. You know what I mean.”

At ten forty-five, Deena pulled into a parking space at the Riverdale Shopping Center. “Let’s start at the doc-in-the box. It’s probably got the most employees.” 

Russell nodded. “Speaking of pictures, I forgot to show you this.” He reached into the pocket of his shorts and pulled out a small stack of folded papers. “Cliff gave me a description of the guy we’re looking for, and I made this drawing.” He unfolded the papers and passed them to Deena. “I made a few copies.”

“I had forgotten how well you draw,” she said, admiring the pencil drawing. “So this is the guy we’re looking for, huh?”

“Yep. I had a hard time getting the mouth right, but Cliff said it was a pretty good likeness.”

“Nice work. This should really help.” 

They headed into the Maycroft Medi-Clinic. 

A receptionist sat behind a sliding glass window. 

A young woman tried to distract her busy toddler who seemed intent on slapping the front of the waiting room’s aquarium. 

As she and Russell approached the window, the plump, middle-aged receptionist pointed to the sign-in sheet on the counter. 

Shaking her head, Deena motioned for the woman to slide open her glass window. 

The woman slowly pushed back the glass. “You have to sign in and have a seat. I’ll call you when it’s your turn,” she said curtly. She slammed the glass closed before Deena could utter a sound. 

Russell stepped in front of Deena and smiled at the woman. He waved as though they were best friends. 

She smiled back. Russell was usually shy, but people always responded to his friendly demeanor. Opening the glass again, she asked, “May I help you?”

“We’re not here to see a doctor. We’re here to see you.” 

Like the doorkeeper of Oz, Deena expected her to utter the words, Well, that’s a horse of a different color.

Instead, she pushed her short locks behind her ear and asked, “What can I do ya for?” She batted her eyes through puffy lids. She apparently liked her position of power. 

Deena couldn’t help but think of the school secretary who everyone had suspected helped herself to kids’ lunches when they were brought to school by anxious parents. Why was it that people who worked in doctors’ offices often looked so unhealthy?

Russell’s sweet smile seemed to melt the receptionist’s defenses. “I can tell that you are obviously in charge of this place, so you can hopefully help us out. We’re looking for someone who may have been here last Monday. This guy.” He held out the picture.

The woman’s flirty eyes quickly narrowed. “Never seen him before.” Through tightened lips, she asked, “Are you private eyes or what? I already told that detective I didn’t see nothin’ or nobody suspicious that day.”

“We’re not detectives. We are—friends of—uh...”

Deena stepped forward. “We are helping out with the investigation. Would it be possible for us to speak to other staff members?”

A side door opened, and a nurse called for the mother and her son. 

“No, it wouldn’t be possible.”

Deena took the picture from off the counter and wrote Russell’s name and cell phone number across the bottom. She handed it back to Ms. Hospitality. “If you could, please show this picture to your colleagues. If anyone knows him, give us a call.”

The woman snatched the picture and shut the window so hard it rattled the wall.

Deena led the way out. “What do you think? Will she help us?”

“I doubt it,” Russell said. “That picture is probably in the paper shredder as we speak.”

“Maybe not. I noticed a couple of Agatha Christie paperbacks next to her computer. Maybe she likes a good mystery and will keep her eyes open.”

“Or maybe she is a slacker who reads on the job instead of taking care of business.”

Deena stopped walking. “Since when did you get so cynical about people?” 

“Since my best friend got questioned for murder.”

Deena stared over at the Manely Beauty Salon and noticed it was fairly crowded for the middle of the week. “Ready to go in?”

“You know, maybe you should check out the beauty shop without me. They’re probably not used to guys being in there.”

“First of all, Fred Flintstone, no one says ‘beauty shop’ anymore. It’s a salon. And lots of men get their hair cut in there. It’s where Gary and I both go.”

“Gary? Huh. Well, you’re not gonna catch me in there with all that estrogen and peroxide. I go to a barber.” He jutted out his chin. “Like a real man.”

Deena shook her head. “Good grief. I’ll go here, and you check out those other businesses. Call me when you’re done.” 

He handed her a copy of the drawing and headed to the other end of the parking lot.

Who knew he was still living in the Stone Age. Luckily, Estelle was an old-fashioned woman, or else she probably wouldn’t be able to put up with him. She likely found his chauvinism charming.

The sound of blow dryers and chatter greeted Deena inside the shop. Unfortunately, there were no men in the place. She wanted to give Russell a big “I told you so.” Oh well, she had more important matters to attend to.

Her stylist, Kristy, was chatting away with a woman getting highlights. “Oh, hey,” Kristy said when she spotted Deena. “I didn’t see your name on the books. Do you have an appointment?”

“No, I’m here looking for someone. Or rather, someone who might know someone.”

“Huh?”

Deena held up Russell’s drawing. “I’m trying to find anyone who might know this guy.”

Kristy set down the brush and hair dye bowl and took the picture. After studying it, she handed it back to Deena and shook her head. “Nope. Never seen him. Who is he anyway?”

Deena wasn’t sure how much she should say. She trusted Kristy but didn’t want to speak openly in front of the stranger in her chair. She motioned for Kristy to follow her backward a few feet. “Were you here Monday night when Alexis Dekker was here?” Deena asked in a whisper.

Kristy glanced over her shoulder at her client. “No. That was Melissa. Why? What do you know?”

Deena looked down, fumbling with the picture. “I just need to talk to her.”

“Okay. I’m almost finished putting on this color. Then I need to tell you something.”

Deena nodded and turned to the other side of the shop where Melissa was showering her client’s head with hairspray. 

How ironic that Melissa was known for creating “big hair” when she kept her own blonde locks cropped short in a boy cut. She was probably in her thirties but seemed younger. All Deena really knew about her was that she was originally from New Orleans and had moved to Maycroft to live with her aunt and uncle. 

As soon as the client left, Deena walked up. “Hey, Melissa. Do you have a minute?”

“Um, not really. I have another client coming and...”

“It won’t take long, I promise.”

Grabbing a broom, Melissa began sweeping around her chair. “What do you want?”

“I’m trying to figure out who this guy is. Do you know him?” She held the picture out.

Melissa grabbed it, took a quick look, and shoved it back at Deena. “No. Is that all?”

“Are you sure? You didn’t happen to see him here Monday night when...um...Alexis Dekker was here, did you?”

The broom clattered to the floor, and Melissa quickly bent down to retrieve it. “What are you, a cop? I already talked to that detective.”

“No, no,” Deena said. “I’m a friend of Cliff Abel’s. I’m just trying—”

“Murderer!” 

Suddenly, everything and everyone in the shop froze. Deena looked around to see all eyes on her. She looked at Kristy, imploring her to help. 

Kristy grabbed her blow dryer and turned it on even though her client was still getting color applied. She waved her hand for her colleagues to carry on. A low hum returned to the shop. 

Deena turned back to Melissa. “What do you mean?”

Melissa kept her distance but lowered her voice. “Cliff Abel got pissed off and cut that woman’s brake line. He caused that accident. He killed her.” 

“You’re wrong.”

Melissa’s nostrils flared as she studied Deena. She started to say something but stopped. She leaned the broom against the wall and walked off to the back room of the shop. 

Deena could feel the intensity rise again but kept her cool. She walked over to the reception desk. “Could you do me a favor? Please ask around to see if anyone recognizes this man. There’s a number on the bottom they can call.”

Kristy followed Deena out the door and led her around the side of the shop away from the front windows. “After what happened last spring, I’m surprised you’re investigating another murder.”

Before Deena could explain, Kristy continued. “Anyway, I just wanted you to know that Melissa has been acting a little strange since this thing happened Monday.”

“It’s not that surprising considering one of her clients is dead.”

“Yeah, except she hated Alexis Dekker.”

“How do you know?”

“She complained about her all the time. Not that I blame her. For one, the woman insisted on coming in on Monday nights when the shop was closed. She must have thought she was too good to be here with the regulars. Also, she never liked the way Melissa did her hair and told her so.”

“Then why did Melissa keep her as a client?”

“Because, the woman paid her a hundred dollars extra for working on Mondays. Like the rest of us, Melissa needed the extra cash.” 

“You don’t think Melissa did something to cause the accident, do you?”

“No, of course not. But...”

“What is it?” 

“Well, you saw how defensive she was. She’s been acting that way all week. She won’t talk to any of us. It’s unnatural, ya know?”

“I suppose.”

“Look, I gotta go before Mrs. Waldrop turns into Strawberry Shortcake. I just thought you should know.” 

Kristy scooted around the corner and left Deena to muddle over the information.

One of the reasons Deena liked Kristy was because she was cool-headed and didn’t spread baseless gossip. Sure, she knew all the latest town dirt, but she didn’t blab about it to her clients. She didn’t seem to take delight in other people’s misery as some people did. 

So for her to talk about Melissa like that meant she must really be bothered. Should Deena tell Ian about it? Detective Guttman? The last thing she wanted was to take the heat off Cliff just to turn it up on another innocent person. 

For now, she would keep the info to herself. Russell didn’t need to know either. She trusted her brother, of course, but he seemed desperate to help his friend. She was afraid of what he might do with this new information.
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Chapter 8
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Deena’s cell phone rang about the time she caught up to Russell who hadn’t had any luck tracking down the elusive stranger either. She was surprised to see it was Gary calling.

“Hey, are you still with Russell?” he asked.

“Yep. We are over by the salon. Why?”

“I came home for lunch and something seems to be wrong with the sink. It’s backing up, and the disposer just growls when I turn it on. I tried turning that crank-thingy, but nothing happened.”

Deena pictured Gary wearing his dress pants, trying to get on the floor to check the garbage disposer without messing up his clothes.

“Do you think Russell would mind coming over to have a look at it?” he asked.

“I’ll ask him.” Deena had a suspicion of what the problem was but didn’t want to get into it. “See you tonight.”

Even though they were very different in their interests and their ways of doing things, in some ways, Russell and Gary were a lot alike. They’d both give you the shirt off their back, it was just that Gary would wash and iron his first. Russell liked working with his hands; Gary liked keeping his clean. Deena knew she was lucky to have both her husband and her brother around. 

Deena shuddered. Maybe that was the situation with Max Dekker. He had two women in his life to serve different needs. One thing she knew for sure: The woman he was kissing was definitely not his sister.

* * *
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“IT LOOKS LIKE SOMEONE poured glue down here,” Russell said as he shined a flashlight into the sink drain.

Debating whether to tell him what she did, Deena finally decided to ’fess up. “It’s not glue. Actually, it’s divinity.”

“You mean, like the candy?”

“Yep. I was making it this morning when you called and it overcooked so I had to throw it out but it started to harden so I turned on the disposer and then—”

Russell held up his hand. “Stop. I get it. You fried the disposer motor, so I’ll have to replace it. I’ll take out the broken one and go to the hardware store to buy a new one.”

“You’re the best,” Deena said. “Would you care if I run up to the thrift store to talk to Sandra while you do that? I’ll pay you back for the new one.”

“No problem,” he said. “I’ll get my toolbox out of the trunk.”

Deena tossed Hurley a treat. “Be back soon, buddy.”

Hurley knew the routine. He walked over to a small rug near the fireplace, took a few turns, and plopped down to wait for her return. 

Russell came back in with his tools and got right to work. 

She grabbed her latest Kate Spade purse as Russell mumbled something from under the sink.

Deena rarely worried about her safety in the suburbs. Driving into her neighborhood was like being tucked into bed for a good night’s sleep. Sure, Maycroft had some of the same issues as Dallas and Houston, but everything was on a much smaller scale. 

As she pulled out of the driveway, Christy Ann was getting out of her car, her youngest of three children in tow. The other two must be in school. The little girl had ponytails with a bow as big as her head. It was a wonder she could keep her head upright.

Deena drove into town anxious to see her friend. Sandra was about fifteen years younger than Deena and had happily become pregnant with her first child back in the spring. Although Deena had a niece and two nephews from Gary’s sister, they lived out of state, which made it harder to dote on them. 

Sandra’s baby would be the closest she would ever come to having a grandchild, and Deena had already made up her mind to shower the baby with love and gifts. After all, Sandra was her best friend and more like a sister at times.

She pulled up in front of the thrift shop and parked among several other cars. Deena was glad to see business booming. That meant more money to support the animal shelter.

The bells on the door jingled as Deena went inside. Sandra was behind the cash register helping a customer. At six months pregnant, she was glowing like a disco ball, sending sparkles all around the shop. She glanced up at Deena and smiled.

Deena pointed to her favorite aisle where Sandra kept the glass items and knick-knacks and headed that direction. Since she had spent most of the summer paring her backlog of inventory down from Mount Everest to Bunker Hill, it was time to hunt for more treasures for her antique booth.

An old Swiss music box caught her eye. It was like one her mother kept on the dresser when she was growing up. She and Gary were making plans to visit her parents in Hawaii for the holidays. Maybe she should buy the music box as a gift for her mother.

“Boo!” 

Deena spun around to see Sandra standing behind her. “Lord have mercy! You don’t need to be scaring me like that. Bladder control is one of the casualties of old age, you know.”

“And of pregnancy.” 

Deena took a step back. “Well, I’m glad to see you are finally showing. Now both of us have a potbelly. You look great, by the way.” She patted Sandra’s stomach.

“Aw, shucks. Follow me.” Sandra led the way to the front counter and climbed onto her stool.

Deena set the music box down and looked around for nearby customers. Not seeing any, she leaned in and whispered, “So what’s the latest on Alexis Dekker’s murder? Has Ian talked to the detective or the DA?”

“You know I’m not allowed to tell you confidential information.” Sandra leaned in. “But they do have another suspect.”

“Max Dekker, right?”

“No. It’s a man from Houston. That’s all I could get out of Ian.”

Deena rolled her eyes. “Ugh. Your husband is so ethical. Sometimes it’s annoying.”

“Tell me about it,” Sandra said. “He insinuated that there was probably more information online, but I haven’t had time to check. Between the store, doctor’s appointments, and getting the nursery ready, I haven’t had time to do much of anything.”

“Well, I’ve got nothing but time. I’ll look as soon as I get home.”

“I thought you were writing a novel? What happened to that idea?”

“I’ve only been to one class and have no idea if there will even be another.”

“Maybe you can write about Mrs. Fitzhugh’s murder. That would make a great story.”

“Nah. Nobody would believe it. I have been tossing around a few ideas, though.”

“Can I be a character in your book? Pa-leeeese?”

“We’ll see. After all, every crime fighter needs a side-kick.”

Sandra got up to unlock the dressing room for a customer. 

The sight of her from the side brought a grin to Deena’s face. She couldn’t wait to see that baby.

“Do you know the gender yet?” Deena asked as Sandra sat back down. “You promised you would tell me as soon as you found out.”

“Ian and I decided we wanted to be surprised.” 

Deena’s mouth dropped open.

“Then we changed our minds. We will find out at my appointment next week.”

Deena clapped her hands like a kid at the circus. “Yay! Auntie Deena wants to start buying clothes and toys.”

“Speaking of Auntie Deena, I have a big—I mean, really big favor to ask.”

Here it was. Sandra was going to ask her and Gary to be the baby’s godparents. What would she say? Yes, of course. But that was a huge responsibility. She should probably talk it over with Gary. But Gary would agree with whatever she wanted.

“Yoo-hoo. Deena?” Sandra waved her hand in front of Deena’s face.

“Oh, sorry,” she said, returning from her stupor. “Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes to your question.”

“But you don’t even know what I was going to ask.”

Deena smiled and tilted her head. “So ask.”

Sandra cleared her throat. “I wanted to know if you would be willing to take over the store for a while when the baby is born?”

Deena felt her face drop and start to flush.

“I know it’s a lot to ask, but you’re the only person I trust. Plus you’re retired—except for this new writing gig.”

Deena blinked her eyes and then stared at her friend.

“Never mind. Sorry I asked. I can just close the shop for a few months.” Sandra put her head down and fiddled with a receipt book.

“No. I mean, yes. Of course, I’ll do it. I’d be glad to help.”

“Really?” The shine returned to Sandra’s face. She shuffled around the counter and threw her arms around Deena. “I knew I could count on you.”

Deena’s breathing returned to normal, although the disappointment still pinched her chest. “This means I get first choice at buying the donated goodies, right?”

“We’ll see about that. You have to realize that it’s not all glittery treasure that comes through here. You should have seen the greasy handkerchief I pulled out of a box of designer women clothes left outside the back door this morning.” 

“Designer clothes? Anything my size?”

“I haven’t had a chance to go through them yet. You can sneak back there and look on the rack by the door.”

Deena loved the perks of being best friends with the storeowner. Knowing Sandra, though, she would still charge her the same as any customer. Since the money went to the animal shelter, Sandra would ask top dollar for designer clothes. 

Deena instantly recognized the labels on the high-end clothes. “St. John, Ann Taylor, Armani.” Something stopped her. She gasped and stared at the label neatly stitched inside the dark gray suit jacket. It read: Made exclusively for Alexis Dekker.

* * *
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SOMETHING NAGGED AT her as she drove home. Why would Max Dekker have already gotten rid of his wife’s clothes? If he were guilty of murder, that would look awfully suspicious. Did he think no one would recognize them? For a man who wrote murder mysteries, that would seem like a totally amateur move. And what about the greasy handkerchief? Who would stick that in there with all those gorgeous suits and dresses?

Something didn’t add up. As soon as she could, she would go online and see what she could find out about this suspect from Houston. She was surprised that Russell’s car was gone when she pulled back into the garage. That was quick, even with his experience fixing things. 

As she sat in the car, she made a decision. She texted Sandra. “Tell Ian about getting Alexis’s clothes at the thrift store.” Ian might think  nothing of it, or he might act on it. Either way, it was one less thing for Deena to wonder about.

The phone in the bedroom was ringing when she walked into the house. She charged that direction, nearly tripping over Hurley. It stopped ringing before she could get to it. She sat on the bed catching her breath. It was time to start exercising again, that was for certain, especially if she were going to go back to work. Had she really agreed to mind the store for Sandra when the baby came? What was she thinking? Retirement life had made her fat and happy.

Her cell phone rang this time. “Russell? Did you just call my home phone?”

“Yes. You didn’t answer.”

“Stop doing that. Always call my cell.”

“So why do you still bother having a land-line?”

“I use it to call my cell phone when I can’t find it.”

“Whatever. I called to tell you I haven’t replaced the disposer yet. I went to the hardware store. They were way overcharging for them. I’ll get one from Cliff at wholesale and install it in the morning.”

“Sounds good. Gives me an excuse to go out to dinner.”

“Oh, I forgot something. I turned off your water at the street. The shut-off valve under the sink was broken. I’ll replace that in the morning, too. Don’t turn it back on or you’ll flood the kitchen.”

“So does that mean we have no water?”

“Yeah, but it’s only for one night. Pretend you’re a pioneer. It’ll be fine.”

Deena wasn’t so sure. Immediately, a desert formed in her throat. Hopefully, there was still iced tea in the fridge. She got a pack of bottled water from the garage and put it in the refrigerator to chill. That should do it. Her worry finally subsided.

Ice cubes tinkled in the glass as she sat down at the desk in her office. It had been a while since she had researched anything other than the prices of her newly found treasures. She put in Max Dekker’s name and up came hundreds of listings involving his various mystery novels. Obviously, she wasn’t going to wade through all that. 

Wikipedia, the nemesis of every high school teacher, had always been her best friend when doing her own research (although she would never have admitted it to her students). She found the profile on Max and read it closely. 

The details of his early life were unremarkable. He was born in El Paso and had attended the University of Texas where he taught creative writing before hitting it big with his first novel. He moved to Manhattan and married his literary agent, Alexis Jamison. They divorced after eighteen years of marriage.

He later married a woman named Barbara Conroy. The article contained no specific details about this second wife. Deena scrolled back to the top to see if it listed any children for Max Dekker. There were none. She continued reading where she had left off.

After just two years with his second wife, he divorced her and re-married Alexis. And they say women are fickle. He must have had some sort of mid-life crisis. Probably thought the grass was greener on the other side of the fence. Men.

Deena thought about Gary and his impending birthday. She had anticipated he might go through some sort of crisis at fifty, but it didn’t happen. At fifty-five, nothing. Here he was about to turn sixty. The clock was ticking. But this was Gary. Calm, rational Gary. Surely, he would remain the same man she married all those years ago.

She turned her attention back to the Dekkers. Nowhere in the article did it mention Houston. She decided to add it to Google as a search term. Listings for his best-seller Bounty Beyond the Border came up. She quickly scanned the first article. The book was set in Houston. 

Ugh. That was no help. She scrolled through and found other stories, book signings, and speaking engagements in Houston. 

The low hum of the garage door opening signaled Gary’s arrival. He came through the door, and she looked up just in time to see him zoom past the office door and shout, “Hi, hon” on his way to the bedroom. She instantly knew what that meant. Nothing newsworthy there. 

Duh, she thought and slapped her forehead. She was looking for something news worthy. She added “Houston Chronicle” as a search term. There among the book reviews, a headline that attracted her attention—“Copycat Murder Mirrors Bestselling Novel.”

She opened the article and waited for it to load. Could this be it? She read the brief news story. It detailed a crime where a woman was murdered by gang member initiates in the same way Max Dekker had described a killing in his Houston-based novel. The victim’s husband was quoted as blaming Dekker for giving them the idea. The police detective who investigated the crime said it was highly unlikely that the wanna-be gang members were “avid readers,” and it was likely just a coincidence. The article stated that there was no comment given by the author.

“Deena,” Gary shouted from the back of the house.

She recognized that as her husband’s “the-dog-has-torn-something-up-again” call.

Hurley sat at her feet and stared with his pitiful brown eyes.

“Come on,” she said. “You need to apologize.” As she approached the bedroom, an acrid odor made her nostrils flare. “Hurley! Bad boy.” She looked around the floor for a mess.

“What’s wrong with the toilet? It won’t flush.” Gary stood in the bathroom looking particularly helpless. 

Deena pinched her nose closed with her fingers. “Good grief, Gary. What did you have for lunch?”

“Scott and I tried that new Mongolian restaurant. I had—”

“Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.” Her eyes watered as she backed into the bedroom. Still holding her nose, she added, “Russell turned off the water to fix the disposer.”

Gary followed her out. “Oh, good then. I’ll just turn it back on.”

“You can’t,” she said with a nasally twang. “Something under the faucet in the kitchen is broken. He won’t be able to fix it.”

Gary fanned his face. “Got it. I know what to do.” He headed to the other side of the house.

Trying to hold her breath wouldn’t work, so Deena began breathing out of her mouth. She grabbed a bath towel and sat on the floor, pushing the edge of it under her closet door.

Gary came in carrying the orange plastic bucket from the garage that he used to wash his car. “What are you doing?”

“I’m protecting my clothes from that stench. If it leaks into my closet, I’m going to have to buy a whole new wardrobe.”

“C’mon. It’s not that bad.”

Deena shot him a look that made it obvious she didn’t agree. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to get water from the backyard and pour it into the tank so it will flush.”

“From where in the backyard?”

“The water hose.”

“It’s a good thing you’re pretty,” Deena chuckled. “The water is turned off there, too, remember?”

Gary threw back his head. “I guess I could go over to Edwin Cooper’s house and ask to borrow a bucket of water.”

“Or you could get it out of the cement pond in the backyard.”

“The swimming pool? Right.”

Gary went to the backyard with Hurley right behind. 

It was pretty bad when a dog had to escape an odor. Deena shoved the last bit of towel under the closet door and hurried out of the bedroom, shutting the door securely behind her. Once back in her office, she closed the French doors and took a deep breath.

She had lost her appetite for supper. Her computer was in sleep mode, and she went back to her quest. What did this Houston murder have to do with Alexis Dekker, and who was this new possible suspect? More importantly, would it be enough to get Detective Guttman off Cliff’s back?

She read through the article again, this time more slowly. The quote from the victim’s husband was just the clue she was looking for. 

Now that she had a lead, she needed to look for follow-up stories. She would call Ian in the morning to ask if she was on the right track. For now, she wanted to share the news with Russell. She reached for her phone and fired off a text message. 

Maybe he would be as hopeful as she was.
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Chapter 9
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Russell Sinclair sat outside on the front steps as he waited for Cliff to pick him up from Estelle’s house. Even though they had been married for months, he still considered the large Victorian house on the outskirts of Maycroft as his wife’s. After all, people in town still referred to it as Fitzhugh Manor and probably always would.

Cliff had volunteered to meet Russell and bring him the replacement garbage disposal for Deena since he needed to do some shopping anyway. 

Unlike Russell, Cliff was usually on time. Today, though, he was running late. Russell checked his cell phone in case he had missed a message. There was one from Deena. He pulled his readers out of his shirt pocket and read it through several times. “Found a new insect. Cliff could be infected.” 

What the heck? He dialed Deena’s cell number, remembering how she crabbed on him about calling her home phone. 

When she answered, he asked about the cryptic message.

“What? That’s not what I wrote,” she said. “I wrote, ‘Found a new suspect. Cliff might be acquitted.’”

Russell laughed. “I’ve been telling you it’s time for new reading glasses. Between auto-correct and your poor eyesight, you should be careful about what you type. You almost started an epidemic.”

The annoyance in Deena’s voice came through the cyber wire. “I don’t need glasses. I can see perfectly well. It’s just this phone. The letters are too—”

“Hey. Cliff’s here. I’ll call you later.” He hung up as Cliff’s truck came bumping down the long drive that led to the front of the house. Russell had decided that today there would be no talk of Alexis Dekker or murder or lawyers, unless Cliff brought it up. 

Russell stood and stretched his legs. He picked up his toolbox and got in the front seat. He leaned over the seat to set the tools in the backseat. There on the floorboard, the tips of yellow roses peeked out from under an old, greasy towel. The box with the disposer was next to it. Cliff’s being late made sense now. He must have stopped off to get flowers to put on his wife’s grave. 

“You’re late,” Russell said. 

“It’s a long way out here to Beverly Hills, ya know.” Cliff adjusted his ball cap. It was his going-to-town, fancy John Deere trucker hat.

“Thanks for coming all the way out here. I owe you one.”

Cliff glanced at Russell and snickered.

They talked baseball all the way to Deena’s house. The Texas Rangers had a chance to clinch the playoffs if they could get past the Mariners. The big series was starting today with an afternoon game.

Cliff pulled up in front of the house. “I’ll pick you up in about an hour. Should I get stuff to make sandwiches or will one of your fancy servants be making lunch?”

Russell blushed. He was still adjusting to being a working-class guy living a millionaire’s life. “The housekeeper will take care of it.” He reached in the backseat. 

“I’ll get it,” Cliff said and quickly jumped out of the truck to open the back door. He pulled out the toolbox and disposer and walked around to hand them to Russell. “Don’t forget to turn that ring counterclockwise to make sure it seats correctly.”

“Sure thing, boss.” Russell headed toward the front door and rang the bell. As Cliff drove away, he wondered why his friend would keep the flowers and cemetery visit a secret. They usually told each other everything. Then, a few weeks back, Russell had mentioned the idea of setting Cliff up on a double date with a woman in Estelle’s Bluebonnet Club, and Cliff had gone ballistic. 

Russell had never seen him so mad. He dropped the subject immediately. It had been three years since cancer took Gail, and Cliff still couldn’t seem to stomach the thought of being with another woman. 

Russell shook his head. That’s a far cry from Max Dekker. From what Deena said, he was moving on to another woman in less than three days.

Deena opened the door. A look of relief covered her face.

* * *
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“I’M SO GLAD YOU’RE here,” Deena said. “I’m not meant for pioneer life. And Gary...he wouldn’t survive a week in the little house on the prairie.”

Russell headed straight to the kitchen. “Sorry to hear that. What are you going to do when some cyber-attack knocks out the power grid and the entire country is in a state of emergency? You really should be prepared with at least the basics.”

“We’ll come hide in the bunker with you and Cliff, I suppose. And by ‘we’ I mean Hurley and I. Gary will be too freaked out to live with. I’ll bring the caviar and champagne.”

Russell knew she was making fun of him, but he took preparedness seriously. He had survived sixty-something years already and wasn’t about to let the zombie apocalypse get the better of him. He headed straight to the kitchen to get to work.

Deena sat at the kitchen counter. “So do you want to hear about the new suspect?

Russell tried to hide his annoyance from her previous remarks. “Sure.”

“Well, about five years ago, a street gang in Houston set up an initiation for new members. They had to kill a person by...by...well—I’m not going to say. It’s too gruesome. But apparently, the circumstances were very similar to the plot in one of Max Dekker’s novels, Bounty Beyond the Border. Have you read it?”

Russell reached for his pliers and bumped his head on the edge of the cabinet. “Geez.” He rubbed the spot. “You know I don’t read fiction.”

Without even looking, he knew Deena was rolling her eyes.

“If you call conspiracy theories ‘non-fiction.’”

He let the comment pass this time.

“Anyway, the husband of the woman who was killed blamed Max and filed a lawsuit. It was settled immediately, but the man said he still vowed revenge.”

Russell sat up on the kitchen floor. “One problem, Sherlock. If he wanted revenge, why didn’t he go after Max instead of Alexis?”

“Because, Watson, he wanted Max to suffer the loss of his wife just like he had. Only it looks like the plan failed since Max Dekker already has another love interest.”

“Hmm. Interesting theory. Did you tell Ian?”

“Actually, Ian already knew about it. I talked to him this morning. He said that the police are checking on the guy’s alibi for the night of the murder. In the meantime, they’ve taken their focus off Cliff.”

“That’s great news.” He stood and wiped his hands on a rag he pulled from his toolbox. “And so is this.” He flipped the switch and the disposer purred like a kitten.

“Hooray! You’re a genius.” 

“Let me just change out this valve handle, and I can get your water turned back on.”

Deena’s cell phone rang and she walked away from the kitchen to answer it. 

Russell wasn’t worried about Cliff being charged with murder, even if there was an over-zealous detective on the case. Ian was a smart lawyer, and there was no physical evidence to tie him to the crime. Then he pictured the pocketknife on the top of the refrigerator. Coincidence. He dismissed the thought from his mind.

He was, however, worried about his friend’s mental state. Maybe he needed to see someone. Counseling had been a lifesaver for Russell with his PTSD. Maybe he should suggest it to Cliff. 

He tightened the handle under the sink and slid out from underneath the cabinet. When he stood, he looked over to see Deena. The look on her face reminded him of the time they saw Jaws together at the theater.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“That was Ian,” she said slowly. “The man from Houston has disappeared. They think he may be in Maycroft.”

* * *
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RUSSELL SET HIS TOOLBOX and the used disposer in the bed of Cliff’s pick-up. They could use the old one for parts. He climbed into the passenger seat and greeted a smiling Cliff. 

Deena’s neighbor, Christy Ann something-or-other, waved at them from her driveway. Cliff tipped his cap as they drove by.

“You seem like you’re in a good mood,” Russell said as he turned down the radio. 

“I guess I am.” Cliff adjusted his cap.

“So you’re not worrying about...”

“That police mess? Nah. I have a good lawyer and a clear conscience. That should be enough in the good ol’ U.S. of A.”

Russell sat up straight so he could glance into the back seat. Sure enough, the flowers were gone. Then he noticed something else. “Hey, where are your groceries? Did you walk out and leave them at the store?”

“Umm...I couldn’t find anything I wanted. That’s all.” His tone had turned sour on a dime.

“Not even beer? I thought you said you were out.”

Cliff shifted in his seat. “It was too dang expensive, okay. I’ll pick some up at the corner store on my way home.” He set his jaw. “And quit needling me. You’re worse than a nagging wife.”

Wife. That must be the problem. He just couldn’t let go of Gail. 

They drove for a few minutes in silence. Russell finally got up the nerve to broach the subject. “Look, Cliff. I know it’s hard losing Gail.”

“Gail? What does she have to do with anything?”

“I know you went to the cemetery. I saw the flowers.”

If steam could actually pour out of a person’s ears, Cliff would have been lit up like a locomotive. His face turned a purplish shade of red and his eyes narrowed to tiny slits. “Look, man, what I do is my business. Not yours. You just need to leave me alone. And besides, what would you know about how I feel? You just found the love of your life.” 

Russell knew by the way he gritted his teeth that Cliff was holding back more. “Sorry. I’m just trying to help.”

Cliff turned down the driveway and slammed on the brakes in front of Estelle’s house.

Russell got out. When he saw Cliff sitting rigid, he knew he’d over-stepped his boundaries again. “Aren’t you coming in to watch the game?”

“Not today. Ain’t in the mood.” 

There was no use pleading with him at this point. Cliff needed time to cool off. He closed the truck door as his friend peeled out toward the main road.

Estelle opened the front door decked out in her best Texas Rangers fan apparel. A gift from Russell. Her eyes followed Cliff’s truck as he sped off. “I thought we were all going to watch the game together.” 

“We had a fight.” Russell stepped past Estelle and went into the house. As he settled down into the man cave—formerly the parlor—he couldn’t get the look of Cliff’s face out of his mind. He had seen Cliff upset, mad, annoyed, hot under the collar—plenty of times. But this was the first time he had seen him enraged. 

Was it possible that Cliff was suffering from depression? He hadn’t been himself lately. Russell closed his eyes and rubbed them with his hands. 

That day at the salon, maybe something in Cliff snapped. Maybe he did get mad and cut that woman’s brake line. One thing was for sure, when he drove off just now, he had a look on his face of a man capable of anything.
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Chapter 10
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Deena could still remember the first time she showed up unexpectedly at Gary’s office. She had just come from the doctor, thinking that she had the flu. They had only been married three months.

He had been surprised to see her and even a little nervous he might get in hot water with the boss. That was when he was the newest employee in a small CPA firm in North Dallas. 

Deena shook her head as though shooing away a wasp and looked at the clock on her dashboard. It was almost four o’clock on Friday afternoon. His clients would all be gone, and he and his co-workers would have already loosened their ties or kicked up their heels. Their computers would be shut down and the main topic of conversation would likely be sports or shopping or plans to go to the lake or barbecuing in the backyard. 

It was the perfect time to ask Gary to do something he would dread.

Deena had wrapped an ice-cold bottle of one of those Texas craft beers he was crazy about in aluminum foil and had stuck it in her purse. 

Sheila, the chatty receptionist, was away from her desk. Deena could see Gary’s door open, so she went back and stuck her head inside.

“Knock, knock.” Gary was talking to his friend Scott, who had his feet stretched out and hands locked behind his head.

“Hey, Deena,” Scott said, quickly sitting up.

“Don’t get up,” she said, meeting Gary’s smiling eyes. “I just stopped by to see the two most handsome financial geniuses in all of Perry County.”

“Oh,” Gary said. “In that case, I’ll go get Richie.”

“Ha!” She walked over to him, planting a kiss on his cheek.

Scott folded up his long legs and stood. “Well, I guess I’ll let you two love-birds have your privacy. Call me about Sunday.”

Gary gave him a “bro nod” with his chin. After Scott left, Gary smiled at Deena. “So what brings you all the way downtown from suburbia?”

“This.” She pulled out the bottle and unwrapped the foil. 

Gary practically squealed with delight as he unscrewed the lid and took a long chug. He let out a satisfying “Ahh” sound. “I am either the luckiest man in the world, or you have a favor to ask.”

Deena scrunched up her nose. Was she that obvious? “Why can’t it be both?”

“It can be. Besides, I have a favor to ask, too.”

“Sunday. Golfing with Scott?” she asked.

“Yep. If it’s okay with you.”

“Sure. Anything for my super sweet, hunky husband.”

“Uh-oh. I have a feeling this is going to cost me. What?”

“My favor will only take about an hour of your time.”

Gary winked and shook his head. “You got it, babe.”

“Not that!” she said, pretending to be shocked. She paused. “Tomorrow is the memorial for Alexis Dekker. I want to go.”

“What?” Gary nearly tipped out of his chair. Beer spilled onto his shirt. “Why on earth would you want to go? Have you forgotten that you are under suspicion for murder or accessory to murder or something?” He used his handkerchief to wipe his shirt and tie.

“First of all, I’m sure everything got cleared up when Detective Guttman talked to Betty. Second of all, that’s exactly why I need to be there. I need to show everyone I’m not guilty. If I stay away, it might look like I have something to hide.”

“That sounds like ‘Mystery of the Week’ hogwash. This is real life, Deena Jo. You never go back to the scene of the crime.”

“And what show did you get that from?” She could see his point, of course. But what she didn’t say was that she wanted to get a better feel for Max Dekker’s guilt or innocence. Maybe she would see the mysterious mistress. Maybe the copycat victim’s widower would show up. Instead, she said with a softer tone, “You trust me, don’t you?”

Gary threw his wet handkerchief in his top drawer. He rested both elbows on the desk and leaned his chin on his folded hands. “In this case, no, I don’t. You aren’t thinking straight, and I think I know why.”

Here he goes. Gary was trying to play shrink with her again. She crossed her arms and waited.

“Ever since we were first married, you’ve always been on a mission to save somebody. First, it was Russell and then me and then your various misfit students. Lately, it’s been Estelle, then Katy, and now Cliff.”

“What can I say? I’m a caring person.”

“It seems to go beyond that with you. It’s an obsession.” He folded his arms across his desk. 

She jumped from her seat. “Forget about it. I’ll ask Russell to go. He doesn’t try to psychoanalyze me all the time.” She stormed out of his office despite the protests she could hear from behind her.

As soon as she started up the car, her anger slipped into sorrow and dripped onto her blouse. She knew Gary was just worried about her, so why couldn’t he just say so? It wasn’t as if she were planning on buying herself a motorcycle or anything. She just wanted to see what was up with the Dekker case.  

It would be a long, chilly evening in the Sharpe house.
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Chapter 11
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Deena insisted on driving so she wouldn’t get her nice “funeral dress” dirty in Russell’s truck. She hadn’t worn heels in a while—even to church—and she wondered if her feet had grown a size. She would have to make do for one hour until she could slip back into her comfy Toms.

She and Gary had made up the night before. They subscribed to the never-go-to-bed-mad philosophy of a healthy marriage. He had even offered to go with her to the memorial service. Still, there was tension between them.

When she picked up Russell, he looked uncomfortable in his dress slacks and tie. He had cut himself shaving and had a spot of blood on his chin. 

Deena licked her thumb and rubbed it clean.

“Stop!” Russell jerked his head away and pulled down the visor mirror to look at his wound.

“Sorry. Maternal instinct.” 

“So what exactly do you hope to get out of this shindig besides seeing a bunch of rich, snobby New Yorkers?”

Deena shook her head. “You’re rich, and you’re not snobby.”

“I’m the exception—not the rule.”

“Well, for one, I want to size up Max Dekker and see if he truly is the grieving widower he should be. Maybe we’ll find out who that other woman is.”

“What about that guy from Houston? What if he comes in with guns blazing? I don’t want to have to take a bullet for you, but I will.”

“Thanks, but I’m sure there will be security there. Ian said that they are on the lookout for the guy.”

“Do you know what he looks like?”

“No. There wasn’t a picture of him in that newspaper article I read. Only his wife. His name is Joseph Ramos.”

Visitation had already started when they pulled up to Mortimer’s Funeral Home. Deena had not wanted to be among the first to arrive. A black Hummer limo, not a common sight in Maycroft, was parked near the entrance. A handful of other cars dotted the parking lot. 

Standing off to the side of the building under the shade of an oak tree was Detective Guttman. He nodded his head at Deena when she got out of the car. 

“Good. Guttman sees us,” Deena said, nodding her head in his direction.

“So that’s the new sheriff in town,” Russell said. “I need to talk to him.”

“No, you don’t. And he’s a detective, not the sheriff.” She took Russell’s arm and steered him toward the entrance.

This was not the first time Deena had been inside Mortimer’s. It was Maycroft’s best-known funeral home. Jeffrey Mortimer stood inside the door directing visitors to sign the guestbook and passing out programs. She looked past him to see a small gathering down front. A few people were already seated and some were on their cell phones. Must be the New York crowd.

She signed the book with a larger than normal signature and scanned the short list of names for any she recognized. There was one. Charla Hicks.

As soon as she and Russell entered the main chapel, Deena spotted the biggest, blondest hair in the Southwest rush toward her. 

Charla grabbed Deena as though they were best friends and gave her a double-cheek air kiss. “Can you believe it? What a tragedy! You know I sold them their house.”

As Maycroft’s most ambitious realtor, Deena wasn’t at all surprised that Charla had been involved with Maycroft’s only celebrity couple. What she couldn’t believe was how high Charla’s hair was coifed. In fact, she couldn’t help but stare. That hair needed its own zip code.

Charla got the message. “Oh, my hair.” She reached up to pat the top. “I know. Of all times for Melissa to go on vacation. I had to get it done by someone else. Is it sticking up too high?”

“Um, no. It looks fine,” Deena lied. “You say Melissa is on vacation?”

“That’s right. Took off without telling a soul.”

Deena hated stating the obvious, but she couldn’t resist. “Is she the one who—”

“Last saw Alexis Dekker alive? You bet your booty.” Charla turned to Russell. “Hi, I’m Charla Hicks. You must be Deena’s brother I’ve heard so much about. I don’t believe we’ve met.” She batted her eyes and held out her hand as though Russell were supposed to kiss it.

He reached up and shook it awkwardly. “Russell Sinclair.”

In a flash, Charla handed Russell her business card. “Call me if you’re interested in buying another mansion. Maybe something in the city on the lake.” With that, she turned and headed off to greet the next potential customer.

Russell dropped the card in a waste can and followed Deena down the aisle toward Max Dekker.

A beautiful blue cloisonné urn sat in the middle of a long table surrounded by more pots of flowers than she had ever seen in one place. Purple hydrangeas, white lilies, and yellow roses were overpowering in looks and scent.

As they approached, Max spotted her through an opening in the crowd and walked to where she stood waiting. “Mrs. Sharpe. Here to finish off the job?” he asked when he got near enough to speak. 

Deena held out her hand. “Now you know better than that, Mr. Dekker. I’m here to offer my condolences, just like I planned to do the other day when there was that...unfortunate incident at your house.”

“Unfortunate incident.” He paused. “Interesting choice of words.” 

“This is my brother, Russell Sinclair.” 

The two men shook hands.

“Sorry for your loss,” Russell said, just like Deena had coached him.

“Ah. You are the friend of my wife’s suspected killer.”

Russell opened his mouth to speak, but Deena held up her hand to stop him.

“Now Mr. Dekker, you know good and well that neither I nor our friend had anything to do with your wife’s death. Besides, this is no place for a conversation like that.”

She looked into his deep, blue eyes and saw a mixture of what was surely grief and fatigue. These were not the eyes of a killer.

“About that, you are right.” He sighed so deeply that Deena worried he would deflate like an old balloon.

“Max, the funeral director needs to speak to you.” The woman’s voice was connected to another familiar face. It was the same woman Deena had seen just a few days earlier in the bay window of Max Dekker’s house.

She smiled at Deena and Russell. “I’m Barbara Conroy. Thank you both so much for coming.” 

Deena smiled back. She knew the name immediately from the Wikipedia article about Max. Barbara Conroy was his second wife. The one he divorced after two years in order to re-marry Alexis.

“Duty calls,” Max said and walked toward the back of the room with Barbara.

“I can’t believe that,” Deena whispered to Russell when the couple was out of earshot. “That’s his ex-wife. The woman I saw him kissing.”

“Well, that makes sense. She came to visit. He greets her with a kiss.”

“It wasn’t a ‘Hi, how are you?’ kind of kiss. Trust me.”

The organist began playing a hymn, a cue for everyone to be seated. Deena led Russell toward the back. She wanted a bird’s eye view in case anything interesting went down. With luck, there might be some drama.

* * *
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THE SERVICE WAS SHORT and simple. Nothing unusual happened, and Deena was slightly disappointed. During most of the service, she couldn’t take her eyes off Barbara Conroy. 

Barbara was the “Rhoda” to Alexis’s “Mary.” Whereas the pictures of Alexis showed a stylish, tall, thin, elegant woman with heels that could double as circus stilts, Barbara appeared more genteel and plain-Jane. Deena wouldn’t be surprised if Barbara was actually from the South. Barbara could never pull off the designer look of the clothes Deena saw at the thrift shop. She would look like a pig dressed up like a poodle. Instead, she looked comfortable in her department store dress and sensible black pumps. You can tell a lot about a woman by her shoes, you know.

Barbara sat behind Max on the second row. The first row seemed filled with brothers, sisters, or cousins. Most of the folks looked to be in their sixties, about the same age as Max. Barbara stood and sat on cue with the pastor, bowing her head appropriately. 

Deena wondered what she was actually thinking. Was she delighted to be rid of her archrival? Would she be moving in shortly with her ex-husband? Everyone kept secrets; no one knew that better than Deena. What deep, dark secrets was Barbara Conroy keeping and would they somehow explain the mystery of the murder of Alexis Dekker?

When the service ended, Deena and Russell hurried out. They didn’t want to hang around for chitchat. Russell headed straight out to Detective Guttman who was still holding up the old oak tree. Deena tried to catch up with him, but her Sunday heels made it impossible.

“Detective Guttman, I’m Russell Sinclair. I’m a friend of Cliff Abel’s. I’m his best friend, that is.”

Guttman twirled the toothpick hanging out of the corner of his mouth and gave Russell a sideways stare. He looked at Deena. “Is this guy with you?”

“Yes,” Deena said. “He’s my brother.”

“I see. So, what can I do for you, Mr. Sinclair?”

“You can leave my friend alone. He didn’t kill anybody. He’s not that kind of person.”

The detective chuckled and threw the toothpick on the ground. “And I guess I’m just supposed to take your word for that, huh?”

Russell jammed his hands deep in his pockets. “No, but you should take character witnesses into account. That should mean something.” 

“Look, Mr. Sinclair. I’m a detective. We deal in facts and evidence. When I get all the facts of this case together, I’ll know if your buddy Cliff is guilty or not.” 

“What about Melissa?” Deena asked. “She’s Mrs. Dekker’s hairstylist.”

“We talked to her. We don’t consider her a suspect.”

“Did you know she’s missing?” 

“Missing? What do you mean?” Guttman’s eyes narrowed.

“Apparently, she took off without telling anyone she was leaving.” Deena stared down the detective.

“Maybe it’s a coincidence. Or maybe she’s dealing with personal issues. After all, she was the last person to see Alexis Dekker alive.”

“Exactly!” Deena folded her arms. 

“Look here, Mrs. Sharpe. If I were you, I’d quit trying to play amateur sleuth and worry about your own alibi.”

“Is that a threat?” Russell leaned in, his fists balled in his pockets.

“Not at all,” Guttman said. “It’s just that Mrs. Sharpe here still has some explaining to do.”

“Me?” Deena didn’t disguise the surprise in her voice. “What are you talking about?”

“Your alibi for going to Max Dekker’s house on Wednesday didn’t pan out.”

“You mean Betty Donaldson and Lydia Ivey? Did you talk to them?”

“I didn’t need to talk to Ms. Ivey. Mrs. Donaldson made it clear that she didn’t go with you to the Dekker house. I was planning on calling you back for another interview as soon as I chase down some other information.”

Deena’s mouth dropped open. She couldn’t believe that Betty had lied about that day. Her surprise quickly turned to anger. She measured her words carefully. “So how did you know I—I mean we—had been at the house?”

“Max Dekker reported seeing you and recognized you from the writing class.”

Deena fumed. “I can assure you, Detective, that Mrs. Donaldson was indeed there that day. I can also assure you that you will be hearing from her shortly.”

Deena pulled on Russell’s arm and turned toward the parking lot. 

“Mrs. Sharpe,” Guttman called after her. “A coerced confession is a false confession. It’ll never stand up in court.”

She wanted to scream. She needed to take action. After dropping Russell off, she would drive straight to Betty’s house and confront that little snippet. Before this day was over, her name would be cleared if it was the last thing she did.

Russell broke her tunnel vision. “Slow down!” 

Deena slammed on her brakes. 

A man crossing the street jumped to avoid getting hit. He glared at her then trotted off down the street that ran beside the funeral home. 

Deena took a couple of deep breaths to steady her nerves. “I’m sorry. That was close.”

“Just be careful,” Russell said. “We don’t need any more casualties.”

Deena looked both ways twice before proceeding down the road. “Did you recognize that guy?”

Russell clenched the handle above the door. “No, but he looked familiar. Must live around here.”

“I feel like I’ve seen him before.” As she drove toward Estelle’s house, she tried to remember where she had seen that face. By his silence, she supposed Russell was trying to figure it out, too.

* * *
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DEENA AND BETTY WEREN’T exactly what you’d call bosom buddies. In fact, Deena had never been to Betty’s house.

When the snarky librarian opened the door, Deena was surprised to see her in her bathrobe. After all, it was Saturday afternoon. She wondered if Betty had not changed clothes from the morning or if she had already changed for the evening.

“Deena?”

“Can I come in? I need to talk to you.” Deena didn’t wait for an answer. She pushed her way into the foyer. She could see past the entry into the den where Betty’s husband, Phil, was reading in an easy chair. Deena had known for a while now that Betty suspected him of cheating on her. The rumor had made its way through the small town. She could see why. Phil could have been a stand-in for Cary Grant. He waved to her and went back to his magazine. 

Betty led Deena into the study or library or office. Everybody has their own name for the room with sparse seating but ample books. “Wait here,” Betty said, and left to go down the hall toward the bedrooms.

Deena was too impatient to sit. She walked over to the tidy shelves and scanned the book titles. An impressive array of fiction and non-fiction stared back at her. It didn’t take her long to realize that the books were arranged by author name. Once a librarian, always a librarian. Deena spotted the section with Max Dekker’s books. It looked like Betty must have one of every novel he’d ever written. Except, that is, for his first book, Crimson Waters. She had two copies of that one.  

It was the book she had asked him to sign on Monday in class. Deena slid the book out of its spot and opened it to the title page. Instead of being autographed to Betty, the inscription was addressed to someone named Lizzie Bogmire. Max had signed it and dated it December 1, 1977.

She reached for the second copy when Betty returned wearing one of her signature pantsuits. The fabric was crumpled and had probably come straight out of the laundry hamper.

“You didn’t need to dress up for me,” Deena stated flatly. “I don’t plan on being here that long.” She held up the book. “By the way, who is Lizzie Bogmire?”

Betty’s mouth tightened, but her eyes remained fixed on Deena. “My sister.” She paused and then added, “She’s dead.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Deena pushed the book back into its rightful place.

“Why did you go to the memorial, and why are you here, dear?” Betty’s eyes danced back and forth between Deena and the bookshelf.

“How do you know I went to the memorial?”

“Seems obvious. Most people don’t wear a black dress and heels in the middle of a Saturday afternoon.”

“What did you tell Detective Guttman about our visit to Max Dekker’s house? Or better yet, what didn’t you tell him?” Deena stood rigidly, wanting a straight answer.

Betty glided past her to the shelf. “I simply answered his questions. I told the truth.” She adjusted the book Deena had handled, making sure it lined up exactly with the others on the shelf. She pulled and pushed a few more times until she was satisfied with its position.

Deena sat on the small sofa. “So what did he ask, and what did you say?”

Betty stood with her back to the shelf. “He asked me if I had driven out to Max Dekker’s house on Wednesday, and I told him the truth.”

Deena shook her head. “Then why did he say you didn’t verify my story that we went there to take food and offer condolences?”

“Beats me. I guess you’d have to ask him that question.” Betty sat down in the Queen Anne style chair, her back ramrod straight. It made her pointy features look sharp enough to slice meat.

“Did you tell him about seeing Max kiss that other woman?”

Betty hesitated. “No.”

“Which part, no?”

She blew out her breath and looked a mile past Deena at the far wall. “All of it.”

“I don’t understand. You said he asked you if you went to Max Dekker’s house and you said yes.”

Betty stood and wrung her hands. “That’s not what I said.” She stared at her hands as if the words were written on them. “He asked if I drove to Max Dekker’s house on Wednesday, and I said no. That was the truth. You drove, not me.”

Deena leaped off the sofa. “What? Now you’re parsing words? Do you realize how that makes me look?”

Betty walked to the window and stared out through the curtains. “I suppose. It’s just that I’ve read enough murder mysteries to know that you never talk to the police. They aren’t looking for the truth—they just want a conviction.”

“Betty, you can’t really believe that.” Deena took a step closer.

Betty turned around and stuck out her chin. “I can and I do.”

“Well, regardless, you are going to call Detective Guttman and tell him everything that happened.”

Betty stood defiant. 

“Do you want me to walk in there and tell Phil what you did?” The threat seemed to get her attention, like a small child afraid to get in trouble with daddy.

“Oh-all-right.” She spat out the words. “I’ll call him on Monday.”

“Not Monday. Now!” Deena pulled out her cell phone and pursed her lips. “I want to hear every last word you say to him. And don’t leave anything out this time.”

Betty looked at the phone and then down the hall toward the den. She walked over and quietly closed the doors of the study while Deena called the number.

“Detective Guttman,” Deena said, “I’m here with Betty Donaldson, and she has something to tell you.”
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Chapter 12
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Satisfied that Guttman now had all the facts on her, she drove to the Hidden Treasures Antique Mall to check on her booth. Actually, she was stalling before going home to see Gary. His words still stung.

She shook her head to get the words away from her. They were just too painful.

Janet had filled the front window of the shop with nostalgic, fall-related items. Pumpkins, baskets with orange and yellow leaves, and a scarecrow highlighted the bits of furniture and knick-knacks cleverly arranged in a small vignette. She clearly had a knack for decorating.

“Hey, girlfriend,” Janet called out when she came through the door. “What are you all dressed up for?”

“I’ve just come from the memorial for Alexis Dekker.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize you knew her.”

“I didn’t, actually. I know Max Dekker. He’s teaching a class at the library.”

Janet tsk-tsked. “So tragic. It makes me think about closing the shop and moving off to Florida to enjoy my golden years before something terrible happens.”

“You can’t do that. We need you here. Besides, you have lots of years ahead of you still.”

“So did Alexis Dekker.”

Deena offered up a conciliatory smile and headed down the main aisle to her booth. 

Funerals have a way of making people take stock of their own lives, to reflect on their own mortality. Since both her parents were still alive, Deena believed she had many years left to live.

When her father had a minor heart attack a few years back, she had been so scared for him, but she was also scared for herself. If anything happened to her parents, she would be the matriarch of the family. Because neither she nor Russell had children, she would technically be the end of the line.

She looked around her small booth at all her wares. For some reason, they seemed to have lost their appeal. The glassware had less sparkle, and the pottery seemed faded and lackluster. All at once, she had a strong desire to be home. To be in Gary’s safe, comforting arms. She grabbed her purse and headed toward the exit.

The air outside had turned cold as clouds barricaded the sun.

Her cell phone rang as she got into her car. She hoped it was Gary. Instead, it was Ian.

“What are you doing working on a Saturday?” she asked, knowing this wasn’t likely a social call.

“I just got a call from Detective Guttman. He said your story checked out, and you are no longer considered a ‘person of interest’ in the case.”

She started up the car and turned on the heater. “It’s about time.” 

“There’s another concern with Cliff though.”

“Uh-oh.”

“They talked to the night watchman at the cemetery who said he remembered seeing Cliff arrive a few minutes after he went on duty at seven o’clock. The problem is that the hairdresser had said he left the shop about a quarter after six. Given the driving time, there’s a thirty-minute gap from when he left the salon to when he got to the cemetery.”

“Yikes. That’s a good bit of time.”

“Precisely. Maybe you and Russell can get him to tell you what he was doing during that half hour.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” She promised to let him know if she found out anything. 

She was anxious to get home. Her legs were cold and her feet hurt from wearing heels all morning. She took off her shoes and laid them on the passenger seat. She couldn’t wait to see Gary, eat a sandwich, and curl up next to him to watch the baseball game and read a book. Maybe later she would have another go at making divinity.

When she stopped at the light, she dialed Russell’s number. Her SUV was equipped with Bluetooth, but she’d never quite figured out how to make it work.

“Are you planning to see Cliff today?” she asked her brother when he answered.

“That’s unlikely.” Russell explained the altercation he had with Cliff.

“Wow. Sounds like he’s really coming unhinged.” She then told Russell about her conversation with Ian. “I think we need to ask him directly what happened during that gap in time.”

“You can ask him, then. I don’t want to stir that wasp’s nest again.”

“If only we could locate that guy who helped him out. I assume you haven’t gotten any calls from those businesses.”

“Nope. I remember when Maycroft was such a small town that everybody knew each other. Not that way anymore. Maybe we should get more copies of the picture and put them up around town.”

“Maybe.” Deena heard a gasp on the other end of the line. “Russell? Are you okay?”

“I got it! The guy we saw in the street today. It was the guy in the picture!”

Deena pulled the car over to the side of the road. “Are you sure?” She opened the glove compartment and pulled out the drawing. “You’re right! I have it right here.”

“Do you think he lives in that part of town? Do you think he was at the memorial?”

“I doubt he was at the memorial,” Deena said. ”He was wearing jeans and a ball cap. I’ve got an idea. I’m going to take this picture to Guttman and see if they can track this guy down. They’re the cops. It’s their job, right?”

“Seems to me they are usually more helpful in tracking down the bad guys than clearing the good guys, but I guess it wouldn’t hurt. I just hope whatever the guy has to say doesn’t come back to bite Cliff.”

Deena hadn’t thought about that. But at this point, she just wanted to get to the truth.

* * *
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SNUGGLING WITH GARY would have to wait. She called Guttman who was, not surprisingly, still in his office. He told her to come by and show him the picture.

The receptionist led her back to Guttman’s office.

Deena was surprised when he stood to greet her. 

“Glad you stopped by, Mrs. Sharpe. I talked to your attorney and told him your story checked out.”

“Yes, he called me. Thanks.” She wondered why she was thanking him since she hadn’t done anything wrong in the first place.

“I have a few questions for you about the salon and that hairstylist, Melissa Engels.”

“Before we get into that, I wanted you to look at this picture.” She pulled it from her purse.

“Oh, right. The picture.”

“This is a drawing my brother made from Cliff’s description of the guy who helped him load the wine cooler into Mrs. Dekker’s car.” She passed the paper across the desk. “We saw him again this afternoon across the street from the funeral home. Maybe someone here will recognize him or be able to track him down.”

Guttman’s mouth twitched as he looked at the picture. “You say you saw this man today by the funeral home?” 

“Yes. Do you know him?”

Guttman laid the picture on the desk and thumbed through a stack of folders on the credenza. He found the one he wanted and opened it. He pulled out a photograph and showed it to Deena. “Is this the man you saw today?”

It was a small mug shot. Deena squinted to focus her eyes on the man’s face. Clearly, it was the same person she had seen earlier. “Yes. That’s him. Who is he?”

Guttman took back the photo and picked up the phone.  He punched a red button. “Get me the captain, pronto.” He hung up. His face had turned from stoic to frenzied.

“Mrs. Sharpe, you have been very helpful.” He put the picture back into the folder.

“Are you going to tell me who he is?” She couldn’t believe he was shooing her away. “Come on Detective, I used to be a reporter. Throw me a bone.” 

“Sorry, can’t. Not yet, anyway.” He stood and came around the side of his desk. “I’ll be in touch, Mrs. Sharpe. As soon as we have this guy in custody—”

He clamped his mouth shut, obviously having leaked more info than his closed spout had intended. She grinned and headed out the door. No use pushing her luck. She wanted him as an ally. “Thanks,” she said again. 

She walked out to the parking lot. Someone in a car parked in the back of the lot shrank down in the seat just as she looked that direction. It was her custom to scan her surroundings anytime she was coming or going from a place alone. Lord knows she had preached that to her students often enough. She couldn’t tell if the shrinker in the white Ford was a man or a woman. Maybe she should drive a little closer to try to figure out the car’s model.

She got in her own car and locked the doors. She was probably just being paranoid. After all, this was the police station. It wouldn’t be unusual for someone to want to remain anonymous while parked here. Besides, she had more important things to do.

If the guy she identified to Guttman was about to be tracked down and arrested, she wanted to find out who he was and what he had done. She flashed back to her short stint at the newspaper and the Wilde murder. That gave her an idea. She knew just whom to call. 

* * *
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CHRISTY ANN WAS IN front of her house planting marigolds with her oldest child. Deena had to admit that her neighbor really was a good mother, even though she could be super annoying and competitive. Maybe Deena should give her a break.

She pulled into the garage and went inside. Just as she thought, Gary was in his recliner watching the baseball game. Hurley was the first to greet her.

“Hey, boy,” she said, kneeling and scratching him behind the ears. She looked up at Gary.

He folded down the leg rest of the chair and started to get up. 

She stopped him by sitting in his lap and wrapping her arms around his shoulders. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight anymore.”

He squeezed her tight. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. You can’t help it that you want to help people. I should admire that, not criticize you for it.” He kissed her forehead. “But you are a busy-body, you know.”

She laughed and laid her head against his chest. “I know. That’s the teacher-reporter-investigator in me.”

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Gary said. “Since you retired, it seems like you’ve been living more on the edge. Been out there and taking risks. It was a lot easier when I knew you were up at the school all day with nothing more dangerous going on than bus duty.”

Deena reached for the remote to mute the game. “You know, I never thought of it that way. I only thought about how my retirement affected me, not you. I guess we’ve both had to make adjustments.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I love coming home every day to a clean house and a hot meal.”

Deena gave him a playful slap on the back of his head. “Ha. If you wanted that, you should have married Christy Ann.”

“Speaking of her, she came over looking for you today.”

“Did she say why?” Deena got up to let Hurley out the back door.

“Nope. I wouldn’t be surprised if she—”

The doorbell sounded right on cue.

“Oh great. Hide your checkbook. Who knows what fund-raiser her kids are involved in now.” Deena smoothed out her dress and opened the front door.

“Howdy, neighbor.” Christy Ann had her “Miss Teen Maycroft 1998” smile plastered across her face. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her knees showed green stains from kneeling in the grass. Still, she was a beautiful gal.

“What’s up? Or rather, how much?”

“What?” The smile slipped from her face, and she tilted her head like Hurley did when you asked him a question.

“I assume you’re selling something.”

“Actually, no. I came here to offer my help. I heard through the grapevine that you needed some help with baking.”

Guilt gripped her by the neck. “Um, uh, come on in.” She glanced to the living room at Gary who leaned forward in his chair, pretending to be enraptured by the baseball game. 

Christy Ann walked in and looked around. “I see you added French doors to the den.”

Very observant. Is she casing the joint for a burglary? Deena bit her tongue. Why did she always get so snarky when it came to Christy Ann? “Yes, we did that a few years ago right before I retired. I use it as my office.”

“Looks nice.”

Deena motioned toward the kitchen table where they both sat. “So how did you hear that I needed help with baking?”

“Through Debbie Lawson at Mommy & Me.”

“Who?”

Debbie was at the library for PeeWee StoryTime. She said Nancy, the librarian, had heard something through Betty Donaldson.

“I see. The small town grapevine blossoms again.”

“I guess. Anyway, I thought I’d offer to help. You know, baking is one of my specialties.”

So is gossiping and meddling. Oops. That’s the pot calling the kettle black. “That’s really nice of you to offer. I have to make a special cake for Gary’s sixtieth birthday party.”

“Ooh! I love birthday parties for old people.” She clapped her hands. “They’re so precious. Almost as sweet as kids’ parties.”

Did that just happen? Did she somehow invite Christy Ann to Gary’s party? And what about that crack about old people? Deena started to say something but stopped herself.

“What kind of cake are we talking about?”

“It’s a chocolate swirl divinity cake.”

“Hmm. Never heard of it. Do you have a recipe? I can make anything from a recipe.”

“Yes, but—”

“When’s the party?” 

“A week from today.” A knot twisted Deena’s stomach as she realized she’d done nothing to prepare for the big day.

“Why don’t you give me the recipe, and I’ll buy all the ingredients. Most people don’t realize that brands make a difference. And eggs. Don’t even get me started on how one is better than the other. I’ll keep a receipt, and you can pay me back.” She stood and took a step toward the kitchen. “I suggest we make it on Friday so it has time to rest but is still fresh.”

“Sounds good.” Deena walked into the kitchen and picked up the recipe box her sister-in-law had given her as a retirement gift. It only had three cards in it. She held it close to her face and pretended to shuffle through a bunch of cards. “Here it is,” she said, handing the first card to Christy Ann.

“Super! I’ll stop by next week to touch base. Isn’t this going to be fun?”

“You betcha!” Deena smiled and walked to the front door. “See ya soon.”

Christy Ann looked back over her shoulder. “You know, I knew we had a special bond ever since last year when I saved your brother’s life.”

Deena waved and shut the door. “And there it is.”

“What’s that?” Gary asked from the den.

“Nothing. She just can’t stop reminding everyone what a hero she was for calling the police on that speeding car. Oh well. At least she’s going to help me make your birthday cake. Now I have to figure out a way to bribe her into not telling your mother she helped me.”

“That should be easy. Offer to babysit.”

“Ugh. I’m not sure which would be worse.” She dropped down on the sofa. “I need to get out of this dress. Is it too early to put on pajamas?”

“You haven’t told me about the memorial yet.”

She slapped her hand against her forehead. “That’s right. And the police station.”

“What?” Gary turned from the TV.

“Give me a minute to change and make a call, and then I’ll tell you all about it.”

She got her cell phone and headed to the bedroom. Dan’s number was saved in her phone from when they worked together at the newspaper. If anyone would know what was happening with the mystery guy she had identified, Maycroft’s top crime reporter would know.

He answered on the second ring.

“Deena Sharpe,” he said. “How’s it going, cutie?”

“Not too bad. Trying to stay out of trouble.”

“That’s not what I hear. Your name keeps popping up in regards to the Dekker murder.”

Her stomach did a flip-flop. “That’s why I’m calling you, actually. I was talking to Detective Guttman today, and I got the impression the info I gave him was important. I think they put an APB out on a guy I identified.”

“I heard something like that on the police scanner, but they didn’t give a name. They used a code.”

“Is there any way you can find out who it is?”

“Sure, but it will take a while. But why are you so interested in this case in the first place? I thought you quit that job with Ian Davis after the Wilde case.”

“A guy I know, Cliff Abel, is a suspect.”

“Ah. Cliff Abel, the angry appliance repairman. I see.”

“He didn’t do it.”

“I see.”

Her face tensed. “Dan, will you help me or not?”

“Yes. I’m actually going out tonight, though, so I’ll have to get back with you tomorrow.”

“You’re going out on a date?”

“Um, yeah. Our first date...we’re just friends, though.”

“I see,” she said and chuckled.

“How about meeting up at our old haunt tomorrow afternoon?”

“Sounds good. See you at one o’clock at the café.”

Talking to Dan made her miss being at the newspaper. Maybe she should stop in and say hello to her old boss. Even when he fired her, she knew the editor still liked her. He would probably get a kick out of the idea that she wanted to write mysteries.

However, before she could even think about writing one, she had to solve one. And this case was getting more complex by the day. 

She went to her closet and took out the black satchel with the spiral she used for taking notes in class on Monday. She got a pen and opened the notebook to a clean page. In class, Max Dekker had said to write down anything interesting that you observed or heard around you because it could end up being part of a future book.

At the top of the page, she wrote, “Suspects.” She started from the beginning. There was Max Dekker, of course. Like Ian had said, the spouse was always a suspect. Then there was Melissa at the salon. Did she really have a motive? Just because she did not like the woman didn’t mean she wanted her dead. She put a question mark next to her name.

Who else? Cliff and his mystery helper. She put an X next to Cliff’s name. Remembering what Russell had said about Cliff’s odd behavior and temper, she scratched out the X and changed it to a question mark. 

Another suspect was the man from Houston whose wife had been murdered by a local gang. Maybe Dan would know more about him.

One more name kept poking at her brain. It was someone she had wondered about from the beginning but was afraid to contemplate. If he were the killer, what would be the motive? Notoriety? Redemption?

She stared at the blue lines on the paper, and they began to blur. In small letters, she added the name to the list. Linus Guttman.
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Chapter 13
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“I took the liberty of ordering you a club sandwich and sweet tea. Hope that’s okay.” Dan blew on his coffee before taking a gulp. 

Deena noticed he had added cream and sugar to his coffee. Was Dan getting soft? “Perfect.” She squeezed a lemon slice into her glass and eyed Dan. His perpetual five o’clock shadow was gone from his face, and he had recently gotten a haircut. More gray was showing, but he looked younger than the average fifty-something. Dating was looking good on him. She didn’t dare ask him about it until he had warmed up on a more comfortable topic: murder.

“So, did you find out who my mystery man is?”

His eyes twinkled. “Come on, now. You know how to play this game. You show me yours, and I’ll show you mine. How do you know this guy?”

“Fine.” She slowly stirred her tea just for a dramatic pause. The dumpy café on the outskirts of town gave her a nostalgic feeling. She had actually missed the sticky red and white checkered tablecloths and the crabby waitress. She proceeded slowly. “My friend, Cliff, went to the salon on Monday to deliver a wine cooler he had repaired for Alexis Dekker. She was supposed to have money to pay him, but didn’t.”

“Do you mind if I take notes?” Dan asked, reaching into his shirt pocket. 

“Just don’t quote me. Anyway, he was tired of messing with it, so he went ahead and put it in her car. She had a small sports car with leather seats.” 

Clara, the waitress who had always served Dan and Deena when they had met there before, brought out the sandwich and refilled Dan’s cup.

Deena pulled the toothpick out of the first half. “A man must have seen Cliff struggling to get it in the car and came over to help him. After they got it in, they both drove off.”

“So this guy is Cliff’s alibi.”

“Yes.” Deena bit into her sandwich. The answer was actually more complex. Should she tell Dan about the half hour that was still unaccounted for? She decided not to. After all, he was a reporter, and she didn’t want to see any more publicity about Cliff’s involvement. 

“So how do you know this helper?”

“Russell made a sketch of the man from Cliff’s description. We showed it around the area businesses, but no one recognized him.”

“Do you still have the picture?”

“No, Guttman kept my last copy. But wait...there’s more.” She took a drink of tea and wiped her mouth.

“Russell and I went to the memorial yesterday.”

“I know. I saw you.”

“Really? How did I not see you?”

“We reporters know how to stay invisible sometimes. Remember?” He winked.

“So when I was pulling out of the parking lot, I almost hit this guy who was crossing the street. Russell remembered him as the same guy in the sketch. I told Guttman and the rest is history.”

“Ahh. So that explains the arrest.”

“What does? Who is he?”

It was Dan’s turn to play cat and mouse. He added a sugar packet to his coffee and stirred. “I’m only telling you this because it will be public knowledge when the story comes out on Tuesday. I trust you to keep the info under wraps until then.” He took a swig. “The man you identified, the man you almost ran over...is a guy from Houston named Joseph Ramos.”

“Really? Isn’t he the guy whose wife was killed in a copy-cat murder?”

Dan’s eyes widened. “You know that already?”

She smiled the smile of someone who had just impressed the unimpressible. “You’re not the only one with investigative super-powers around here.”

He nodded his head.

“Guttman showed me his mug shot. What was he wanted for?”

“Nothing, until you talked to Guttman. They had checked on his whereabouts after the murder because he had been charged with petty crimes in the past and had been stalking Max Dekker. They couldn’t find him.”

“So do the police have him in custody now?”

“Yes. He was staying at the Pine Tree Inn outside of town. Get this. Dekker had a restraining order against him, so when you said you saw him outside the funeral home, they nailed him on violating the order. Now they have him locked up until they can make their case against him for the murder.”

“So I helped catch another criminal!” She sat back and smiled.

“Looks that way. I have a feeling you and Cliff will be called down to I.D. him tomorrow.”

“You mean in a line-up? That’s so exciting!”

“Yeah, groovy. Just make sure Guttman doesn’t try to pull a fast one. I don’t trust that guy.”

Those words struck a chord with Deena. “I’ve been wondering about him.” She hesitated, looking down at her plate. “I haven’t said this to anyone else, but I was thinking. You have a cop with a reputation for sloppy police work. His uncle pulls some strings and gets him hired as a detective. Then—”

“After just a month of being here, there’s a big homicide case to solve.”

“So you thought about it, too?”

“Yep. Maybe this guy created his own case to solve in order to rehab his reputation.”

Deena clenched her hands. “When you say it out loud, it sounds so much worse.”

“I know, but let’s talk this through.” He lowered his voice. “He has a motive and opportunity. The salon was closed, so there weren’t many people around. However, he would need a patsy.”

“Plus, he wouldn’t want to make it an open and shut case; otherwise, he wouldn’t get credit for a big score.”

“So who does he frame? The husband is the most likely answer.”

Deena leaned in. “But what about Cliff?”

“Too easy. I think he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Guttman is probably just using him as a smoke screen. Showing he is turning over lots of stones.”

“Then what about Joseph Ramos? Maybe he really did do it to get revenge against Max by killing his wife.”

“Maybe.” Dan slowly stirred his coffee. “Obviously, he was at the scene, but where’s the physical evidence to pin it on him?” 

“Or Cliff or Max?”

“Exactly. If Guttman did perpetrate this crime, he might be surprised that all of these suspects are popping up out of the woodwork.” He guzzled the last of his coffee. “Hey sugar,” he called out to Clara. “Can I get one of these to go?” He waved his empty cup. “Do you need a to-go box?” he asked Deena.

“No. I’ve lost my appetite.”

“Don’t worry about this Guttman thing. If he is responsible, we’ll catch him. Power of the press and all that.” He gave her one of his signature salutes. “By the way, I already knew the first part of your story about the sketch and showing it around. But you got one thing wrong. The little red sports car Alexis was driving. It wasn’t hers. It was Max’s.”

* * *
[image: image]


AS SHE DROVE HOME, her head spun with this new information. Was someone targeting Max but killed Alexis instead? Did this revelation make Max more or less suspicious in the death of his wife? And what about Guttman? Was he a dirty cop trying to clean up his reputation?

She was glad she had talked to Dan. He was a good man, and she felt better knowing he was investigating the case. But talking to him had just confused matters even worse. Maybe Gary was right. She should leave crime solving to the professionals and learn to bake chocolate swirl divinity cake instead.

She laughed aloud when she remembered the last thing Dan had told her. She had finally decided to ask about his love life. Indeed, Maycroft was a small town. She couldn’t believe Dan was dating Lydia Ivey. She didn’t seem like the most stable post on the porch. Her infatuation with Max Dekker was apparently short lived. At least Lydia would keep Dan living high on the hog with her delicious baked goods.

Deena glanced in the rearview mirror and checked her speed. She had a tendency to drive too fast when she was deep in thought. She tapped her brake pedal to slow down. A white car behind her moved up closer. She held her breath, hoping it wasn’t a police car. 

It wasn’t. It was a Ford sedan.
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Chapter 14
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They had a reunion, of sorts, on Monday when Deena, Russell, and Cliff all showed up at the police station to identify the stranger. None of them had ever been involved in a line-up, and they were only familiar with it from what they had seen on TV.

The temperature was steadily dropping as fall was introducing itself to Maycroft. The wind howled that early afternoon, and leaves fell like rain from the trees. 

Deena was glad she’d grabbed a sweater on the way out.

Russell, seemingly oblivious to the weather, wore his basic cargo shorts and Tommy Bahama floral shirt. Cliff, who was taller and leaner than Russell, wore blue jeans, boots, and a pearl snap shirt. She wondered if he would be going by the cemetery while he was in town.

The temperature inside the police station wasn’t much warmer. It might have been the weather, but it was more likely the chill between Russell and Cliff. When would this childish feud end? She tried to make small talk while they waited in the reception area, but both seemed terribly absorbed in the magazines that were strewn across the table.

Mercifully, Guttman didn’t keep them waiting long. He led them back to his office and explained how the line-up would work. He would take them back one at a time and then meet with them all again at the end. The attorney for the suspect would be present also. 

Guttman took Cliff back first. Another officer waited by the door in the office. Deena pictured herself as a character in a movie about to finger the wrong man. Or worse, what if she didn’t recognize anyone?

Russell’s leg was bobbing ninety to nothing. He was probably thinking the same thing.

After what seemed forever, but had probably only been about five minutes, Guttman returned. His face revealed nothing. “Who wants to go next?”

Deena looked at Russell. “You go.” 

He jumped up and followed Guttman out the door. 

She pulled out her cell phone. “Is this okay?” she asked the officer.

“Sure. Just don’t make any calls.”

Deena looked at her phone. No messages. She scrolled through the pictures posted on Facebook. The names were a blur. Maybe Russell was right. Maybe it was time to get glasses. The thought depressed her. She was no more vain than the next person, but the thought of getting glasses just made her feel old. 

Gary was turning sixty this week. Her birthday was just around the corner. What was next? Orthopedic shoes and dentures?

Guttman returned. “You’re up.” He removed his jacket and hung it on the back of his desk chair. He loosened the knot on his tie. If they were playing poker, this might be what card players called a tell. But she didn’t know him well enough to read him.

Her conversation with Dan came roaring back. Would Guttman lead her into making a false identification or was this not the man he was planning on pinning the murder on?

She followed him to a small dark room with a one-way mirror. 

He introduced Mrs. Ortiz, an attorney from Houston. Then he read instructions and noted that the proceedings were being recorded. At last, he announced, “Bring them in,” to someone Deena couldn’t see. 

Six men walked across the back of the room and stopped in front of a wall lined with measurements for height. All were light-skinned Hispanic men about the same build. She instantly recognized the man she had almost run over with her car.

“Do you recognize any one of the people in front you?”

“Yes.” The sound of her own voice startled her.

“Can you tell us the number of the person you recognize?”

“Number five.”

“And how do you know this person?”

“I saw him crossing the street yesterday by the funeral home. I—I almost hit him with my car.”

“Are you sure this was the same man?”

Deena nodded.

“Take them out,” Guttman called out to the wizard behind the curtain. He turned to Deena. “Follow me.”

He led her back to his office. “I want to thank you all for coming down today. Just so you know, Mrs. Sharpe and Mr. Sinclair identified the same man. Mr. Abel was not able to make a positive identification.”

Deena looked at Cliff. “What?”

“A couple of the guys looked similar, but I couldn’t be sure. I wish I could.”

Guttman patted Cliff’s back. “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Abel. It happens. We’ll check out his whereabouts for that day and see what we can turn up.”

Deena studied the detective’s face. He was saying the right things, but was he being honest? Could he have left Joseph Ramos out of Cliff’s line-up? Impossible. The defendant’s lawyer was there, and Guttman said it was being videotaped. Maybe Guttman was on the up-and-up after all.

“Do you think one of those men is the guy who killed that woman?” Cliff asked.

“We’re still working on the case. For now, he is being charged with violating a restraining order by being in the same vicinity as Max Dekker.”

“Did you ask him about helping me at the salon? What did he say?”

“We did. He denied it, of course. As of now, you are still a person of interest. I hope you understand.”

“Whatever.” Cliff shuffled his feet. “Are we done here?”

“Yes. You are all free to go. Thank you again for your cooperation.”

When they stepped outside, the clouds had blocked out the last rays of sunshine.

Even Russell was feeling the cold now. He crossed his arms. “What do you say we all go get a beer?”

“Too cold for a beer,” Deena said, “but you two should go. Grady’s is probably open now.”

“I got somewhere else to be,” Cliff mumbled, heading to his truck.

“Where? The cemetery?” Deena looked around. Did she actually say that?

Cliff shook his head and kept walking. 

The cat was out of the bag now. She might as well get it over with. She eyed Russell and then followed Cliff to his truck, opening the passenger side door. She got in and slid over, making room for Russell.

“What the—”

“We want to talk to you, Cliff,” Deena said as gently as possible.

“Here? Now?”

“Yes. It’s about last Monday.” She glanced over at Russell who had lowered his head. Obviously, he wanted her to do the talking. “We know you didn’t do anything wrong, and now Detective Guttman knows you didn’t either. However, Ian told us that something happened between the salon and the cemetery.”

Cliff prickled.

“We’re worried about you. Why won’t you tell us what happened? We are your friends. You can trust us.”

Cliff grabbed his cap from the dashboard and pulled it low down on his head. He glanced past Deena at Russell.

“It’s—embarrassing.” He waited and so did they. “There’s this gal down at the super market. I like her. I think she likes me.”

“This is all about a girl?” Russell slapped his knee. “I can’t believe it!”

“See? This is why I didn’t tell you.”

Deena gave Russell her evil stare. “Cliff, I think that’s great. We’ve been hoping you would meet someone. Right, Russell?”

“You bet. But seriously, you’re a knot-head for keeping this a secret.”

Deena threw back her head. She put her hand on Cliff’s arm. “I know this is awkward for you, but—”

“Awkward? It’s downright terrifying. I haven’t had a date in forty years. Not to mention the guilt.”

“Because of Gail?” she asked.

He nodded and stared at his hands. There was still a pale line where his wedding ring used to be.

“Aww, c’mon,” Russell said. “You know Gail wanted you to be happy. She said so before she died.” He leaned over in front of Deena. “Now who is it? Is it that woman with the long gray hair who looks like she performed at Woodstock?”

A smile crossed Cliff’s lips. “Yeah. She’s really something. She makes her own jewelry and loves flowers.”

“Way to go. She’s one hot mama.” Russell reached out for a fist bump.

“Ugh. Enough of this guy-talk,” Deena said. “So when you left the salon, where did you go?”

“To the market to see Rosemary. Then I went to the cemetery to talk to Gail.” His face turned an even brighter shade of pink.

“And when you dropped me off at Deena’s to go buy groceries the other day?”

“I was just going to see Rosemary.”

Russell let out a hoot. “And all those flowers in the refrigerator at the shop?” 

“Those are for the cemetery...mostly. Although Rosemary loves yellow roses. Ruined my pocket-knife cutting all those wet stems.”

“Man, I thought you were depressed. I never would have guessed you were in love.” He leaned over Deena again. “Have you gotten to second base yet?”

“Time for me to leave. Let me out.” Deena scooted toward Russell. “Talk to you guys later. Try to stay out of trouble. And Cliff, call Ian and tell him what you told us.”

Before the last word was out of her mouth, Russell had gotten back in the truck.

Cliff drove off and turned in the direction of the sports bar.

Deena dug in her purse for her keys. She got in her car and glanced in the mirror at her hair. The wind had pushed everything over the top and to the left. Then, something behind her caught her attention. She looked back to see a white Ford sedan pulling out of the parking lot. She shuddered, wishing Russell and Cliff hadn’t left.

Enough’s enough. There was no time to wait. She would have to do this on her own if she wanted to know who was driving that car.
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Chapter 15
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“I guess it’s officially fall,” Russell said as he opened the door to Grady’s Sports Bar. “Guess I’m gonna have to start wearing pants.”

“I absolutely recommend wearing pants in public unless you want to get picked up for flashing,” Cliff said. “Want to sit at the bar or in a booth?” 

The inside was warm and smelled like stale cigarette smoke. Except for the big-screen TV over the bar, the place was dark. Not unusual for a Monday afternoon.

“The bar. Looks like there’s a game on.”

They headed for stools at the far end of the bar. Russell recognized the only other man sitting there as Dan Carson, the crime reporter for the newspaper. They met once when Deena had been working with him. “I changed my mind.” He led the way to a booth.

“What’s up?” Cliff asked as he sat down.

Russell cocked his head toward the bar. “Reporter. We don’t need him creepin’ in on our conversation.”

“Good idea. I’ll get us a couple of longnecks and be right back.”

Russell’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out and looked at the number, but didn’t recognize it. He put the phone back in his pocket. 

Cliff returned with their drinks. “I scored us some peanuts, too.”

Russell held his bottle in front of him. “Let’s toast. Here’s to friendship and freedom.”

Cliff tapped his bottle against Russell’s. “I’m not so sure about freedom. Did you see the way that cop looked at me? He was not happy when I couldn’t pick out any of those guys.”

“Yeah, about that. How were Deena and I able to I.D. him but you weren’t?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it was a different guy.”

“But the picture. It looked just like the guy you described.”

“It was close, but not perfect.” Cliff took a drink. “Why do you suppose they put only Hispanic guys in the line-up?”

Russell nearly choked on a handful of peanuts. He grabbed his drink to wash them down and cleared his throat. “Um, probably because you said he was Hispanic.” 

“No I didn’t.”

“Yes you did. That’s how I drew him.”

“I never said that. I said he had dark skin. You know, like someone who works out in the sun.”

Russell sat back. “Well that explains it. Deena said the guy we saw was named Ramos. Maybe it wasn’t the same man who helped you that day at the salon.”

Russell’s phone vibrated again. He pulled it out. Whoever called had left a message. “Let me check this,” he said. He held the phone to his good ear. His hearing in the other ear had been damaged in Vietnam. His eyes widened as he listened to the message. When it ended, he picked up his bottle and took a big chug. “We gotta go,” he said and scooted out of the booth.

Cliff grabbed his beer and stood. “Why? What’s going on?”

“I’ll tell you outside.” 

“Hey, you can’t take that out of here,” The bartender yelled at Cliff.

He smacked the bottle on the counter and followed Russell.

“Head over to the Medi-Clinic,” Russell said as he fastened his seatbelt. “The one by the salon.”

“Why? Is somebody hurt? Is it Deena? Estelle?” 

Russell heard panic in his friend’s voice. “No, nothing like that. The receptionist at the clinic recognized the guy in the picture. She says he’s at the clinic now. We gotta talk to him before he leaves.”

Cliff didn’t say a word. He sped out of the parking lot toward the clinic.

“I’m going to call Deena and tell her what’s happening.” He dialed her number. 

“You’re not going to believe this,” Russell said.

“You’re not going to believe this,” she replied.

Russell assumed the receptionist had called her, too. “You go first.”

“Someone’s been following me.”

“What?” That’s definitely not what he’d expected to hear. 

“I tried to catch up with him, but I got stopped at a light and lost him. Or it could have been a her.”

“Why would you stop at a light if you were trying to catch somebody?”

“Hello. It’s the law.”

Russell shook his head. “Did you get a license plate number at least?” 

“No, but I know what kind of car it is. I think.”

“Where are you now?” 

“I’m headed back home. Where are you?”

Russell filled her in on the call from the receptionist and the mistake he made about thinking the guy they were looking for was Hispanic. She told him to stall and that she’d be there as quick as possible. 

Russell hung up. Knowing those clinics, the guy would be there a while.
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Deena pulled up alongside Cliff’s truck, and they all got out. She was anxious to see how similar this guy was to the picture Russell had drawn.  

“How are we going to handle this?” Cliff asked as they stood in the parking lot. “Do we go in? Wait for him to come out? Do we need witnesses to what he says?”

“We’re your witnesses,” Russell said.

“We’re also his friends.” Deena looked around. Maybe she would get Kristy from the salon to be there. Then she remembered that it was Monday and the salon was closed. “Let’s just talk to the guy first, and then we can call Guttman.”

The two men followed her into the clinic.

When the receptionist spotted Russell, she smiled at him and pulled back the glass window. “Hi there, handsome. Glad you made it.” 

Deena rolled her eyes. How brazen of her. There were other people in earshot in the waiting room. 

She followed Russell to the desk. 

“I’m Gladys, by the way.” She reached her bony hand through the window to shake Russell’s. “Glad is how I feel seeing you again!” She giggled and batted her eyes.

Gag me, Deena thought. How many times had she used that line?

Gladys crooked her finger for Russell to lean in closer. “Mr. Pratt isn’t one of our usuals. That’s why I didn’t recognize him when you showed me the picture. When he walked in to get his stitches removed today, I knew it was the man you were looking for and called you right away.” She glared at Deena who was listening off to the side.

“We appreciate you calling,” Russell said. 

Lowering her voice even more, she said, “I’m not supposed to be telling you any of this, you know. Patient confidentiality and such. Would you all mind waiting outside and talking to him out there?”

“Not at all,” Russell said and turned toward the door.

“And here’s my number in case you need anything else.” She slipped him a piece of paper. 

Deena noticed that he reached to take it with his left hand, the one with his wedding ring on it.

The three of them made their way outside. It was still cold, so they sat in Deena’s SUV to wait. 

As soon as the man came out of the clinic door, they all got out of the car. It must have looked like a kidnapping. The man stepped back and put his hands up. “What’s going on here?”

They all stopped except Cliff. “Uh, my name is Cliff. Do you remember me from last week?”

The man’s eyes darted nervously between his three assailants. “I-I think so. Weren’t you the guy putting that cooler in a car over there?” He pointed toward the salon.

Cliff dropped his head and let out a deep sigh. “Thank God.”

Deena stepped up. “I know this sounds strange, but I’m an investigator.” It wasn’t actually a lie. She was investigating a murder. “A crime happened here last Monday, and you were a witness to Cliff’s actions. Would you be willing to talk to the police?”

“Let me get this straight. I’m not being accused of anything, but this guy is?”

“That’s right,” Deena said. “All we need you to do is tell the police what happened when you helped Cliff that day.”

He rubbed his chin. “I don’t have a lot of time. I need to get back out to the ranch. If it won’t take long, I’ll do it.”

“Thank you,” they all said in unison.

Deena dialed Guttman’s number. As she waited for him to come on the line, a white Cadillac with longhorns strapped to the hood pulled up. “Oh dear.”

Guttman answered. She explained the situation, and he said he’d be right over. When she ended the call, Dan Carson was getting out of his car. “Well, how are my favorite murder suspects?” He grinned at Deena. “Anyone care to make a statement?”

“Not now, Dan. This is serious.” Deena took his arm and tried to lead him back to his car. 

He shook her hand loose and walked right up to the man on the sidewalk. “Dan Carson. I’m a reporter for the Tribune. Can I ask you a few questions?”

“Don’t say anything,” Deena said. She glared back at Dan. “I’ll give you a statement.”

His eyes widened. “On the record?”

“Yes, I’ll tell you everything if you’ll just give us a few minutes. Guttman is on his way, and if he sees you here, he might think we’re up to something. A man’s innocence is at stake.”

Dan glanced at Cliff then back at Deena. “Okay, cutie. I’ll wait back at Grady’s.” 

He got in his Cadillac and drove off.

“Why do you think he followed us?” Russell asked.

“Think about it. I assume you went running out of the bar. He probably knew you had been at the police station for the line-up. His nose for news just told him something was up. I had forgotten he hangs out at Grady’s.”

They heard the siren blaring before they saw the police car. Guttman got out of the passenger’s side. He walked up to the man. “You know this would be more comfortable back at the station.”

“I don’t have much time. I’m Harold Pratt.” He shook hands with the detective. 

Guttman pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. It was the sketch Russell had made. “Looks more like Ramos than this guy.” He glanced over at Russell who just shrugged. 

“I’m going to record this interview, if that’s all right with you.” The uniformed officer who had driven the car handed him a small recorder.

“Fine with me. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

Guttman turned to Deena. “Now if you will excuse us, I need to question this man in private.”

“I’ve got something to tell you, too,” Cliff said in a shaky voice. “It’s about where I went after I left here Monday.”

The detective shook his head. “Sounds like this case is about to get a lot more clear.” He instructed Cliff to meet him back at the station and turned his attention back to Mr. Pratt.

Deena hugged Cliff and whispered in his ear, “The truth shall set you free.”

* * *
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WHEN SHE GOT IN HER car, she decided to call Betty to make sure they were still having class that night. 

Nancy answered. “Betty’s not here. She said she had to run some errands. As far as I know, there is still going to be class. That’s what I’ve been telling everyone who’s called.”

Deena hung up. She would have to make her meeting with Dan. She wanted to get back in time to eat supper and to change into something more comfortable before going to the library for class.

Maybe she should call Gary. No, there was too much to try to explain over the phone. She wondered if Cliff had called Ian. It wouldn’t be smart for Cliff to make a statement to the police without his attorney present. She dialed his number.

Just as she suspected, Cliff had not called him. “I’m meeting with another client,” Ian said, “but I’ll send Rob over there. We don’t want Guttman to file perjury charges. I doubt he will since he has bigger fish to fry.”

“Thanks. Hopefully, this will all be cleared up by the end of the day, and Cliff will no longer be a suspect.”

“Well, yes. That very well may be the case.”

She noticed something strange in Ian’s voice. “What is it? You know something. Is it about Joseph Ramos?”

She waited two, three, four seconds.

At last Ian spoke. “There’s been a new development. That’s all I can say. I’ve got to go. I’ll speak with you tomorrow.”

Deena couldn’t believe he hung up on her. Whatever he knew probably wasn’t about Cliff; otherwise, he would have told her. He obviously had confidential information. She was glad he was so ethical since he was her attorney, too. It had to be about Ramos. Who else could it be?

As she drove to Grady’s, she thought about what she’d say to Dan Carson. She actually wasn’t that surprised he was asking her to go on the record. She’d have done the same thing if she were in his shoes. After all, he did tell her about Joseph Ramos. 

It was time to pay the piper.

* * *
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“YOU HAVE TO QUOTE ME as an anonymous source, you know,” Deena told Dan as they sat in a back booth at Grady’s.

Dan pulled a pen out of his shirt pocket. Apparently, he had forgotten to put the lid on it because there was a large black stain spreading out from the corner of his pocket. “It’s a small town. A number of people will figure out who you are.”

“That’s fine. I just don’t want to become a household name.”

“So that brings me to my first question. How did you initially get involved in this case and how do you keep getting involved in Maycroft murder cases?”

“What? I’m not going to answer that.”

“That wasn’t for the newspaper. That was just for me.” He laid the pen next to his glass of water.

“Oh. Well, in answer to the first part, Cliff is Russell’s best friend. When Guttman first questioned him, I knew he didn’t have a lawyer, so I called Ian.”

Dan nodded his head as though that was a reasonable answer. 

“As far as the other cases, being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe?” She squeezed the lemon into her iced tea. “Why do you ask?”

“It seems to me that you have a knack for investigation, but when you had a chance at a job in that line of work, you quit after a week. Why?”

Deena took in a deep breath. It wasn’t like this was the first time she’d contemplated that question. “I’m conflicted,” she said. “On the one hand I really want to help people who are facing trouble, like my great-aunt when her son was discovered to have been murdered. On the other hand, I have a strong desire not to get killed. I’m not sure the two go together.”

“I know what you mean. I’ve had a few close calls myself.” He took a drink of water and crushed the ice with his teeth. “The difference between you and me is that you’re connected. You have your husband and your brother. I’m pretty much alone.”

“Were alone. Not anymore.” She grinned. “Now you have Lydia.”

“Slow done now. We’re not booking a church yet or anything.”

“She’s a great girl, if I didn’t mention it before. Her students love her, and she’s easy to work with. You have my blessing to live happily ever after with her.”

“Thanks, that means nothing to me.” 

“Oh, c’mon. You’re getting too old to still be so cynical.”

“What about my job?”

“What about it?”

“Do you want it?”

She wasn’t quite sure what he was asking. “Do you mean, do I want to move somewhere and become a crime reporter?”

“No. I’m asking if you want to work for the Tribune and be the crime reporter.”

She clasped her hands in front of her on the table. “Um, have you forgotten that I was fired as a reporter from the Tribune? Maybe you’ve noticed I haven’t been around for the past six months.”

“Here’s the thing. Beazley is moving, and Lloyd wants me to be the assistant editor.”

“Really? Congratulations!”

“But that means we’re going to need a new crime reporter. Someone who knows their way around this town and isn’t afraid to step on a few toes.”

“Are you offering me a job? Does Lloyd Pryor know about this?”

“Yes, and he’s one hundred percent on board. The change won’t happen until the first of the year, so you can take a few weeks to think about it. Otherwise, we are going to have to start looking for someone from outside the area.”

“Wow. Two whole weeks.” She took a drink from her tea and watched the drops of water slide down the side of her glass. It had been raining those two weeks in March when she had helped Dan with the last murder investigation, and she had almost been killed. Was that something she really wanted to do again? What about her commitment to helping Sandra with the thrift store?

“I’ll think about it.” She dropped her hand on the table, signaling the end of that discussion.

“Okay,” he said and picked up his pen. “Now tell me about your involvement with Joseph Ramos, Max Dekker’s stalker.”

She answered his questions, choosing her words carefully, knowing he would be quoting her in the newspaper. She much preferred being on the other side of the interview. After all, she always wanted to be an investigative reporter.
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Chapter 17


[image: image]


Deena had just enough time to change clothes and eat a sandwich before heading off to the library for class. 

The main part of the library was quiet and almost empty. A few people wandered the fiction stacks, and Nancy was helping an older man make copies. She could hear chatter coming from the reading room.

It looked like most of her fellow classmates were already there. She didn’t see Lydia or Betty. She took her same seat in the back. 

It’s funny how people are such creatures of habit. As a teacher, she never had to assign seats in her class. Once a student sat somewhere they liked, that was their seat forever. Period. And you had better not try to sit there. Girls were the most protective. Seems like the same thing happened in church.

Max Dekker walked in a few minutes later, appearing understandably more haggard this week. His tie was slung over his shoulder and his jacket hung across his arm. He set his briefcase on the desk and opened it. As he peered inside, he straightened his tie and slipped on a blue version of the same jacket he had worn the week before.

He looked up and caught Deena staring at him. A smile crossed his face as he walked back to where she was sitting. “Mrs. Sharpe, may I have a word with you in private?”

All eyes followed them as they walked out of the back of the reading room. She swallowed hard, feeling like she’d just been hauled off to the principal’s office.

“I just wanted to thank you for attending my wife’s memorial on Saturday. Besides my realtor, you and your brother were the only local people there.”

“Oh, you’re welcome.” 

“We haven’t made much of an effort to get involved in the town and haven’t made any friends here. That will change. I hope I may consider you my friend.”

“Of course.” Guilt seeped into her mind, knowing she was hiding her ulterior motive for attending the service. She hoped it didn’t show. It never hurt to be the teacher’s pet.

“Detective Guttman told me what all you did in helping to identify Joseph Ramos and clear your friend of the crime. I must admit that I had my doubts about his story.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to wipe his glasses. “The last thing I would ever want is to see an innocent man convicted of a crime he didn’t commit.”

“I agree. Cliff is a really good guy. He could never do something as horrible as this.”

“Maybe I’ll get to meet him and apologize in person for his...inconvenience.”

Betty walked by carrying a plastic bag filled with cookies. Her face was flushed. “I’m just going to put these on the desk for you to take home,” she said to Max without stopping. 

Had she changed her mind about the two-timing cheater or was this gesture akin to giving an apple to the teacher? Deena turned her attention back to Max. “I heard they were going to be making an arrest soon. Joseph Ramos, I assume.”

“That would be my guess, too, although I don’t know for sure. He is one seriously troubled man.” Max glanced at his watch. “Time to get started, I suppose.” He motioned toward the door and followed Deena inside.

She took her seat just as Betty was coming back to their table. Deena did a quick head count. Only one person was absent. “Where’s Lydia?” she whispered to Betty.

“After what happened the other day, she probably decided not to come back. I told you at least one person always drops out.”

Max Dekker sat on the stool at the podium, looking professorial and distinguished. She was surprised he hadn’t addressed the elephant in the room. Surely most people would expect him to say a word or two about his wife. “Last week we discussed characters. This week, we will be discussing plot.”

Deena opened her spiral to the page where she had listed the suspects in Alexis Dekker’s murder. She turned to a clean page.

“If you want to create a memorable, interesting plot, you really have to think outside the box. Surprise your readers,” he said. “Don’t make your villain too obvious.” 

A woman in the second row of tables raised her hand and waved it around like Horshack in Welcome Back, Kotter. “Ooh, ooh. I have a good idea. I’m going to write a mystery where an exterminator is a serial killer, and the story is told from the point of view of a rat!”

“Hmm.” Max folded his arms across his chest. “That is definitely out-of-the-box thinking.” He suppressed a grin and glanced back at Deena. 

She smiled as he continued. Were they actually becoming friends? Could she be friends with someone like him? She hated to be judgmental, but the man was kissing his ex-wife the day after his current wife’s murder. There had to be more to it. Maybe if she could get to know him better, he would give her the lowdown on the situation. Maybe he and his wife were separating. Maybe...

She tuned back in to the lecture.

“After you have come up with how the victim is killed, you need a list of suspects. Ask yourself, ‘Who might have had a motive to kill?’”

Deena turned back a page in her spiral and looked at the list she had made previously. The first name listed was Max’s. She drew a line through it. Even before today, she didn’t believe he was a killer. She had looked in his eyes at the memorial and had gotten a sense about him. He didn’t have an evil presence. She usually trusted her gut and was glad her instinct was right.

Next was Melissa. Besides Cliff, she was the last person to have seen Alexis alive. Sure, she might not have liked styling the woman’s hair, but that was no motive for killing her. Guttman was probably right. Melissa had left town for a while because she was upset. Maybe she had a personal issue. Either way, she was in the clear. Deena drew a line through her name, too.

Cliff. She scratched his name out with several heavy lines. How could she have even suspected him of such a dastardly deed? The last name on the list was Guttman’s. The dirty cop theory no longer made sense. It had been a longshot at best. She crossed out his name.

What about Harold Pratt, the man who had helped Cliff? Maybe he had a secret motive. If she were writing a book, he might be the perfect person to pin the murder on. But this was real life. He seemed like a nice guy who had stopped to do a good deed, and that’s all. Besides, he had taken the time to talk to the detective on Cliff’s behalf. She didn’t bother adding his name to the list.

But there was another suspect. She added Joseph Ramos to her list. Max’s voice buzzed in one side of her brain as he talked about means, motive, and opportunity. What about Ramos? She knew that Guttman would check his whereabouts for the time of the murder. That would be crucial to the case. He had already been accused of stalking Max Dekker. If he were in town, Ramos would certainly have a motive since he obviously blamed Max for the death of his wife. Even if that blame were misplaced, it would have been real to him. 

Since Max had taken out a restraining order against Ramos, he was obviously a threat. That reminded her of something Dan said. Alexis had driven Max’s car to the salon that evening. Had Ramos intended to kill Max instead? Or did he want to kill Max’s wife so the writer would suffer just as he had? No wonder Max had described the man as troubled. 

It was possible Ramos only showed up after he heard about Alexis’s murder, but if that was the case, it left the big question still unanswered. Who killed Alexis Dekker? Was there another suspect out there? One who hadn’t yet shown his—or her—true colors?

A noise in the back of the room made Deena glance over her shoulder. The reading room door opened and in walked Linus Guttman with three uniformed policemen at his heels. They walked straight up to the podium. “Maxwell Dekker, you are under arrest for the murder of Alexis Dekker.”

One officer put his hand on Max’s arm while the other clapped on the handcuffs. Silence fell over the room. The third officer pulled on latex gloves and began putting Max’s belongings back in his briefcase. He picked up the case and led Max toward the exit.

Guttman continued. “You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to an attorney. If you do not have an attorney...”

* * *
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IT WAS LIKE DÉJÀ VU, only this time Betty wasn’t the first to speak.

“Who do you suppose we call to get our money back for this class?” It was the exterminator-plot lady. 

Several people around her shook their heads.

“I’ll call and see what I can find out,” Betty said. Her voice shook more this time. “Before you leave, please take some cookies from the office. I bought enough for everyone.” She stood next to the wall and wrung her hands as everyone filed out. “Deena, wait up.”

When everyone else had left, she walked over to the table to pick up her notepad. “Did you know this was going to happen?” 

“No. Why would you think I’d have known?”

“Because you’ve been...involved...investigating...something like that.”

Deena resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Good ol’ Maycroft grapevine at play again. “I’m just as surprised as you are. In fact, I thought they were going to arrest a different suspect. Someone who had a beef about one of Max’s books.”

“His books? What’s that about?”

Deena considered telling her about Joseph Ramos, but if she did, she would be as big a gossip as the rest of the leaves on the grapevine. Besides, it wasn’t like she and Betty were good friends, as she once believed. “I bet there’s going to be a story all about it in tomorrow’s newspaper. You can read all about it then.” She put her satchel on her shoulder and headed toward the door.

“Let me walk you out at least.” 

“It’s actually still a little light out. I’ll be fine.”

“No bother. I feel a little responsible for you being in this mess since I talked you into taking the class in the first place.” 

Deena couldn’t muster the energy to argue with Betty. She seemed so anxious to make amends. But the wind had just been totally knocked out of Deena’s sails. Could she have really been so wrong in her estimation of Max Dekker? Could her gut instinct have failed her so badly? Her head was pounding and spinning at the same time.

They walked around to the back of the lot where Deena had parked. It was dusk, but the front lights in the parking lot had come on and the Fitzhugh Library glowed like a football stadium on a Friday night.

Deena didn’t want to tell Betty about Cliff and how she probably would have gotten involved in spite of taking the class. Still, she wouldn’t have fallen for those puppy dog eyes of Max Dekker if she hadn’t taken the class. “You’re right. I would have been elbow deep in batter instead of blood.” 

Betty frowned.

“Sorry. The teacher in me went for the alliteration.” She used the button on her key fob to unlock the car door.

Betty sniffed the air. “Do you smell something?” She looked like one of those drug-sniffing dogs inspecting the school lockers. She walked around to the other side of the car and bent down. “There’s something pooling under your car.”

Deena bent down and saw a puddle shining on the pavement. She pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight feature. “Holy moly. What is that?”

“Pop your hood and we’ll look.” Betty moved to the front of the car. 

“I don’t know how. I’ll just drive home and let Gary take a look at it.”

Betty tilted her head. “Maybe you should sign up for a car maintenance class instead of cooking. There should be a handle to pull on the left side down near the floorboard.” 

Deena used her flashlight and pulled on a handle she had never noticed before.

The hood clicked, and Betty raised it up. 

Deena walked to the front to shine the light around for Betty. “What are we looking for?”

Betty leaned in closer. “It looks like your brake line is leaking.”

* * *
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DEENA CLUTCHED THE edge of the car to steady herself. What on earth was going on? Had someone cut her brake line? Who would do this?

Her first instinct was to call Gary. Instead, she dialed 9-1-1.

By this time, a small crowd who had mingled in the parking lot after class had gathered around. Between bites of cookies, they mumbled their speculations about what might have happened. 

After explaining her emergency, she called Gary. She could hear Hurley barking in the background and assured him that the police were on their way. He had a million questions, but she just told him to come get her and she would give him the details then.

Betty had joined the onlookers. They stood off to the side almost as if they were afraid to get too close in fear of catching some deadly virus. Deena wasn’t sure what to do. She stood by the car. Obviously, she didn’t want to get in, just in case the police wanted to dust it for fingerprints. Did they still do that, or was that just something they did on TV? 

The squeal of sirens cut through the night air and was a welcome relief. Two squad cars pulled up, and three officers emerged. Deena recognized one as Cassidy Nelson.

“Officer—I mean, Sergeant Nelson. Thanks for coming.”

“When I heard your name, I decided to come myself.” She pulled out her notepad. “So tell me what happened here.”

“I was in the library for class—a writing class—with Max Dekker.” 

Sergeant Nelson raised an eyebrow.

“When I came out to my car, my friend Betty smelled something.” Deena looked around for Betty who was standing at the back of the crowd. “I opened the hood, and Betty said my brake line had been cut. After what happened to Alexis Dekker...”

“I understand.” She walked over to where one of the officers was looking under the hood with a flashlight.

Deena spotted Gary’s red Mercedes pulling into the parking lot. He parked and jumped out of the car. He looked over at the officers and said, “Here we go again.”

“Except this time, I’m the victim.” The words made her quiver. 

Sergeant Nelson walked over to get a statement from Betty. Another officer asked if anyone in the crowd had seen anything suspicious. The third officer snapped pictures of the car and the engine.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” Gary said, wrapping her up in a bear hug. “If Betty hadn’t seen that...”

“I know.” As she looked over Gary’s shoulder, something caught her eye. A white Ford sedan was parked next to the back of the building. Her mouth dropped open, and she stepped back out of Gary’s grasp. She started toward the car. Was someone in it? Was someone watching her?

“Deena?” Gary called out. 

As she got closer, she could tell the car was empty. She turned around to answer him, and there, on the next row of the lot, was another white Ford sedan—also unoccupied. 

Gary caught up with her. “What is it, hon?”

She felt her mouth move but her voice seemed to come from a distance. “Those cars. Someone has been following me. A white Ford.”

Gary led her back toward the police cars. “Officer Nelson.”

“Sergeant,” Deena corrected him. 

“I’m going to take her inside to sit down,” Gary said.

“I’ll be right in,” Sergeant Nelson said. “Get her some water.”

Inside, the library was, well, as quiet as a library. She let Gary lead her to the first table they came to. 

Nancy rushed up. “What’s going on outside, Deena? I saw the police cars. Did someone try to mug you?”

“Can you get her a glass of water?” Gary asked, his face pale with worry.

Nancy nodded and headed toward the office.

He sat next to Deena. “Why didn’t you tell me someone had been following you?” There was an edge to his voice. 

“I didn’t know if I was just imagining it. Now I think it was true.”

“Did you see the car? Get the license number?”

“No. It was a white Ford sedan. There are two in the parking lot.”

Nancy returned with a cup of water and two of Betty’s cookies. “Here.” She set them on the table in front of Deena.

Gary gave Nancy a quick synopsis of the incident. 

Deena tried to regain her senses, and her fear subsided. She clenched her teeth and breathed faster. “As soon as I find out who did this, I’m gonna strangle them!”

Gary and Nancy both stared at her, wide-eyed expressions on their faces.

She turned to Nancy. “Do you know anyone around here who drives a white Ford sedan?”

“Sure,” Nancy said. “Betty does.”

* * *
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“WE’RE GOING TO HAVE to impound your car,” Sergeant Nelson said to Deena. “We’ll see if we can get any evidence off of it. I have a truck on the way to pick it up.” She turned to Nancy. “The library is closed, as of now. Will you make sure no one comes in besides my officers?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nancy said and headed for guard duty by the front entrance.

The sergeant pulled a chair up next to Deena. “I need to ask you some more questions.”

“First, I need to tell you something.” Deena sucked in a calming breath and let it out slowly. “For the last week, I’ve had the sense that someone was following me. I kept seeing the same white Ford sedan. First at the police station and then on the street several times. I never saw the driver.”

“That’s a pretty common vehicle around here. Did you get a license number?”

“No. But just now, I saw there were two of them parked out back. Apparently one belongs to Betty Donaldson, but I don’t know who owns the other.”

“Hmm. Let me get an officer on it. Hopefully, the cars are still out there.” She hurried outside.

“What do you think?” Deena asked, watching her husband’s face. The laugh lines seemed deeper than she remembered.

“Well, obviously it wasn’t Betty. She just...she just saved your life.”

Deena rubbed her face with both hands. “That’s right. If she hadn’t seen that puddle...”

“The police can track down the driver of the other car—and every white Ford sedan in Maycroft, if that’s what it takes.”

Betty came flying in through the back door of the library. “Deena, I’m so glad you are okay.”

Deena stood and threw her arms around Betty. She could feel the woman tense up, but Deena didn’t care. She squeezed even harder. “Thank you. You saved my life.”

Betty wrangled herself free. “I can’t believe this happened. Who would want to kill you?”

“That’s the million dollar question,” Gary said. “Hopefully, the police can find out.”

Deena sat back down and put her hand on Gary’s leg. It was comforting to have him near her, like her own private security blanket. “It has to be related to the Dekker case, don’t you think?”

Betty just stared and shook her head. “I have no idea.”

Nancy opened the door for Sergeant Nelson. 

As usual, the look on her face was blank, a real asset for a law enforcement officer. “We ran the plates on the two cars. One is registered to Phillip Donaldson.”

“That’s my husband,” Betty said. “What’s this about?”

“The other is a rental car. According to the car company, it was rented by Max Dekker.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 18
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Anger still clouded her thoughts when she woke up Tuesday to say good-bye to Gary. She had to “cross her heart and hope to die” before she could get him to let her stay alone at the house. Of course with no car, there wasn’t much she could do anyway.

She had lain awake for at least an hour the night before wondering who could have wanted her dead. Sure, she had ruffled some feathers in town in the past but not enough to warrant this kind of revenge. Besides, the timing was too coincidental. It simply had to be related to the Dekker case. 

Max Dekker. If the police thought he killed his wife, maybe they would find evidence that he tried to kill her, too. But why would he? He went out of his way to thank her. That didn’t seem like the action of a killer. Plus, it probably happened at the library. Wouldn’t that be too obvious if he were already under suspicion? In her opinion, Max was innocent on both counts. Still, she couldn’t dismiss the fact that he had the means and opportunity to do it.

Another thought crossed her mind. Maybe she and Alexis Dekker had been random victims of a serial killer. The thought made her stomach turn. Which was worse: being someone’s specific target or having a madman on the loose in their small, cozy community?

She stared at the ceiling wondering what she should do. She would call Russell later. It would upset him if he heard about her situation secondhand. News traveled faster than a roadrunner in Maycroft.

She remembered that Dan’s article about Max Dekker’s arrest would be in today’s newspaper. She hopped out of bed and hurried to the front door and grabbed the newspaper off the front porch. The Northeast Texas Tribune had recently increased their circulation to five days a week. They didn’t publish on Saturday and Sunday since so many people in their region got their weekend news from the Dallas newspaper.

She poured herself a cup of coffee, still warm from Gary’s morning brew and sat at the kitchen table. The headline read: “Local Author Arrested for Murder.” Apparently, Dan had a late night revising the headline and updating the story to make today’s edition.

She read the article carefully, seeing if there were any new details. Guttman was quoted as saying he wouldn’t release any new information until the suspect had retained counsel. Ian had told her there had been a new development. She was hoping something in the article explained why the evidence pointed to Max Dekker and not Joseph Ramos.

Interesting. Who would Max get to represent him? Surely not anyone from around here. He likely had a bevy of lawyers on retainer in New York.

The bing-bong of the doorbell made her jump, causing Hurley to go into a barking frenzy. She glanced out the front window but didn’t see a car. She looked through the peephole expecting to see a neighbor—just not this one.

“Mr. Cooper.” Luckily, she caught herself before calling him Mr. Creeper. “What can I do for you?”

“It’s not what you can do for me; it’s what I can do for you.” 

Ugh. The last thing she needed was for Peeping Tom to paraphrase JFK. She stepped out onto the porch to keep from inviting him inside. Her foot still throbbed. She folded her arms and stared.

“You see, I keep my eye on the neighborhood.”

Duh. We see you staring at us through the fence all the time.

“I’m not officially a member of the Neighborhood Watch, but I do what I can to keep our neighborhood safe.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, for the past few days, I noticed a strange car driving slowly down our street. I wouldn’t have thought much about it, except it seemed to slow down in front of your house.”

Goosebumps rose up on her arms. “What did it look like? Did you see the driver?”

“No, no. It was always dark. I didn’t see the driver. Whenever I went to get my binoculars—let’s just say it was too far away.”

“But you saw the car. What did it look like?”

“Wouldn’t you rather have this conversation inside? I have a pot of coffee ready at the house.”

“No, thanks. But this is important. Can you tell me about the car?”

“Very well, then. It was white. A four-door sedan. Nothing special or unusual about it.”

“And you said you saw it drive past after dark? Did you see it last night?”

“No, not since Sunday. But since this whole murder business has popped up, I thought you could never be too safe. A pretty woman like you needs to—”

“Thank you, Mr. Cooper. I need to make a few calls. Nice seeing you.”

She stepped inside and closed the door. Hurley looked up with his brown eyes asking for an update. “Nobody special,” she said, and he trotted back into the den.

Who should she call first? Gary or Guttman? Maybe Sergeant Nelson. She decided against calling Gary since the information was non-specific. He would be surprised, though, to learn that Edwin Cooper had had the nerve to come to their front door. 

She decided to call Sergeant Nelson. Deena knew her and trusted her more than Guttman. Plus, she and Gary had talked to her previously about their creepy neighbor. She would know who he was.

The receptionist put Deena’s call right through. She quickly explained the information she had received from Edwin Cooper. What Sergeant Nelson said next was a complete surprise. She hung up the phone after agreeing to come down to the station to make a statement. They were sending a squad car to pick her up.

Should she call Ian? Did she need her attorney to go with her? As she walked in a daze back to the bedroom to get dressed, she repeated the sergeant’s words in her head. Your case has been turned over to Detective Guttman as part of the Dekker investigation.
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Chapter 19
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“Thanks for coming down, Mrs. Sharpe.” Detective Guttman’s tie was loose, and his suit looked like he’d slept in it. “I need to ask you a few questions about last night.” He fumbled with a stack of folders on his desk.

Deena wriggled in the faux leather chair across from him. She looked down at her feet and noticed she was wearing two different shoes. Both were ballet flats, but one was black and the other was navy blue. This wasn’t the first time she’d left the house with mismatched shoes. It was more common, though, back in her teaching days. She couldn’t believe how much her life had changed in just a year.

“Tell me when you first noticed brake fluid under your car?”

“It was at the library last night. Actually, my friend Betty noticed it.”

“Where had your car been parked prior to that?”

“In my garage. In case you’re wondering, my husband checked the floor of the garage and driveway. There was no fluid in either place.”

He made a note. “When did you first notice a white car following you? Sergeant Nelson reported that you stated it was a Ford sedan. Do you know the model?”

“No. They all look about the same to me. It seems like the first time I saw it was when I was here talking to you on Saturday. It was parked in the back of the lot. Someone was sitting in it, but I couldn’t see who it was.”

Guttman made a note. “I’ll get security to check out the video and see if they can get a plate number. When else?”

“I saw it again on Sunday driving back from the Pit Stop Café out on the highway.”

“Are you sure it was the same car? White Fords are pretty common.”

“Obviously, I can’t be sure, but my gut told me it was. People say I have pretty good instincts about this sort of thing.”

“Like how you thought Max Dekker was innocent of murder?”

Ouch. “Low blow. I don’t have all the evidence you guys have. I still find it hard to believe he killed his wife. And what about Joseph Ramos?

“We’ll get to that in a minute. Back to the car.”

“I saw it again on Monday and tried to follow it. Unfortunately, it got away.” 

“You still didn’t see the driver or model?”

“Nope.” She looked down at her shoes. So much for her attention to detail. “Oh, I remember something else. Last week when I was leaving Ian Davis’s office to come here, I heard a car speed off. I didn’t see it, but it seemed suspicious.”

Guttman looked at his notes. “That would have been on Wednesday, correct?” 

“Yes. Why does all this matter? Do you think Max Dekker was following me and tried to kill me?”

Guttman closed the folder and laid his hands on the desk. “I’m going to tell you something in confidence. Sergeant Nelson said you helped out on a previous case and could be trusted.”

Deena’s heart beat a little faster. “I can be.” She stopped herself from making the pinky swear she used to do with Russell.

“As you may know, sometimes law enforcement will keep some details of a crime out of the news as a strategic move. We did that in this case.”

Deena slid forward on her seat.

“Melissa Engels, the hairdresser at the beauty shop, reported seeing a white Ford in the parking lot while Mrs. Dekker was there. It was before Cliff Abel showed up with the cooler.”

Deena’s mind traveled back to that day. “Could it have belonged to the man who helped Cliff?”

“Mr. Pratt? No. We checked him out.”

“Maybe Max Dekker just stopped by to say hello before going to the library.”

“Melissa said he did not come in.”

“Is that why Melissa took off?” 

“She was afraid someone would think she was a snitch. Apparently, she had had some trouble in the past and didn’t want to get involved. We are trying to track her down so that she can testify for us at trial.”

Deena sat back and fiddled with her purse. “Did you know that he had rented the Ford?”

“Yes. He got it for his wife to drive a few weeks back since they only had one car when they moved here. Apparently, though, she preferred his car. You see, we have been following a lot of different leads, but Max Dekker has been our prime suspect all along.”

Deena could feel her muscles tense. “So what was his motive for following me and then trying to kill me?”

“This is only speculation, of course, but you saw him with his ex-wife the day after the murder. You brought your evidence to the police. You continued trying to help clear Cliff Abel of the crime. In short, you were getting in the way of finding another suspect.”

“So what about Joseph Ramos? He was here in town for the memorial. That’s a fact. Did he have an alibi for the time of the murder?”

“Yes. Not as solid as we had hoped, but we are still investigating it.”

Deena didn’t want to accept the fact that Max was guilty. She took one last stab at it. “Have you considered that there could be a serial killer on the loose cutting random people’s brake lines?”

Guttman leaned back in his chair. “Mrs. Sharpe, there’s more. I’m sure Ian Davis told you about the handkerchief.”

“What? No.” 

“Mr. Davis said you found a greasy handkerchief among Mrs. Dekker’s clothes at the thrift shop. When his wife, Sandra, told him about it, he called me. I had it tested. Yesterday it came back positive for brake fluid.”

Deena put her hand to her mouth as she gasped. That must have been the new information Ian had mentioned to her. 

“Mrs. Sharpe, you’re a bright woman. Didn’t you find it strange that Mr. Dekker would donate a box of his wife’s clothes to the thrift shop so soon after his wife’s death? He probably didn’t realize her name was sewn into some of the garments.”

“But this is all circumstantial evidence.”

“True, but the District Attorney thought it was enough for a trial.”

“I can’t believe it. I mean, I can—but I can’t.”

He shook his head. “Sometimes good people do bad things.”

Deena sat back in her chair. “So you really think he tried to kill me, too?”

“There’s one more piece of evidence we have found so far. Last night when we took Mr. Dekker into custody, we found another greasy handkerchief in his briefcase. It’s at the lab. We expect it to come back positive for brake fluid.”

Deena’s cell phone rang. She answered it without thinking. The man on the other end of the line sounded nervous. When he said his name, Deena recognized it as belonging to a senior partner of the law firm of Lyons and Sons. “My client, Max Dekker, would very much like to speak to you,” he said.

“Me?” She was shocked.

“Yes. He is currently being held in the Perry County Jail and is not scheduled to be released until later this evening. If you could go over there, we would greatly appreciate it.”

Deena was conflicted, but her curiosity won out. “I’ll be there shortly.” She looked at the detective. “Seems that Max Dekker wants to talk to me.”

Guttman tilted his head. “Interesting. That’s your choice, of course, but realize that everything you say will be recorded.”

“I know. Is this going to be a problem?”

“Not at all. I trust you not to bring up Melissa Engels’s testimony about seeing his car.”

“A car,” she said. “We don’t know yet if it is his. What about the other evidence? Does he know about it? Can I question him about that?”

“Absolutely. We’ve already interviewed him about the other information. I’m not expecting a jailhouse confession, but maybe his explanation will help our case. Especially if he changes his story down the road.”

“Have you finished with my car?”

“Ah, yes. That’s another matter I wanted to ask you about.” He flipped through a few pages in the folder. “Were you aware that there was a GPS tracking device mounted to the underside of your car?”

* * *
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THERE WAS NO GETTING around it. Reality hit her like a Mack truck. It hadn’t been her imagination. She wasn’t the victim of a random act of violence. Someone had targeted her and wanted her dead, and the most likely suspect was Max Dekker. That realization made her head spin and her stomach lurch.

She wasn’t used to the feeling of having enemies. Sure, she had been in danger before—usually as a result of getting herself in a pickle. 

Thank goodness for Betty or else she would have been the next headline in the newspaper. She tried to shake the maudlin thoughts from her head and looked around to see if anyone had been reading her mind. The other patrons in the reception area of the police station were either glued to their cell phones or staring helplessly into space. 

Where were they with her car? This was worse than waiting for her name to be called at the DMV. Worse than waiting for the lines to move at the bank’s drive-through. Worse than waiting for the biopsy results from her doctor.

Actually, that had been worse. A lot worse. Focus.

What would she say to Max Dekker when she got over to the jail? He had scheduled the meeting, so she should let him do all the talking. Would he deny everything? Probably. Would she believe him? Why should she?

A man wearing a brown jumpsuit walked into the waiting area holding a clipboard. “Deena Sharpe,” he called out.

“Here,” she said and stood.

He walked up and shoved a pen at her. “Sign here for your car. We’ll send you a bill for fixing your brake line.” 

She obeyed and took her car keys from him. “Super.” 

Walking out to her car, she squeezed the keychain like a talisman. She relished the familiarity and comfort it gave her by just holding it in her hand. Once inside her car, she let out a deep sigh. She felt safe. 

The sun’s rays pouring through the glass illuminated a spot on the steering wheel. A smudge of fingerprint powder missed in the clean up stared back at her, a stark reminder that things were not exactly as they were before. Perhaps they never would be. She shuddered as if a cold wind had passed through her. This must have been what experts called “victim mentality.”

She refused to give in to that kind of thinking. It wasn’t as if the whole world was after her; it was just one person. As long as he was locked up, she would be safe. She started the engine, and the air conditioning blew dust all around. She imagined the specs to be tiny angels watching over her.

Pulling out of the parking lot and turning toward the jail, she knew one question she would be asking Max Dekker for sure. Why did you want to kill me?
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Chapter 20
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The room where inmates spoke with visitors looked like something out of a 1990s crime drama. Maycroft hadn’t updated to a video monitor system of communicating with visitors. All three of the visitor cubicles were filled. 

There was another woman waiting along with her. She was middle-aged and busied herself with knitting. She must be a regular. Was she there to see her child or husband? Maybe it was her brother. Had her brother gotten caught writing bad checks? Maybe it was a DUI. He could be an alcoholic. Or on drugs. 

An officer appeared and called the woman’s name. She smiled and made her way to the now-open cubicle. Deena leaned over to try to see who the woman was talking to. She leaned out a little too far and the folding chair skidded out from under her, causing her to crash onto the hard linoleum floor. Everyone turned to look as she quickly picked herself up and righted the chair. She scooped up the contents of her handbag.

Subtle, Deena. 

It was her turn. She sat down as Max Dekker shuffled his way into the chair on the other side of the Plexiglas window. 

He gave her what she assumed to be a grateful smile. Even in an orange jumpsuit, the man looked distinguished. 

She waited for him to pick up the phone before putting the receiver to her ear.

“Thank you for coming.”

She nodded, realizing her jaw was clenched tight.

“You know, it’s kind of interesting in here. I’m getting lots of background research for my next book.” He waited for her to respond.

Nothing.

“The food isn’t too bad if you like scrambled eggs made out of cardboard.” Another pause. “Do you realize there are actually people living in the civilized world who have no familiarity with deodorant? Who would have guessed?”

“I thought you were retired,” Deena said flatly.

“A writer’s gotta write, ya know. Can’t sit around with my boots up jest sewin’ cott’n and checkin’ the trot lines.”

Deena’s face kept its steady composure, but she was a little surprised. It was the first time she’d heard Max break out of his sophisticated New York accent and get back to his Southern roots.

“Well, enough chitchat,” he said. “I suppose you are wondering why I asked to see you.”

She blinked her eyes, trying to keep her vow to let him do the talking.

“I assume you know the circumstances behind my arrest. According to my attorney, they may be adding on an attempted murder charge as well.” 

He paused, but she refused to gift him a reaction. 

“None of it is true. I didn’t do it. I never killed my wife or tried to kill you. Now, I realize that you probably expected me to say that, and I’ve been trying to come up with a way to convince you—and everyone else—that I’m telling the truth. The problem is that I haven’t been able to.”

She lifted an eyebrow. That was unexpected. “What do you want from me Mr. Dekker?”

“I want your help. I’ve written enough mysteries to know that I need someone from the area who knows the people here to help prove my case.”

“What about your lawyer? He’s from Maycroft.”

“He’s temporary. My New York attorney only does contracts, so he recommended a hotshot criminal defense lawyer from Houston. He’s arriving tomorrow. Even he will need someone who knows the people here to help him. From what I’ve seen and heard, you’re a pretty sharp investigator—no pun intended.”

She shook her head. “Why should I help you? How do you know I don’t think you’re guilty?” 

Max rubbed the side of his face slowly with his hand. 

Was that the hand of a killer? The same hand that had crafted all those wonderful stories? 

“Last week when we first met, you challenged me. I recognized right away that you had gumption. You want to know the truth behind this case as much as I do. I can see it in your eyes.”

She blinked and looked away. He may not be innocent, but he was definitely perceptive. She looked back at him. “If not you, then who?”

“That’s what we need to find out. Someone is framing me. Someone put those oily handkerchiefs in my briefcase. Someone took that box of clothes to the thrift store. Someone killed my wife and tried to kill you. We need to find out who it was.”

The guard standing behind Max looked at his watch and gave her the wrap-it-up sign by twirling his fingers. She looked back at Max whose attention was fixed on something behind her. She turned just as Max’s ex-wife, Barbara Conroy, raced up and grabbed the receiver out of Deena’s hand.

She shouted into the phone. “You lying snake! How could you change your will and leave me out of it. Charity? You’re leaving it all to some charity? I haven’t hung around all these years to wind up alone and penniless.” She shot an angry look at Deena before turning back to Max. “And, who in the blazes is Lizzie Bogmire?”

* * *
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AFTER THE OFFICERS restrained Barbara Conroy and hauled her away, there was nothing more for Deena to do except go home and sort out what had happened. She sat on her patio watching Hurley sniff and chase the fall leaves that danced around the grass, forming a colorful blanket on the rippling water of the pool. She hugged her knees and pulled the sweater tighter around her.

Max Dekker was telling the truth, she was sure of it. As for his relationship with Barbara Conroy, she was stumped. If he had wanted to be with his ex-wife, why didn’t he just file for divorce from Alexis? Or better yet, why did he re-marry her? One thing she knew was that Max Dekker was more fickle than a love-struck teenager.

Barbara showed her true colors when she asked those questions about Max’s will. Seemed like she was in it more for the money than anything else. If it turned out that Max truly loved her, he must be devastated right now, especially if he killed Alexis to be with her.

No, that didn’t happen. She rested her chin on her knees. Could it have been the other way around? Could Barbara have wanted to get rid of Alexis to get back with Max? Sounds reasonable. Maybe Barbara dropped the box of clothes off at the back of the thrift shop. That would make sense. Out with the old, in with the new. 

But was she in town when Alexis was murdered? Max’s attorney would likely offer her up as a suspect and force Detective Guttman to check her alibi. Even if she had an alibi, her behavior might lead to reasonable doubt.

So if Barbara killed Alexis, was she the person who cut Deena’s brake line? Greed may have made her want Alexis dead so she could get her hands on Max’s money, but Deena wasn’t worth anything to her dead.

The only other motives she could come up with were jealousy and self-protection. Deena hadn’t done anything to make the woman jealous except show up at the memorial. Could Barbara have seen Deena as a threat? Maybe Deena was getting too close to the truth. Maybe Barbara was the person following her in Max’s rental car.

If Deena wasn’t in deep enough already, she was about six feet under now. She had witnessed Barbara’s outburst at the jail, so Guttman would need to interview her. There would be a deposition. Obviously, she should let Ian know what was going on. 

Not yet though. She knew that as her lawyer, he would advise her to stay away from Max Dekker and the entire case. That would be wise of her to do. But sometimes doing the dumb thing gets the best results. She wanted to talk to Max and ask him a few more questions. He would be out on bond tomorrow. Maybe she would go see him.

She needed to work out one last detail. It was the last thing Barbara said. She had asked Max about Lizzie Bogmire. How on earth would Max Dekker have anything to do with Betty’s sister?
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Chapter 21
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Deena walked up to the front door of the Dekker house. There were several cars parked out front, none of which were a white Ford sedan. Max’s rental car was likely still at the police impound. She knocked and waited.

Last night she had told Gary everything that happened with the exception of her plans to talk to Max one last time. Not telling him wasn’t a lie, but it was still a deception. She knew Max’s attorneys would be present, so she would be safe. Once she had her questions answered, she would go see Ian and tell him everything she knew—just like she’d promised Gary.

A man wearing a blue suit and thick horned-rimmed glasses opened the door. Surely, this wasn’t the high-priced defense attorney from Houston. It had been her experience that the better looking an attorney was, the more successful he or she tended to be. Juries liked attractive lawyers.

“You must be Mrs. Sharpe,” the man said. “Come in.”

She followed him back to the den. It looked exactly as she would expect to see in a writer’s house. One entire wall was covered in bookshelves and filled to the brim with hardbacks and paperbacks and knick-knacks of every sort. The books were not arranged in any particular order from what she could see, unlike the ones at Betty’s house, but instead were shoved into every nook and cranny like treasures among treasures.

Max was sitting on the sofa with a notepad in his lap. She could see an ankle monitor around his leg where his pant leg was hiked up. Obviously, he was under strict surveillance, as the rich often are. Unlike regular folks, the rich have the means and resources to disappear.

He stood and greeted her. “Mrs. Sharpe. Glad you decided to come by. This is David Callahan, my attorney, and this is...”

The man with glasses introduced himself and the pretty paralegal sitting at the kitchen table typing away on a laptop.

“Nice to meet you all,” Deena said. 

Callahan walked over and gave her a two-handed shake, covering the top of her hand with his. It was the kind of warm handshake you give when greeting an old friend or a distant relative. “I’m delighted to meet you. I think you are going to be a real key to this case and to ensuring that justice is served.” His deep blue eyes locked on to hers.  

She took a seat across from the sofa.

David Callahan looked like he’d stepped out of the pages of GQ magazine. He was probably middle-aged, but had a boyish face and a dimpled chin. His deep tan was likely a spray-on job, but looked as natural as if he’d spent all his time on the beach. Even his dark hair had that messy but perfectly styled look you see on movie stars. Only thing missing was the perpetual five o’clock shadow.

“I understand you were at the jail talking to Mr. Dekker when Ms. Conroy arrived,” Callahan said. 

If sound had a texture, Callahan’s voice would be velvet. She wanted to hear more.

When Deena didn’t respond, he continued. “We feel like Mrs. Conroy could be responsible for the death of Alexis Dekker and the attempt on your life as well.”

Those words brought her back from dreamland. She probably needed a lawyer here. She was way out of her league with this guy. Good-looking or not, he was still an attorney and had his own agenda.

“I—I really didn’t come here to answer your questions, Mr. Callahan. I came here to get answers of my own.”

“Call me David, please,” he said as glances shot around the room.

Max, however, looked directly at her. “I understand,” he said. “Ask me anything you want. I’m an open book.”

“Ha! Good one,” ol’ blue eyes said. “Make a note of that. We’ll use it at trial.”

Max shot an annoyed look at his attorney and then re-focused on Deena.

“I’d rather speak to you in private, if possible.” She hadn’t planned to say that, but the audience gathered had made her uncomfortable.

“You’ve heard of attorney-client privilege, I’m sure,” Callahan said. “You are free to speak here.”

“That would apply if you were my attorney, Mr. Callahan, but you’re not.” She turned back to Max. “It’s about Lizzie Bogmire.”

Max’s eyebrows shot up. He pushed back the gray hair at his temple. “Gentlemen—and lady—will you excuse us for a few minutes.” He stood and motioned for Deena to follow him. 

They stepped out onto the back patio with a row of Adirondack chairs looking out into the pasture. After they sat, Max began talking slowly, as if choosing each word with perfect care. “I’ve always been a story-teller, you know, ever since I was a child. It’s both my passion and my nemesis. I’m going to tell you something I’m not proud of. Something I’ve only ever told one person in my life, and now she’s dead.”

Deena’s body stiffened and her eyes grew large.

“Oh, don’t worry. Nothing’s going to happen to you. It just seems like ‘the jig is up,’ as they say, and it’s time to come clean. Before long everyone will know the story, and everyone will know that Max Dekker is a liar and a thief.”

Deena’s throat felt like a withered-up cactus in the dry Texas heat. She tried to swallow and then managed to croak out a question. “What does this have to do with Lizzie Bogmire?”

He blinked his eyes and gave her a crooked smile, resting his head in the chair as though he were taking a trip a thousand miles away. “You see, back when I was young and reckless, I thought I knew everything—especially about writing. After all, I was a young professor on the tenure track at the university teaching creative writing. If my alma mater thought I knew what I was talking about, then I must. Right? 

“Well, no one had told that to the New York publishing houses. I couldn’t even get an agent, much less a book deal. I could have wallpapered my little house in Austin with all the rejection letters I had received. Depressing. I was the consummate tortured artist. This went on for several years. My hopes and dreams seemed to be crashing down all around me.

“Then I met Alexis. She was one of the agents to whom I had sent my manuscript. She said it wasn’t very good but thought it had potential. She asked if I had anything else, perhaps something better. I didn’t. However, I had just read a short story by one of my college students. It was powerful. It was impressive. It was in my file cabinet drawer.”

Deena leaned in a little closer. Was this story going where she thought it was going?

“If you’re thinking I sent a copy of it off to Alexis, you’d be right. She loved it. She encouraged me to come to New York to work with an editor friend of hers. I took off a semester from the university and finished the novel. We changed the title to Crimson Waters. A publishing house picked it up, and it became a bestseller. The rest, as they say, is history.”

“And Lizzie Bogmire?”

“She was very young and a little naive. She was the gal who wrote the short story. I gave her a B.”

“So when the novel came out, did you ever hear from her? Did she find out what you did?”

“Back in those days, manuscripts were typed. On typewriters.”

“I remember.”

“Unless you typed with carbon paper, that one copy was all you had. I had the only copy of the story. Some six years after the release, she called me up. Threatened to sue me. I told her she had no proof. I was such a jerk back then. So full of myself. I told her to give me her address, and I’d send her something.” He shook his head. “You know what I did? I sent her a signed copy of the book.”

“Tacky. Really tacky.”

“That was the last time I heard from Lizzie Bogmire, but believe me, it wasn’t the last time I thought about her. The older I get, the more guilt I have.”

“What about all of your other books? Did you write those?”

“Yes, indeed. Turns out, I was a pretty good storyteller after all. Just needed a little spit and polish from some of New York’s finest editors. Just like Alexis thought.”

Deena stared at a pair of squirrels jumping from branch to branch, and thought about how simple life could be for earth’s non-human inhabitants. “You said I was the second person you told this story to. I assume Alexis was the first.”

“Yes, and that was the beginning of my undoing. As my agent, the person who started my meteoric rise to fame in the book world, I was indebted to her. Unfortunately, I confused gratitude with love. We married six weeks to the day my book hit the bestseller list. Of course, it didn’t hurt that she had wavy blonde hair and mile-long legs that would keep most men awake at night.” His melancholy smile matched his tone.

“But once the passion wore off, there wasn’t much left. Then I met Barbara. She was a paralegal at my lawyer’s office. She was no beauty queen. But I could tell she came from good stock. Alexis never wanted children. She thought they would interfere with her social life. I thought Barbara and I could settle down and raise a family.

“When I told Alexis I was leaving her, she pleaded with me to stay. Then she threatened to take all my earnings. Luckily, I had enough money piled up to buy her off. For a while. When the money dried up, she started looking for other ways to squeeze this old lemon. Apparently, she had kept a lot of my old papers. She ran across the original manuscript of the short story with Lizzie Bogmire’s name on it. I ended up telling her the whole, ugly truth.

“When you’re a writer, being accused of plagiarism is worse than being accused of adultery, lechery, and ritual serial killings combined. People would forgive you for that. Not so with plagiarism. So when Alexis threatened to expose me if I didn’t take her back, I felt I had no choice. She didn’t even care if I kept Barbara on the side as long as we were discreet, and she got to keep up the pretense of being married to a neurotic, successful novelist. That was fourteen years ago.”

“So you and Barbara never had kids?”

“Nope. Turns out, I’m a failure in that department. Just as well, now that I know she was only after the money, too. I sure know how to pick ’em.” He scratched his head.

Deena sat on the side of her chair facing Max. “Obviously I don’t know her like you do, but she doesn’t strike me as a person capable of murder.”

“That’s what’s so fascinating. Murderers don’t all look like Cro-Magnons with big beards and jagged teeth. They look like you and me. But then, something happens that causes them to snap—or become desperate. Remember? I talked about this in class. Greed, revenge, lust, anger. It doesn’t take much for some people to make a sharp turn to the dark side.”

“You’re right. I should know that by now. But to think someone you know has committed homicide...” She shivered. “How do you think she found out about your will?”

“She must have gotten my soon-to-be-ex-lawyer—her former boss—to tell her about it. Who knows, maybe she was having an affair with him on the side, too. Anyway, I was planning to leave my money to a charity that helps young writers in Austin and I was planning to set up a scholarship in Lizzie’s name at the university. I’m such a coward, I couldn’t see my way clear to do anything for Ms. Bogmire while I was still standing upright. I had hoped that by helping her when I was gone, I might atone for some of my sins and keep things a little cooler in the hereafter.”

Deena wasn’t sure how to respond. “Wow.” Not very elegant, but the best she could come up with. What a tale. “So, whatever happened with Lizzie Bogmire?”

“Never heard from her again. Not during the daytime, anyway. Occasionally, she still haunts me in my sleep.”

Deena measured her words carefully. “What would you say if I told you that I know what happened to her?” Deena shielded the sun from her eyes so she could see his reaction.

“I would say you were confirming that this great big earth is actually just a very small world.”

“She’s dead.” Deena paused as Max’s head dropped to his chest. “But I know her sister, and so do you.”

“What?”

“She lives here in Maycroft. Maybe it’s time to make amends. It sounds like the story is going to get out anyway now that Barbara knows about Lizzie. Maybe you should tell Lizzie’s sister what you did and apologize.”

“You mean like the twelve-step program for plagiarizing authors.”

Deena grinned. “Something like that. Maybe it will at least help you sleep at night.”

* * *
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DEENA DROVE SLOWLY around Dead Wally’s Curve on her way home from Max’s house. She told his defense team she would be willing to talk if it turned out he still needed her help. Hopefully, the police would eventually charge his ex-wife Barbara instead of him.

Max was genuinely surprised to learn that Lizzie Bogmire’s sister was Betty Donaldson, the librarian and student in his class. Deena had explained to him Betty’s reaction when the three women had seen him kissing Barbara that day they had come by to bring food. He admitted that he was the one to call the police and report having seen her. He had not seen the other two women with her. 

He was unsure that Betty would welcome a call from him under the circumstances. After all, he was still under indictment for the murder of his ex-wife. 

Somehow, as usual, Deena had volunteered to talk to Betty on Max’s behalf, not to tell her about the book but to explain that Max needed to tell her something.

She pulled up in front of Ian’s office. Although she hadn’t really done anything wrong, feelings of guilt crept up inside her. She got that from her father. She could remember him always apologizing to her mother for something or other. Deena had inherited his tendency to feel responsible for everyone and everybody.

Shoot. If she could just mind her own beeswax, she might not get herself into these sticky situations.

Rob once again welcomed her and walked her back to Ian’s office. 

“What have you done now?” Ian asked.

“You could at least let me sit down first. After all, I am paying you for your legal services.”

“Not really. I figure that when you take over the thrift store for Sandra when the baby comes, it will be quid pro quo.”

“Tit for tat.”

“That’s right. Now if you end up charged with a crime, we may have to renegotiate.”

Deena held up her crossed fingers. “I think I’m good so far, but you never know.”

Ian sat back and chuckled. “So what have you done since the last time we talked? Any more attempts on your life? I assume you’re safe with Max Dekker charged.”

“Well...about that.”

“Uh-oh. Here it comes.”

“I went to see him yesterday. At the jail.”

Ian sucked in a deep breath. 

She had grown used to people doing that with her. Gary, her editor, Ian. Only Russell seemed to understand her motivations. “I wanted to ask him why he tried to kill me.”

“And you expected him to tell you?”

“No, not really, but I thought I could get a sense of his guilt or innocence.”

“You realize that intuition doesn’t mean a darn thing in a court of law. It’s about facts.”

“And in this case, they are all circumstantial. Even Guttman said so.”

“So spill it. What did the accused say?”

“That he was innocent. That he was being framed.”

Ian slapped the desk and leaned forward as if in a cartoon. “You’re kidding! What a shock!”

“Very funny, counselor. Let me explain.”

She went on to tell him about the encounter with Barbara Conroy and how the defense team thought Barbara was the guilty party. Ian listened intently, even taking a few notes. The more she talked, the more seriously he seemed to take her.

“So you’ve explained the clothes and the dirty handkerchief getting to the thrift shop and the motive of money. What about the attempt on your life? Did she think you were getting too close to the real killer?”

“Or too close to her money train. One or the other.”

“What about the white car that followed you? Could she have been driving Max’s rental?”

“That’s what they are checking on. Max took her several places in it, so DNA inside will be of no use. They are trying to see if the mileage adds up to when Max remembers having driven it.”

“That sounds a little flimsy. What about her alibi for the night of the murder?”

“Still waiting to hear back from Guttman. They didn’t hold Barbara after she caused the commotion at the jail, and she’s flown back home to New York. I’m also not sure how anxious Guttman is to prove his arrest was a mistake and to have a new case to prove.”

“I hear that, especially one that is this high profile. Have you watched the news?”

“Last night. It’s so strange to hear little ol’ Maycroft mentioned on the national news stations.” She hesitated but decided to go ahead and tell him everything, including the part about Lizzie Bogmire. “The thing is, it’s about to get a whole lot stranger.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sit back. I have a story to tell you about a thief, a book, and a big, fat lie.”
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Deena’s brain was bursting at the seams when she pulled onto her street in Butterfly Gardens. She loved the quietness of her little piece of heaven in the suburbs. Too bad she couldn’t quiet the voice in her head. What could she say to Betty to convince her to go back to Max’s house? Obviously, Max couldn’t visit her at the library since he was being held by the long arm of the law, and his news wasn’t something he wanted to deliver over the phone.

Max had said he really wanted the meeting to take place tomorrow so that his secret about Lizzie wouldn’t hit the news before he had a chance to apologize to Betty.

Tomorrow. Was today Wednesday? Thursday? The past week seemed to have all run together. 

As she approached the house, she was surprised to see the garage door up. Gary must have come home early for some reason. One of the things Gary took great pride in was the fact that they could actually park both of their cars in their garage, unlike most of their neighbors who kept at least one car in the driveway. Of course, it didn’t hurt that Gary drove a small Mercedes.

As she got closer, she saw that her parking spot in the garage was taken. She suddenly felt violated, as though another woman were lying in bed next to her husband. She pulled in behind it and had a sinking feeling in her stomach.

Then it dawned on her. It must be Thursday, and her mother-in-law was here.

With all the distraction of the Dekker case, she had barely had time to think about Gary’s birthday, much less cleaning her house for her in-laws. Don’t do it, she thought, resisting the temptation to just pull out and drive off. You can do this.

She got out of her car, one foot at a time as if moving in slow motion. She took a deep breath and headed in through the garage.

Opening the door slowly, she listened for voices. All she could hear was the faint chatter of the television. Hurley barked and startled the bajeezers out of her.

Gary sat in his recliner and pushed down the leg rest when he saw her. He put his finger to his mouth and made a soft shushing sound. “Quiet. She’s resting,” he whispered.

Deena set her purse and keys on the entryway table and tiptoed like a cat burglar to the den. She motioned for Gary to follow her to the bedroom. She closed the door quietly behind them.

Gary opened the outside door to the patio to let Hurley out. “Where have you been?” he asked in a hushed tone.

Deena pulled off her jeans to find a more suitable outfit to wear for Mrs. Sharpe. “I was at Max Dekker’s and then Ian’s office. I forgot she was coming today. You might have mentioned it last night, you know.” 

“I just assumed you remembered. You do remember that we’re having a party here on Saturday with lots of people coming, right?”

She shot him a look. “Duh.” 

Deena couldn’t really be annoyed with him since she hadn’t cooked, cleaned, or even bought him a present. One thing she didn’t have to worry about was the cake. She just needed to slip out later and ask Christy Ann if she would make it on her own tomorrow. Maybe if Deena mentioned her mother-in-law, Christy Ann would be able to relate.

As she slipped into navy slacks and a soft coral sweater, a soft knock at the bedroom door caused them both to freeze. Suddenly, Deena was back in high school, and her father was about to catch her kissing her boyfriend. 

Gary walked over and opened the door. “Mother, you’re up.”

“It was hard to sleep with all that racket.” She looked across the room to the dressing area. “Deena, you’re home. Finally.”

Deena slipped on her loafers and then gave her mother-in-law an obligatory hug.

The elder Mrs. Sharpe looked down at Deena’s feet. “I believe I wore those same shoes when I was a child.” She turned and walked back to the den and sat on the sofa.

Deena and Gary followed.

“Gary, dear, would you mind fixing me a glass of iced tea?” She picked up a magazine.

“I’ll get it,” Deena said and hurried to the kitchen. 

Gary walked up behind Deena and kissed her on the neck.

She opened the cabinet. “It’s gonna be a long weekend.”
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The alarm rang bright and early Friday morning. Deena had a lot to accomplish. First, she needed to run up to the library to talk to Betty about Max. She dreaded it, but she was glad to get it over with early. Then, she needed to shop for party food, prepare the food, clean her house, buy Gary a birthday present—all while babysitting her mother-in-law. 

Focus. She showered, dressed, and dried her hair as quietly as possible, hoping not to awake the sleeping giant. 

When Deena came out of the bedroom, Mrs. Sharpe was already up and dressed. Her hair, the color of white frosting, was pinned in a neat bun on the back of her head. Her purple knit pantsuit looked like a Garanimals outfit they used to sell at Sears. She was piddling in the kitchen. “Would you like a cup of coffee, dear?”

Deena let out a sigh. “Sure.” If her mother-in-law was going to take over her kitchen, she might as well let her serve her. “Milk and sweetener, please.” She sat at the kitchen table and looked at the newspaper. The crossword puzzle had already been filled out. 

“I took the liberty of cleaning out your refrigerator. I’d hate to see you or my baby boy poisoned by any of that spoiled food.” Her reading glasses hung on a chain around her neck. “You really should pay attention to those expiration dates.” She set a cup of coffee and a saucer on the table in front of Deena.

Deena had forgotten she even had those cups and saucers. She had gotten them as a wedding gift. Usually she just grabbed a large mug or an insulated travel cup. 

“Next, I’m going to start on the pantry.”

Deena didn’t have the energy to argue. “Thanks,” she mumbled, reading the front page of the newspaper. The main story was Dan’s article about the murder case. No mention of Barbara Conroy or Lizzie Bogmire. She was relieved. Hopefully she could get Betty to speak to Max before the scandal broke about Max’s plagiarism, although compared to a murder charge, it might not seem so shocking to anyone but Betty. 

“Are you reading the story about Max Dekker? It’s so fascinating. It even has your name in it as a possible second victim.” Mrs. Sharpe placed another cup of coffee on the table and sat next to Deena.

The night before at dinner, Deena had told Gary and his mother all the latest about the Dekker case. The elder Mrs. Sharpe had been mesmerized. Apparently, she was a big fan of the writer and of mysteries in general. She seemed impressed that her daughter-in-law knew the big-time author and was helping him prove his innocence. 

Deena had finally felt a kinship with the woman. It was short-lived, however, when Mrs. Sharpe made a catty remark about going out for dinner instead of Deena having prepared a meal. Of course, her food was too spicy, the service was too slow, and the restaurant was too dark. Besides that, she seemed to enjoy Deena’s story. She thought it was despicable that he had put his name on someone else’s story and vowed to write him a letter to tell him so.

“Are you going up to the library to talk to that Lizzie woman this morning?” Mrs. Sharpe asked as she finished re-reading the article over Deena’s shoulder.

“Betty. Lizzie is her sister who passed away. But yes.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Mrs. Sharpe said. “Maybe whoever killed Mrs. Dekker killed the sister, too. Maybe Max Dekker killed her to keep her quiet.”

Deena hadn’t considered that angle. “Hmm. Like I said, I think Max is being framed. But maybe Barbara—no, Barbara didn’t seem to know who Lizzie Bogmire was until she found out about the will. But still, maybe Betty will tell me the circumstances surrounding her sister’s death.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“I think it would be best if I spoke to Betty alone, but I appreciate the offer.”

“All right. You seem to have a real knack for this investigative stuff.”

Deena smiled and drank down the end of her coffee, relieved Mrs. Sharpe did not insist on accompanying her to the library.

“But I want to go shopping with you to buy food at the market. I can show you how to save Gary’s hard-earned money, especially now that you aren’t working.”

And there it was. Just when she thought she could actually like the woman.

* * *
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EXPECTING TO BE THE only person there, Deena was surprised to see a group of people milling around the library when she arrived at eight-thirty. A sign on the front counter read: “Genealogy for Beginners,” and she immediately understood why she was the youngest visitor.

Betty was talking to an elderly couple by one of the computer stations. 

Deena had always been interested in the topic and had once tried some of the ancestry sites online. Afraid she might uncover more relatives like her mother-in-law, she had taken a break from searching. 

Nancy and Betty had overlapping shifts, so Betty was manning the place alone. 

Maybe this wasn’t the best time to do this, but for Deena, it was now or never. She caught Betty’s attention and gestured toward the front counter. 

Betty nodded and told the couple she would be back to help them in a while. “How are you doing, dear?” she asked, looking Deena up and down.

“I’m fine—thanks to you.”

Betty dismissed the comment with a wave of her hand. “It was nothing. Are you here for more cookbooks?”

“What? No. I’ve given up on that. I’m here about you, actually.”

Betty narrowed her eyes. “Me? Whatever for?” 

“It’s about Max Dekker. He wants to talk to you.”

“To me? Why would that horrible man want to talk to me?” She glanced around the library at the busy seniors.

“He’s really not that bad when you get to know him.”

“Get to know him? I hope I never lay eyes on him again. Why would I want to talk to someone who cheats on his wife, kills her, and then tries to kill my friend? You’d be best to stay away from him yourself, if you know what’s good for you.” Betty walked off toward the computers.

The last comment caught Deena’s attention. It sounded more like a threat than a warning. She knew this wasn’t going to be an easy sell, so she was ready to pull out the big guns. 

A book about World War I lay on the counter. Deena picked it up and turned to an inside page and strolled over to Betty. She whispered casually, “It’s about your sister.”

“My sister?” Betty practically yelled.

“Shhh,” Deena said. “We’re in a library.” She had always wanted to shush a librarian.

“But I—” Betty stopped, straightened her shoulders, and marched to the library office.

Deena followed. By the time she caught up to Betty, the woman’s face had flushed to a bright red.

“I have no idea what this is about or how my sister could be involved, but I repeat—I have no intention of talking to that despicable man! I want you to stay out of my business and out of this library. You have no right to come in here and start stirring things up, especially after all I’ve done for you. You are nothing but a busybody. Everybody in town says so. Now get out and don’t come back!” She waved her arm, pointing toward the door.

Deena felt the color drain from her face. Her eyes watered as she turned to leave. She hurried out the door and got in her car. By the time she started the engine, the waterworks had begun to flow. 

She had never upset someone so much in her life. All she wanted to do was help, but it was obvious Betty was hurt. 

I should have minded my own business. Deena covered her face with her hands. She hadn’t realized that her sister’s death had been so hard on Betty. But she should have known. And then to bring up Max Dekker in the same conversation. Deena already knew Betty despised him. She reached in her glove compartment for some tissues and blew her nose. 

She wanted to go back in and apologize. Deena hated loose ends and wanted to tie this one back up and make it right. She looked at her mascara-streaked face in the mirror. Betty wasn’t ready to hear her apology. She knew that. Hopefully, when the time was right, Betty would be more forgiving of Deena than she was of Max Dekker.

How was she going to face her mother-in-law like this? What would she say? Deena drove around town wishing she had never gotten out of bed. 

Betty’s reaction was downright visceral. Why was she so hateful when it came to Max Dekker? Could she really be so angry just because she saw him kiss the other woman? 

She thought back to their conversation that day in the library. Betty had seemed smitten with Max. She had arranged to have him teach the class. She made him a casserole and gave him all those cookies, for goodness sake. Now she wanted nothing to do with him. Could it be that somehow Betty found out what he had done to her sister?

It was another blustery day in Maycroft. The trees were dropping their leaves and blanketing the lawns of Butterfly Gardens with Mother Nature’s colorful quilt. Deena couldn’t see the beauty. To her it felt like the world was conspiring to smother her under the weight of the wet blanket.

At last, she headed home. She parked in the driveway and prepared to face the music.

“What on earth happened to you?” Mrs. Sharpe asked. “You look like you lost your best friend.”

Deena rubbed her swollen eyes. “Not my best friend, but a friend nonetheless.”

Mrs. Sharpe took off the yellow plastic gloves she was wearing to work in the kitchen and engulfed Deena in a tight hug. “Now, now. It’ll all be okay. This too shall pass.”

Deena stiffened, unaccustomed to physical contact with Gary’s mother. However, those last few words brought on a familiar feeling. Gary often said the same thing to comfort her. She relaxed in the woman’s arms. Maybe her husband got some of his capacity for kindness from his mother after all.

“Now just sit down over here, and I’ll fix you a nice cup of hot tea.” She led Deena to the kitchen table.

Deena didn’t want to say that she’d prefer another cup of coffee. “Thank you,” she said. Who knows, maybe hot tea did indeed offer some healing power, like chicken soup or a salt-water gargle.

Mrs. Sharpe busied herself filling the dusty, rarely used teakettle that Deena kept for decoration on the stove. “Was that Lizzie woman mean to you? Do you want me to talk to her?”

“Betty,” she said. “Yes, but it was probably my fault. I brought up her sister, and it obviously caused her a lot of pain. That’s when she yelled at me.” Deena felt like a little girl telling her mother about the schoolyard bully. “She said she didn’t want me to ever come back to the library again.”

“Well now, that’s just silly. It’s a public library. You have just as much right to be there as anyone.” She set a teacup and saucer on the table.

Deena dabbed her eyes with a tissue as she thought of the stinging words Betty had used. “She also said I was a busybody and that everybody in town agrees.”

Mrs. Sharpe stamped her foot. “Now that’s simply not true. Just because you try to help people doesn’t make you a busybody.” The teakettle whistled, and she brought it over with a tea bag she must have found in the back of Deena’s pantry. “Why, Gary tells me all the time about how brave you are and proud he is that you stand up for other people. If she doesn’t understand that, well then she can just go jump in the lake.”

Deena giggled. It warmed her to be defended for a change. She had never dreamed that Gary bragged about her to his mother. The aroma of the brewing tea did its magic. Deena stirred slowly and relaxed.

Mrs. Sharpe brought a cup for herself and sat down with Deena. “This Lizzie–I mean Betty—sounds like a real piece of work. She’s saving your life one minute, and then biting your head off the next. Sounds like a crazy woman to me.”

Smiling, Deena blew into her cup and took a sip. She relished the hot brew traveling down her insides, filling a place in her soul she hadn’t realized was empty.

Mrs. Sharpe set down her cup. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she comes from a long line of crazies. After all, who has two daughters with the same name?”

Tilting her head, Deena asked, “What do you mean?”

“Back in my day, no one was named Betty or Lizzie.” Those were both just nicknames. Shortened versions of Elizabeth.”

Deena took another sip of tea. She thought for a minute. Then a chill came over her despite the warm tea. Goosebumps popped out on her arms. It seemed she had a clear head for the first time in two weeks. She sucked in a deep breath and shivered.

“Are you all right, dear?”

“I’ve got to go,” Deena said and leaped out of the chair. “I’ll explain later.” She grabbed her purse and keys off the entry table and dashed out to her car. 

Betty Donaldson just thought she had seen the last of Deena.
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Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? Obviously, Betty had been obsessed with Max Dekker. She had practically blackmailed the woman at the college to get her to set up the writing class. Had Betty planned at that point to kill Max or was she really after his wife?

Deena’s mind went back to that first day in class. Betty had been late because she had gone home to get supper. But when it was time to serve Lydia’s cookies, she said she was starving. For a woman who was so thin and gaunt that she could walk between the raindrops, it was doubtful she could pack away much food. That must have been when she went to the salon to cut Alexis’s brake line. Plus, she obviously knew her way around cars. She proved that the night she supposedly saved Deena’s life.

Cookies. Betty had taken that big stack and put them on the desk for Max. That must have been when she dropped the greasy handkerchief in his briefcase. She had been wearing little plastic gloves like they wear to serve food in the school cafeteria. And Deena just thought Betty was being precautious because of germs. That sneak!

Deena pressed down harder on the gas pedal, blinding rage taking over her good sense. The closer she got to the library, the more convinced she was that Betty had killed Alexis Dekker.

So why try to frame Max for his wife’s murder and then take him a casserole? Maybe to pretend to care about him? Deena would have to get that answer from Betty before she wrung her neck. The streetlight turned yellow at Main and Crawford, and Deena punched it. She pulled into a spot near the front door and leaped out of her car.

Inside, the genealogy group was gone. In a back corner sat the Pee Wee Story Time Circle. A group of small children listened as a woman read aloud. 

No sign of Betty. 

Deena stormed over to the front counter and banged repeatedly on the little metal bell. 

Betty came out from the back, her usual sour face more puckered than normal. Seeing Deena, her eyes widened and her mouth dropped.

“It was you, wasn’t it?” Deena scowled across the counter, pointing a shaky finger. “How dare you play the self-righteous martyr when you knew all along you were guilty!”

A shushing sound arose from the back of the library. Deena turned to see the whole group of mommies and their children admonishing her. When she turned back around, Betty was gone. 

Deena raced around the counter into the back office. 

Betty stood by a tall file cabinet trying to unlock it. 

Balling her fists, Deena said, “Admit it! I want to hear you say it.”

Betty’s hand shook as she tried to aim the key into the small hole. “Now dear, I don’t know what you think I have done, but I can assure you—”

Deena rushed toward her and grabbed at the key, knocking it to the floor. “Murderer! You killed Alexis Dekker and tried to frame Max. Then you went after me.”

Betty threw an elbow at Deena and picked up the key. “You’re insane!” The cabinet clicked open, and she reached down to pull open the bottom drawer.

Deena banged it shut with her foot. “Liar! I know who you are, Elizabeth Bogmire. That was your maiden name, right? The name you used when you wrote that short story back in college.”

Betty turned around slowly and glared at Deena. Her expression had changed. Her dark eyes and stiff lips revealed a look that was both maniacal and amused. “So you figured it out. Well, good for you.” 

“Will you two hold it down in here?” It was a woman from the reading circle. “You’re scaring the children.”

“Good!” Betty shouted. “I hate those kids anyway.”

The woman gasped.

“Call the police!” Deena yelled. “Call 9-1-1.”

The woman turned on her heels before she was able to see Betty cold-cock Deena with a stapler to the back of her head.

Deena stumbled forward but caught herself on the desk. She picked up a three-hole punch and swung it like a bat toward Betty who managed to duck just in time. 

“I should have let you die, too! Then Max Dekker would be in prison, and you wouldn’t have gotten in my way.” Betty charged at Deena, pushing her backward toward the laminating machine. Deena’s right arm pressed against the hot roller, and she let out a scream. 

But then her short stint at karate class kicked in. Tears blurred her vision as she swung her leg around to kick her attacker. She was surprised when her foot made contact with Betty’s shoulder. Deena didn’t know she could get her leg that high. Must have been the extra adrenaline. 

Betty flew backward, knocking a large computer monitor onto the floor. Bits of glass and plastic sprayed her legs like shrapnel as she landed on the hard linoleum. She crawled toward the back exit, trying to push open the heavy glass door.

Deena reached for a book off the rolling cart and hurled it at Betty. “Here! Shelve this, you old witch!” She grabbed at the books, throwing them like grenades as Betty tried to bat them away. A particularly large cookbook met its target, hitting Betty square in the face. 

Betty reached up and grabbed her bloody nose just as the sirens sounded and flashing lights flickered outside the back door. 

The officers rushed in to find Betty crumpled on the floor, and Deena holding a dictionary. “Well, this is a fine mess,” the officer said. 

Deena recognized him from the night her brake line had been cut. “Arrest her, officer,” Deena said as she gasped to catch her breath. “She killed Alexis Dekker and then tried to kill me.”

* * *
[image: image]


IT TOOK A WHILE TO sort things out. The police hauled both Deena and Betty to the station. Ian came and sat with Deena while she gave her statement. 

Luckily, the woman who called the police had stepped back into the office in time to hear Betty’s confession. Her testimony sealed Betty’s fate and corroborated Deena’s story.

According to Detective Guttman, Betty had no remorse for her crime and even bragged about the details once she realized she’d been caught—hook, line, and sinker.

Detective Guttman insisted that Deena be checked out at the hospital before she returned home. The burn on her arm was pretty bad, and from the looks of the bump on the back of her head, she might have a concussion.

That took another hour or so, although Deena had lost track of the time. She had left her purse and cellphone in her car at the library, so she borrowed Ian’s phone to call Gary. As usual, Gary was in a meeting, so she left a message for him to call Ian. 

As a nurse wrapped her arm in gauze, someone pulled back the examining room curtain and stepped inside. It was Dan.

Deena couldn’t believe it. He must have charmed his way to the back of the emergency room. “How did you know I was here?”

“I heard on the police scanner there was a disturbance at the library, and I had a feeling you’d be involved.” He touched the side of his nose. “I’ve always told you I can smell a news story from miles away. So who won the fight, you or Betty Donaldson?”

“I think I did.”

“That’s my girl.” He sat in a chair. “Of course, you may have won the battle, but there’s still a war going on out there. There are a lot of Betty Donaldsons, and that’s why you need to come back to work at the newspaper. You can help trap these rats and keep the mean streets of Maycroft safe and sound.”

“Dan, don’t be so cynical. Maycroft is a great place to live. Unfortunately, there are some people who fall prey to evil, but to say the place is crawling with rats? That’s a bit much, don’t you think? I mean, Betty wasn’t always like this, I’m sure.”

Dan crossed his legs and brushed dirt off the side of his boot. “Like Mark Antony said, ‘The evil that men do lives after them. The good is often buried with their bones.’”

Always the teacher, Deena corrected him. “Interred, not buried. If you’re gonna quote Shakespeare, at least get it right. You don’t want to be accused of plagiarism, after all.”

* * *
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WHEN DAN DROPPED HER off at the house, Gary was just pulling in. He opened the car door to help her out. “I talked to Ian. Are you okay?”

“Yes, just a little bumped and bruised—and burned.” 

Gary stuck his head around the car door. “Thanks for bringing her home.”

“No problem,” Dan said. “See you tomorrow at the party.” 

Gary shut the car door and led Deena by the shoulders. “You invited him to my birthday party?”

“It just kinda came out.”

“You know I’m not going to lecture you about all of this now, but don’t think we’re not going to talk about it later,” Gary said, opening the front door.

“I know.” She walked straight to the kitchen table and sat down, resting her arm on the table so Hurley wouldn’t scratch it as he jumped. “You realize that I found the killer, right?”

“I do. How did you figure out it was Betty Donaldson?”

“It was actually something your mother said about Betty’s name. By the way, where is your mother?”

“Maybe she’s resting.” Gary disappeared down the hallway. When he came back, his face was pale. “She’s not there, but her car was in the garage, right?”

“Check the backyard,” Deena said. After what she’d just been through, she had lost the energy to panic.

Gary hurried to the patio. “She’s not there either,” he said, his voice cracking. “What should we do? Call the police?”

Deena got up and walked toward the kitchen, spotting something on the counter. It was a piece of paper. She doubted it was a ransom note. The kidnappers would have willingly returned her mother-in-law by now. Deena read it aloud. “‘At the neighbor’s house making coke.’” She looked up at Gary. Now she was worried. “Making coke? Like cocaine? Do you think she’s at Ed’s house next door? I should have guessed he was a drug dealer!” She started toward the door.

Gary grabbed the note from her hand. “This doesn’t say coke—it says cake. She’s making a cake.”

Deena smile sheepishly. “Ohhh. That makes more sense. She must be at Christy Ann’s.”

Gary held Deena’s arm as they crossed the street. Christy Ann’s five-year-old son answered the door. “Mommy, that lady is here!” he yelled and shut the door in their faces. Christy Ann returned, her blonde locks perfectly coifed. She wore a cute, ruffled apron. “Come on in, you two. Sylvia and I were just finishing up.”

Deena glanced at Gary and then followed Christy Ann. It was only the second time Deena had been inside the dragon’s lair. It was messier this time, with kids’ toys strewn everywhere. The TV blared, and the three children seemed to be competing for their mother’s attention. The baby won. Christy Ann picked her up and put her in a highchair in the kitchen.

The aroma of sweet baked goods filled the room. Mrs. Sharpe sat at the kitchen table cutting up a mound of fresh fruits and vegetables. “Well, look who decided to finally come home. After we made the cake—you know, the one you said you could bake yourself with no problem—we decided to work on the party food over here. That was several hours ago.”

“But I—”

Gary came to the rescue. “Mother, Deena has been at the hospital.”

His mother turned and stared at Deena’s bandaged arm. “Oh dear. Bless your heart. Come sit down. Are you all right? Do you need anything? Were you in an accident in that big fancy car of yours?”

Christy Ann brought Deena a glass of iced tea. “Oh my. Your hair is a mess. What happened?”

It seemed Christy Ann and Sylvia Sharpe were two peas spawned from the same pod. “I’m fine.” She took a sip of the sweet elixir. “I got in a fight with Betty Donaldson at the library.”

“Like a fist-fight?” asked Christy Ann, her nose wrinkled with disgust.

“It was more of an office-supply fight.” Deena proceeded to tell the whole story while Christy Ann dashed back and forth between the kitchen and the family room. Christy Ann already knew a surprising amount of information about the case, courtesy of the Maycroft gossip mill. 

By the time Deena told them about how she had put the clues together and reenacted the fight scene, the vegetables and fruit were chopped, the homemade dips were prepared, and there were four dozen freshly baked cookies packed up in little tins. The only thing left was the big cake reveal.

When Christy Ann pulled the cover off the cake plate, there sat a perfectly delicious-looking chocolate swirl cake garnished around the bottom with white, fluffy divinity clouds. 

All Deena could say was, “What?”

“You don’t like it?” Christy Ann asked, sticking out her bottom lip.

“Oh, it’s not that. In fact, it’s beautiful. It’s just not what I had envisioned at all.”

“What ever do you mean, child?” Mrs. Sharpe asked.

Deena’s eyes darted back and forth between the cake and her mother-in-law. Had this been a trick? “I thought the recipe said to put the divinity in the cake, not on it. Where’s that card?”

Christy Ann presented her with the recipe and smirked. “Looks like someone needs some reading glasses.”

Mrs. Sharpe let out a boisterous laugh. “Can you even imagine?” She turned to Christy Ann as if they were sharing a private joke. “Honey,” she said to Deena, “maybe you better just stay out of the kitchen and stick to solving mysteries. I’m surprised you haven’t burned down the whole house!”
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Chapter 25
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Gary’s sister and her family arrived early. Gary manned the grill on the patio. Deena helped Mrs. Sharpe set out the food.

Christy Ann and her kids were the first of the non-family guests to arrive. Her husband, Parker, was still on the golf course and would be joining them later. She gave Deena quick air kisses and went straight to Mrs. Sharpe, hugging her shoulders. “Sylvia! You look so pretty today.” 

The two older children had on their swim trunks and floaties. They barely stopped long enough to put down their towels before jumping in the pool. They seemed oblivious to the fact that the water temperature had dropped over the past week.

“Who’s minding the store?” Deena asked Sandra when she and Ian arrived. 

“My niece is there today with one of her friends. I wouldn’t miss this party for the world.” Sandra glowed in her maternity sundress, and Ian looked more relaxed than usual. “I want to hear all about your pounding of Betty Donaldson. You know I never liked her.”

Deena shook her head. “Oh, bless her heart. Hate can do mighty strange things to a person’s mind. Before that, though, I want to hear what Ian found out from Guttman.”

“Me, too,” Mrs. Sharpe said, hooking her arm through Deena’s. She had sneaked up behind them. “Better make it quick. We have more guests to greet.”

Deena smiled. “Yes, we do.”

“Betty sang like a canary,” Ian said. “She even confessed to putting the GPS tracker on Deena’s car. Apparently, she had bought it to keep tabs on her husband but had switched it over to your car when Lydia told her you were going to the cops. She said you were being too nosy for your own good.”

“Did she say why she went over to Max’s house with a casserole? Was she planning on poisoning him?” Deena asked, still confused about that point.

“Betty told Guttman that it had been her sick dream all along to see Max lose something he cherished and then have to pay for it. She thought it was the price he should pay for stealing her story and her chance to be rich and famous.”

“So that must be why she wanted us to take food to him. She wanted to witness his grief for herself. No wonder she was so mad to see him standing there kissing another woman instead.”

“Why didn’t she just sue him?” Sandra asked. “That’s what everyone else does.”

Ian shook his head. “Because she had no proof. He had the only copy of the story.” 

“So Barbara Conroy had nothing to do with the murder then,” Deena said.

“That’s correct. Guttman got in touch with her. She was still in New York at the time of the murder. She also said she was the one who picked up the greasy handkerchief from Max’s desk and threw it into the boxes of clothes she took to the thrift store.”

“Did Betty say why she stopped me from driving my car after she went to the trouble of cutting my brake line?” Deena asked.

Ian nodded. “She said that after Max was arrested, she thought you wouldn’t still be a problem. I guess you proved her wrong.”

“Another mystery solved,” Mrs. Sharpe said.

Sandra put one hand on Deena’s shoulder and patted her own belly with the other. “This baby is going to have the smartest godparents in all of Maycroft.”

“Me and Gary?” Deena asked wide-eyed. 

“Of course! Now don’t start being a dim-wit or else I’ll change my mind.”

Deena thought her heart would explode as she gave her friend a big bear hug, being careful not to squish the baby.

Just then, Russell and Estelle came through the front door with Cliff right behind them. He was leading someone by the hand. “Deena,” he said, “I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Rosemary.”

At that moment, she knew this day couldn’t get any better.

* * *
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THAT EVENING AFTER all the partygoers had left, Deena plopped down on the sofa to enjoy the blissful sound of quiet. 

Gary sat down beside her and put his arm over her shoulders. “Thank you for the great party. Best ever.”

“You should thank your mother, too.”

As if on cue, Mrs. Sharpe strolled in from the hallway. “I think I’m going to bed. It’s been a tiring day, especially with your sister’s family here. I mean to say, I love my grandchildren, but they can be so exhausting. That’s why I enjoy coming here where it is so calm and peaceful.”

Deena couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “But I thought you hated it that we didn’t have children.”

“I never said that. I was sad for you two, of course, but some children need to learn to be seen and not heard, like back in my day. Well, goodnight all.”

Deena was shocked. All this time she thought her mother-in-law resented her for being childless.

Before Mrs. Sharpe left the room, she offered up one more dig. “And Deena, dear, you really shouldn’t ask Gary to help you clean up. After all, you did make him cook at his own birthday party.”

Deena bit her lip and nodded.

After his mother was safely out of sight, Gary whispered in Deena’s ear, “I think you two are bonding.”

She laughed and then covered her mouth to stifle the sound. “She’s not all bad, I suppose. She did raise an incredible son.”

“Who chose an incredibly brave woman to marry.”

“Brave or dumb?”

“You tell me?”

Deena paused to consider the question. “Did you know that Ian offered me my old job back as an investigator for his law firm?”

“Are you serious? In the course of two weeks, you went from unemployed to having two job offers. First, as a crime reporter and now, as an investigator.” He scratched his head. “I think I like the idea of your being safely behind the counter at the thrift store over either of those two options.”

Deena turned to face her husband. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life sitting in a rocking chair on the porch. That’s not really a life.”

“So what are you thinking? Do you want to go back to work at the newspaper?”

“After talking to Dan and seeing how cynical the job has made him, I don’t think so. On the other hand, Ian still has such a big heart for people. He said he needs someone like me who shares his desire to help others. With Ian, it wouldn’t be a full-time job. He would just ask for my help on certain cases. I could still run my antique business and maybe even tackle that mystery novel.”

“And learn to cook,” Mrs. Sharpe called out. 

Deena turned to see her mother-in-law’s head sticking out from around the corner in the hallway.

“I’ll teach you myself. It will be fun.” She took a few steps closer. “You wouldn’t mind if I stay here with you two for a while, would you?”

Deena turned slowly back toward Gary, her eyes big as saucers. “It’s going to be a long, cold winter.”

* * *
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THE END
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Chapter 1 
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Dead bodies and zombies were the furthest things from Deena Sharpe’s mind as she drove up to the church on that cold October evening. Her thoughts were focused more on children and temptation.

What was it about tulle and rhinestones that little girls found so irresistible? Maybe it had something to do with weddings. Regardless, Disney sure knew how to take advantage of that association when it came to making princess costumes. Deena counted at least ten miniature Cinderellas or Sophias or whoever, as she got out of her SUV at the annual First Methodist Church Halloween Carnival.

Technically, the carnival wasn’t supposed to start for another half hour or so, which meant the goblins, ghouls, and ghosts running around must have been children of volunteers who were there to set up the tables and decorations.

Deena carefully lifted the cake box off the passenger seat and made her way across the parking lot looking for Wendy Fairmont. As a member of their church, they were lucky Wendy had agreed to use her party planning magic on this one last fund-raising project before getting married and moving to Dallas the next month.

The clouds overhead threatened to drench the outdoor festivities and made the early evening sky even darker than usual. Deena, always having been a little clumsy, walked extra carefully, holding the box at arm’s length as though she were a member of the royal court entrusted with the crown jewels. A speed bump took her by surprise, but she managed to keep her balance without falling face-first on top of the beautiful cake she had worked so hard to perfect.

Gary’s mother, Sylvia, had been staying with them for six long weeks, and Deena felt like she’d been through a crash course in Homemaking 101. Her mother-in-law was unstoppable, which was amazing since she was in her early eighties. This particular cake was orange peel and German chocolate. It screamed Halloween and was going into the bake sale. She had decorated the top with a bright orange and green pumpkin. Deena had wanted to put a ghost on top, but Sylvia had said that ghosts weren’t Christian-like.

A pint-sized Ninja Turtle ran up and stopped Deena in her tracks, yelling, “Let me see! Let me see!” as he bounced up and down like a yo-yo. 

His frazzled mother caught him by the hand. “Sorry, Mrs. Sharpe. Apparently, my husband was a little generous with the sugar candy today.”

Deena smiled. “No problem, Jackie. Let me show him.” She knelt down and felt a pinch in her lower back. After standing in the kitchen baking all afternoon, she was feeling all of her nearly sixty years of age. She opened the top of the box to reveal her masterpiece.

“Me want! Me want!” the small fry cried as though his life depended on it.

His mother stopped him before he could take a two-finger sample. “That looks delicious, but it would be devastating to my figure,” Jackie said. “I’m still trying to lose baby weight from this one.” Her son ran over to his father, who was holding the boy’s sister by the hand.

Deena looked wistfully at the happy family. She thought about her best friend, Sandra, who was due to have her first baby anytime now. She looked back at Jackie, a former student in her journalism class. “That’s the thing about cake...and life. Sometimes you take the good with the bad and just pray they cancel each other out.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said. “You know, you always were one of my favorite teachers.”

“I better get this cake to the bake sale before I end up dropping it,” Deena said, embarrassed and flattered by the compliment. “Have you seen Wendy Fairmont?”

“She was over there a few minutes ago.” Jackie motioned toward a portable building as her little Ninja Turtle dragged her off onto his next adventure.

Deena maneuvered through the human obstacle course toward the old building the church often used for storage. Maybe they had moved the bake sale inside since it looked like rain. Deena hurried over and opened the door. The room was dark except for a few orange and white twinkle lights. She blinked, trying to adjust her eyes. 

Voices drifted from the far side of the room. 

“Wendy?” As she took a few steps toward the voices, her foot caught on something, and she reeled sideways. A smooth fabric covered her face as her body went one way and the cake box another. “Help!” she cried as she hit the floor. Her shoulder landed on something lumpy, and she heard crashing sounds all around.

The mumbled voices grew clearer until they were right above her. 

“Who’s there? Are you okay? Turn on the lights,” one of the voices said. 

“I can’t find the switch,” another responded.

All the while, Deena lay on the ground like a mummy wrapped up for burial. One of her captors, or saviors—she wasn’t sure which yet—tugged at the fabric draping her body. She felt like a turtle caught in a net as she wriggled to free herself.  

At last the lights came on, and Deena looked up to see two ketchup-covered zombies staring down at her. Out of her dark cocoon, she quickly realized where she was. Apparently, she had stumbled into the haunted house. 

The two teenagers froze, their eyes wide and mouths gaping.

“I’m so sorry,” Deena said. “I’ll help you fix everything back up.” As she unwound the black satin draped around her feet, she could smell the stench of alcohol, something akin to Jack Daniel’s. Maybe she had caught the teens drinking. That must be why they looked like deer caught in the headlights. But when they both took a step back, she realized they weren’t staring at her, but instead their eyes were fixed on something behind her.

She turned her head to look back over her shoulder. There, crumpled on the floor behind her, was Ray Brewster, the church custodian, with his eyes half closed and reeking of whiskey. Had he come in here to drink and then passed out? She was sitting on one of his legs, so she pushed off the ground to stand up. Her whole left side ached. 

Ray, whose back was resting against a makeshift wall made of haystacks, teetered and toppled over. His head landed on the now-opened cake box. 

Deena shook his shoulder. “Ray. Ray! Wake up!” 

The girl zombie let out a blood-curdling scream that would have impressed the most discerning of apocalyptic TV show producers and ran out the door. 

Deena put her hand on the man’s wrist. That’s when she realized there would be no waking up Ray Brewster. He was dead.

* * *
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TWO POLICE OFFICERS arrived at the scene followed by the paramedics. Deena recognized one of them from a previous encounter. Officer Hitchcock always looked like he’d just finished eating Thanksgiving dinner. His potbelly challenged the buttons holding his uniform together and a toothpick seemed permanently attached to his mouth.

Hitchcock parted the small crowd and warned them to stay back as he and his fellow first responders entered the portable building.

As Deena expected, the carnival had been moved inside the fellowship hall due to the impending rain. She waited outside the building for the officers to perform their official duties.

Nervous parents hurried their little ones inside the church past the flashing lights of the squad car and ambulance. Teenagers, on the other hand, gathered around the ghoulish scene hoping to catch a glimpse of the corpse.

Stephanie Gander, the zombie girl, stood off to one side, still shaking from the scene she had witnessed inside the building. She seemed to relish the attention she was getting from her classmates who couldn’t believe she’d seen a “real, live dead person.”

Deena bit her tongue, resisting the urge to point out the oxymoron in that phrase. Once a teacher, always a teacher, she thought.

Stephanie’s fellow zombie, Charlie Abbott, who had also been inside, gave a blow-by-blow account to his friends of Deena’s foibles, complete with sound effects. They were duly impressed and gave him fist bumps to express their approval.

Deena shivered, wishing she had grabbed a heavier jacket. Her wrist ached from trying to catch herself when she fell. A hand touched her shoulder and made her jump. She spun around to see Charlie’s father, Reverend Abbott. 

His face was taut with worry, making him look older than his forty-five years. “What’s going on out here? Did someone get hurt?” 

“Dad!” Charlie yelled, and ran up to his father. “It’s Ray Brewster. He’s dead.”

Even in the dusky light, Deena could see the reverend’s face turn pale as the color drained and practically dripped onto his black dress shoes.

“Dead? Are you sure?” He took a step forward and bumped Deena’s sore shoulder.

“Ouch!” she said, grabbing her arm. “Yes, we’re pretty sure. The police and paramedics are in there now.”

“Sorry,” he said absent-mindedly. “What happened?”

Before Deena could answer, Charlie repeated his chorus of “Mrs. Sharpe’s Latest Blunder,” only embellishing the story slightly. 

“Are you okay?” Reverend Abbott asked her. 

“Yes. Just a little bruised. Better than Old Man Brewster.” She bit her tongue again. Although the description was accurate—that’s what everyone in town called him—the moniker was insensitive. 

Ray had been working at the church for the past year or so and was Reverend Abbott’s latest pet project. In the past five years since he had been the church’s minister, he had made it a personal mission to take in the “wretched refuse of their teeming shores” and try to set them on the straight and narrow. 

Ray Brewster had been his biggest challenge yet.

“Junior, you and your friends need to go inside and help out in there.”

“Da-a-a-d!” the boy said, sticking out his chin.

“Sorry. I mean, Charlie. And tell your mother what’s going on.”

Charlie called for his friends to follow him, and the small herd walked off toward the fellowship hall.

The door of the portable building swung open and Officer Hitchcock stood in the doorway. “Who found the body?” he asked the small crowd that had stayed out in front. “Step forward so’s I can see ya.”

Deena felt her legs wobble for the first time since the incident occurred but still managed to walk up to Hitchcock. “I did,” she said. “There were two teenagers also, but—”

“Nah,” the officer interrupted. “I don’t want to talk to no teenagers. They’re about as useful as an umbrella in a hurricane.”

Reverend Abbott came up beside Deena. “One of those teenagers is my son,” he said rather indignantly.

“Hey, Preach. I didn’t see you there. Why don’t you two come on in, and let’s see what we can figure out here.” He stepped back inside to make way for Deena and Reverend Abbott, shutting the door behind them.

Ray Brewster lay flat on his back while the paramedics repacked their equipment into their emergency kits. Apparently, they were unable to revive their patient.

Hitchcock got out his notebook and pencil. “So let’s start at the beginning. Name?”

“Deena Sharpe.”

“How do you spell that?” he asked.

Deena sighed as she spelled out her name.

“Say, ain’t you the one that solved the Dekker murder?” he asked. “I remember thinking that that woman must be one sharp cookie.” He belted out a laugh. “Sharp—like your name—get it?”

Deena forced a grin.

“Hurry up, Hitch. I got supper waiting at home,” the other officer said. He tipped his hat. “Officer Linndorf here.”

Deena and the reverend took turns shaking his hand.

“The justice of the peace should be here any minute, then we can all get back to doing what we were doing before this mess happened,” Linndorf said.

“Hold your horses, now. I ain’t taken the witnesses’ statements yet.” Hitchcock tapped the pencil against his tongue, causing the toothpick to fall to the ground. He picked it up and stuck it back in his mouth.

Deena could see that Mutt and Jeff were getting nowhere fast. “Here’s what happened,” she said, pointing to the ground. “I came in with that cake box looking for Wendy Fairmont. The lights were off. I tripped on that curtain and fell on the floor. Well, actually, I fell on Ray, then I fell on the floor. Stephanie Gander and Charlie Abbott must have been on the other side of the room and came running when they heard me fall. I checked Ray and realized he wasn’t breathing. Stephanie screamed and ran out to call the police. That’s it.”

Reverend Abbott moved toward Deena. “You’re not implying my boy had anything to do with this, are you?”

“With what?” Deena asked. “With Ray Brewster drinking himself to death?”

The door opened, and Ralph Jackson walked in with a handkerchief over his nose. “Did you say Ray Brewster drank himself to death? Can I put that on the death certificate? Are we done here?” 

“Hey, Judge. Come join the party,” Hitchcock said.

Officer Linndorf checked his watch for the time. “Not much of a party when the guest of honor is dead.”

Reverend Abbott let out a disapproving gasp. “That’s no way to speak of the dead—I mean departed. Show a little respect. Ray here was a human being and will be sorely missed by this community.”

Deena raised her eyebrow at Abbott.

“Well, I’ll miss him anyway. He was my...friend.”

Jackson turned to the paramedics. “It smells like a distillery in here. Any cause of death? Anything specific, that is?”

“Not that we can tell. May have been a heart attack. Hard to say.”

“Well, great. There goes more of the county’s money for an autopsy. I guess you boys will need to transfer him to the medical examiner in Dallas.”

“Good call, Judge,” Hitchcock said, slapping his notepad against his hand in a gesture of finality.

“I just have one more question,” Jackson said. “Why does this man have frosting on his forehead?”

Deena gulped. “That’s mine. I baked a cake—for the bake sale. When I fell—”

He held up his hand. “That’s enough. I think I get the picture.” He pulled the handkerchief from his face and shoved it in his coat pocket. “Maybe it’s just me,” he said, heading for the door, “but I really hate Halloween.”

Just wait, Deena thought. Today is just the carnival. Actual Halloween day isn’t until Monday. Who knows what could happen between now and then.
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Chapter 2 


[image: image]


Deena’s husband, Gary, and her mother-in-law were waiting safely back in the suburban neighborhood of Butterfly Gardens. It was actually a misnomer to call it the suburbs since the town of Maycroft itself was but a speck on the map in Northeast Texas. Still, neighbors liked it that way and often said they were “going into town,” which was only a five-minute drive—six, if you had to stop at the traffic light.

“What did they say?” Sylvia asked as soon as Deena came through the door of their cozy little ranch-style house. “Was the cake a hit?”

“It was definitely a hit—a direct hit.” Deena hung her jacket on the hall tree and set her purse and keys on the entry table.

“Whatever do you mean, child? Explain yourself.” Sylvia had little tolerance for Deena’s sense of humor.

Gary offered up a sympathetic grin and motioned for Deena to join him in the den. 

Hurley, their black terrier, had his nose planted on Deena’s feet, circling and sniffing to identify the unfamiliar scent.

Sylvia sat down on the sofa and crossed her arms. Patience was not one of her virtues. She had made up her mind when she came to visit the previous month that she needed to domesticate Deena. That is, she had taken it upon herself to teach Deena the “proper way” to cook, clean, and keep house. The cake Deena had made was like her final exam.

Deena had assumed she passed the course, but with this latest wrinkle, she wasn’t sure. Maybe she should fib and just say it won the blue ribbon and leave it at that. However, there were no prizes, and Deena was too honest to deceive her husband and mother-in-law. She confessed to the catastrophe.

“Ray Brewster. That’s not a big surprise,” Gary said after she finished the story. “From what I’ve heard, he’s spent more time inside of jail than out.”

Sylvia, however, was more concerned about the dessert. “What a waste of a perfectly good cake. Are you sure there was no possible way to save it?”

“A dead man fell on it. Would you really expect someone to want it after that?”

“No, I don’t suppose.” She picked up a magazine from the coffee table. “I knew I should have gone with you.”

It was easier to ignore the comment than try to rationalize with Sylvia, so Deena chose to let it go. Instead, she turned to Gary. “You know that Ray Brewster was the custodian at our church, right?”

“Yeah. Apparently, Reverend Abbott was trying to reform the old guy.”

“Old?” Sylvia said. “How old was he?”

Gary scratched his chin. “I’d say about sixty-five, although he looked a lot older. Hard living will do that to a person.”

“My, oh my. You young people don’t have a clue what old is. You two are sixty—”

“Not for another month,” Deena interjected.

“Just wait until you get to be my age, and then you’ll understand what old is,” Sylvia said. “Your father lived to be eighty-nine. I plan to be around longer than that.”

Hopefully not at my house, Deena thought. Just how long was the Queen Bee planning on staying? Now that Deena had been schooled in all things June Cleaver would have done, she hoped her mother-in-law would hop back into her Buick sedan and roll on up to Tulsa.

Deena decided to broach the subject. After thirty-seven years of marriage, she had finally gotten used to calling Gary’s mother by her first name. “Sylvia, you know I’m going to be taking over at the thrift store as soon as Sandra’s baby comes, I’d hate for you to be sitting around the house bored all day. Do you need us to help you pack your things?” That was probably more direct than Deena had intended.

“Why, that sounds like you are ready to get rid of me.”

Gary came to Deena’s rescue. “It’s not that, Mother, but Gloria and the kids need you. We can handle things around here. Besides, we’ll see you in a few months for Christmas.”

“I was hoping we could all come to your house for the holidays,” Deena threw in for good measure.

“Well, it would be nice not to have to drive all the way back here to Texas.”

Deena held her breath.

“I suppose I could leave on Tuesday. You know I promised Christy Ann I would go to her house across the street to give out Halloween candy on Monday while she takes her children around the neighborhood.”

Relief washed over Deena as though a new dawn was breaking. Were those angels she heard singing? Hallelujah. This was Saturday night. That meant only two more days until she was free. It wasn’t that Deena didn’t like Sylvia—although she often made it difficult—Deena was just ready to get back into their old, comfortable routine of being Deena and Gary: one dog, no cats, and no children.

“By the way, why did your church hold its carnival tonight rather than on Halloween day?” Sylvia asked.

“Because the kids have school. Carnivals have become more of a tradition in most places, I believe. Lots of parents don’t feel safe letting their kids go to strangers’ houses to get candy.”

“Hogwash. Back in my day, we just dressed you all up, handed you a bag and a flashlight, and sent you on your way.”

Deena laughed. “Times have changed. It’s called ‘stranger danger.’ There’s even people here in this suburb I wouldn’t want my kids around—if I had any, that is.”

“If you’re talking about your next-door neighbor, I would agree,” Sylvia said, nodding “He’s creepy.”

“Ah, so you’ve met Edwin Cooper.” Deena picked up Hurley and scratched his neck.

“Not formally. But every time I go to the backyard to water your roses, I see him staring at me through the fence.”

Gary peered around his newspaper. “We have an automatic sprinkler system, Mother. You don’t have to go out there to water.”

“Son, you remember how big and beautiful my polyanthas used to get?” She tossed her head toward the backyard. “Why, those shriveled up weeds out there barely even look like roses. You have to nurture them. Talk to them. Encourage them.”

Deena stifled a chuckle. Oh brother! She wondered how the woman could send her innocent children off unsupervised to maneuver the treachery of the neighborhood streets, cold and alone, but would spend time playing peek-a-boo and reading nursery rhymes to a bunch of foliage. 

Sylvia flipped another page of the magazine. Not-so-under-her-breath, she said, “You spend so much time with that junk at your booth, you’d think they were people. Someone needs to get their priorities straight.”

Deena rolled her eyes and buried her face in Hurley’s soft fur. She’s really gone off the deep end now. Next thing you know, she’ll be having tea parties with Christy Ann’s garden gnomes.
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The pews emptied out like salt from a shaker. People were all a-twitter at what they perceived as a failure by Reverend Abbott. How could he have conducted the entire service, read announcements from the bulletin, and invited folks to stay for the spaghetti luncheon and not have made even a single mention of the death of the church’s very own custodian, Ray Brewster?

But what most people really wanted to know was how Old Man Brewster died.

Deena had risen to minor celebrity status overnight, having been the lucky winner of the “Who found Ray dead lottery.” She could hardly get out of the sanctuary without being accosted by curious parishioners. 

“What happened?”

“Was he murdered?” 

“Was it suicide?”

“I heard he once tried to kill the mailman.”

Deena waved off the speculation, saying they would all have to wait for the autopsy results. “My best guess is that he had a heart attack,” she said. “He was still warm when we—I—found him.” She decided against telling everyone she had sat on his lap.

“Well, I’ll be darn,” one man said.

“Such a shame,” said another.

It wasn’t until she, Gary, and Sylvia were seated with their plates heaped with pasta that they got the real public reaction. 

Three women from the Bluebonnet Club were sitting across from them. Everyone  knew Penelope Burrows to be a terrible gossip, which was why Sylvia picked that very spot at which to sit.

“I hear you found yourself another corpse,” Penelope said, shooing away her husband to sit at another table. “What did he look like? Was he foamin’ at the mouth?”

“Oh my stars, Penelope!” Mildred said. “Not at the table. You’re going to make Doris sick.”

Doris nodded and put her napkin to her mouth.

The Bluebonnet Club was made up of old fuddy-duddies from the Maycroft society bunch who preferred donating money to the community more than donating their time. They knew everyone in town and everybody’s business. If you needed information about someone, you’d go straight to a member. However, some of the ladies were more gossipy than others. 

When Sylvia had first come to church with Deena and Gary six weeks earlier, she had found kinship with these ladies. 

Deena, on the other hand, was more of a gossip-listener than a gossip-spreader. She tried to rationalize that it was okay because she needed to keep her hand on the pulse of the community as teacher-turned-journalist-turned-investigator.

“Oh, come on now,” Penelope said. “You all are as curious as I am.”

“Actually,” Deena said, “he looked like he was asleep. Like he could just sit up and start talking to you. It wasn’t until I checked his pulse that I realized he had already passed.”

“You didn’t try any of that mouth-to-mouth stuff on him, did you? Lord only knows what kind of germs that crazy old kook was carrying around.”

“No. It was too late for that.” Deena’s stomach lurched at the possibility.

“Well, I heard he was drunker than a skunk,” Mildred said, adding, “Bless him,” just to appease her conscience.

“Bless him, my a—”

“Penelope!” Sylvia said with a gasp. “We’re in church!”

Shrugging her shoulders, Penelope reached in her handbag and pulled out a small silver-toned flask. She poured some of the contents into her glass of iced tea then picked it up to make a toast. “Here’s to Old Man Brewster.” When no one returned the gesture, she took a long drink and wiped her mouth on her sleeve.

“Now, Penelope, you don’t have to be so gauche on purpose,” Mildred said. “We all know you didn’t particularly favor Ray.”

“That’s an understatement. I couldn’t stand to be in the same room with that old fart,” she said. “I wouldn’t have thrown him a glass of water if he were on fire.” She practically spat the words from her mouth. “Unless it had alcohol in it, that is!” She laughed wildly at her own joke, causing people at other tables to turn and stare. 

Gary picked up his empty plate. “I’ll be over there when you’re ready to go. Don’t be long. The Cowboys game is starting soon.” 

Deena smiled, knowing Gary could only stand the Bluebonnets in small doses. However, she couldn’t contain her curiosity. “I know that Ray was down on his luck. Supposedly, he had a few run-ins with the law. But why was he so disliked around here?” 

Mildred and Doris busied themselves with their forks and spaghetti. 

Penelope, on the other hand, took another drink and then crossed her arms. “Because, he was a lying, cheating snake. You couldn’t trust a word that came out of his mouth. His family moved here when he was about fourteen. When they moved away about five years later, they left him here to make do on his own.”

“Why, that’s terrible,” Deena said. “Tragic, even.”

“Nah. He had tried to burn down the house when the whole lot of them were asleep. When the fire was out, he said he was actually trying to save them all instead. He went on for weeks about how the fire department should have given him a medal and put his picture in the newspaper. They should have put him in jail right then and there and thrown away the key. Would have saved a lot of people a lot of grief over the years.”

Doris cleared her throat. “And don’t forget how he sold everyone those fancy door knockers.”

“Right. That was just one of his many get-rich schemes. He showed us all pictures of these beautiful door knockers shaped like a big ol’ Texas star. Said they were gold-filled and would last a lifetime. They were pricey, from what I remember, but definitely worth the money considering the gold fillin’. Turns out they were no heavier than tin foil and spray-painted to look like gold. We all tried to get our money back, but Ray claimed someone stole it.”

“Sounds like a real rat to me,” Sylvia chimed in.

“You can say that again.” Penelope glanced over her shoulder and leaned in. “No one could believe it last winter when Reverend Abbott hired him as the church custodian. We knew it was just a matter of time until he stole every single gold-plated cross off of every single pew. Just because it didn’t happen, didn’t mean it wouldn’t have. Ask Darlene Watson about it. She hated him worse than anybody. Why, I heard there wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t threaten to quit as church secretary if Reverend Abbott didn’t fire him.”

“Reverend Abbott is a good man. He thought he could turn Ray’s life around,” Mildred said. “Problem was that Ray didn’t want to change. He liked taking advantage of people and went right on playing in to Reverend Abbott’s good nature—at the church’s expense, that is.”

Deena looked around the hall for the preacher. He usually spent time after the last service mingling among his flock, making small talk like a politician, shaking hands and kissing babies. Today, though, he seemed to have disappeared.

Gary walked up to the table and gave Deena the look—the one that meant it was time to leave. 

Deena knew it well. She and Sylvia said their goodbyes and headed for the exit. 

Gary held the door open as a cold blast hit Deena in the face. She glanced down for just a second and then it happened.

As if in slow motion, she saw Sylvia’s foot slide out from under her as she fell down onto the hard brick steps.

Deena reached down to grab her arm, but it was too late. 

Her mother-in-law was down for the count.

* * *
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DEENA HAD BECOME A regular in the Maycroft Memorial Hospital emergency room. When she and Gary brought Sylvia in, the doctor greeted Deena like an old friend.

Except he wasn’t a friend—he was Deena’s worst nightmare. After taking Sylvia for x-rays, he held Deena’s life in his hand. Would he release Sylvia to get in her little Buick and head back to Oklahoma, or would he subject Deena to weeks’ worth of home nursing care? She fidgeted with her phone, trying to avoid speculation. She counted the green linoleum tiles and breathed out of her mouth to block out the strong smell of bleach.

Finally, the doctor returned to the exam room and asked, “Do you want the good news or bad news?”

Deena couldn’t imagine there could be any good news after witnessing Sylvia’s fall and then watching her ankle swell up like a cantaloupe. She could just imagine the next six weeks with her mother-in-law hanging around the house, unable to return home.

He looked sympathetically at Sylvia. “The good news is that nothing is broken.” 

Did he really just say nothing was broken? Deena’s heart soared. 

“The bad news is that you have a really nasty sprain. You’ll need to wear a supportive boot for the next two weeks until it heals.”

A boot? Deena had worn one once when she twisted an ankle. She took it off after the second day. Maybe Sylvia would bounce right back, too. Maybe she could be home by the end of the week.

“And another thing. No driving for two weeks.”

Deena’s heart sank like a stone in a swamp. How could this be happening just when she was ready to send Sylvia packing? She had an idea. “Maybe I can drive you back to Tulsa to recuperate at home. Surely, you want to see your own doctor.”

“Absolutely not,” Gary said. “There wouldn’t be anyone there to help her during the day.”

Deena shot her husband a look. Unfortunately, he had reverted back to being “Sylvia’s baby boy” and didn’t seem to get it.

“I don’t want to be a burden,” Sylvia said, reaching for Gary’s hand.

“Nonsense,” he said. “We’ll be happy to take care of you, right, Deena?”

All eyes turned to her, and she forced a smile. “Of course.” She hated to lie, but what else could she say?
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Her cell phone rang at eight o’clock sharp, and Deena knocked it to the floor trying to shut it off. She hadn’t slept well at all. Her restless dreams had been filled with visions of ghosts and witches, all with her mother-in-law’s face staring through her soul.

“Who was that?” Gary was dressed and pressed, ready to head out for the office. His job at Maycroft Financial Management required him to dress up more than most businesses in their small town. Secretly, Deena thought he actually liked wearing a tie and dress shirts. They made him look even more dashingly handsome.

“I don’t know.” She peered through sleepy eyes and pulled her phone up from the floor by the cord as though she were fishing for lake trout. Her phone showed the call was from Ian Davis. Immediately, her eyes flew open. Could he be calling about Sandra? Had she gone into labor already? She wasn’t due for at least a few more weeks. 

She sat on the edge of the bed and called Ian back. 

Gary paced nervously across the bedroom. “What was that about?” he asked as she ended the call.

“Ian wants me to come up to the office. He may have a new case for me to investigate.”

Gary picked up his suit coat and laid it gingerly across his arm. “Have you forgotten about Mother? You have to take care of her today. She’ll probably be up any minute now.”

Deena rubbed her eyes. She had not forgotten about Sylvia. In fact, that was all she had thought about for the past twenty hours. “I’m on it. I’ll get her dressed and fed and then run up and see what Ian wants. She can call me on my cell if she needs anything.” She stood up and gave him a reassuring kiss on the cheek.

“Okay,” he grumbled. “Just be sure she has her soaps to watch and her hot tea. You know how she likes her tea, right? Milk and sugar with a small lemon wedge?”

“Of course. It’s not like I haven’t been with her every day for the past six weeks.” Deena got up and pushed him toward the door. “You just go on to work and make other people rich. I’ll call you later.”

As soon as the garage door closed, Deena heard Sylvia’s shrill voice call out from the bedroom. Hopeless had turned into helpless. Maybe she could give her mother-in-law a big dose of painkillers and...

Stop it, she chided herself. You’ve been reading too many murder mysteries.
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Sylvia limped over to the patio door to check on the weather. Even though Maycroft was only 250 miles south of Tulsa, it might as well have been in Mexico. The temperature was stifling. She thought about the Halloweens when her children were young. Most of the time they ended up wearing coats over their handmade costumes. 

Handmade. Who was she kidding? Sylvia usually picked up store-bought costumes and embellished them to look as though she’d made them herself. After all, she didn’t want any of the neighbors to know she’d never mastered the art of sewing. She did love to knit, however, and Deena had found her some lovely vintage yarn from the thrift store.

Before she could get to her sewing tote, Hurley barked and turned circles in front of the patio door. Sylvia let him out into the backyard and tottered toward the bedroom. She thought about changing out of her housedress and slippers, but decided she would be more comfortable sitting in Gary’s big chair wearing something loose. Besides, she was injured. It’s not like she’d be seeing anyone today. 

When Deena had finally left to go see that lawyer she worked for, she had told Sylvia she’d be back in a few hours. She had held her tongue. She knew Deena had a tendency to let a few hours turn into an entire day. Just as well. Sylvia could get a little rest and relaxation without having to entertain her daughter-in-law for a change. A quiet morning with only her knitting and soap operas was just what the doctor ordered.

As she picked up the tote, she heard the dog bark wildly. What is it now? It seemed like that dog barked at every squirrel and rustle of the wind that happened along. She set her knitting bag next to the chair and grabbed the cane Deena had found for her. Opening the door, she saw Hurley next to the fence on the side of the yard jumping up and down like a circus dog.

“Hurley!” she called, but the pooch ignored her. She used the cane to steady herself as she hobbled around the pool toward the mutt. As she got closer, she realized what had captured the dog’s attention. That crazy Mr. Cooper had his bony fingers crammed through a knothole in the wooden fence and dropped something in the grass. 

“Stop that! Get away from there!” Sylvia screeched. But before she could get there, Hurley had nuzzled the ground and eaten whatever the old man had thrown down. 

What had he done? Was he trying to poison the dog?

Sylvia’s maternal instincts kicked in. She threw down the cane and rushed over to get the garden hose. Turning it on full blast, she squeezed the nozzle and aimed it just over the top of the fence.

“What in tarnation are you doing?” the old man growled. 

She saw his beady eye behind horn-rimmed glasses peek through the knothole. She adjusted her aim and blasted him with water right in the kisser. “Take that, you old coot!” she howled. “That’ll teach you to mess with the Sharpes!”

She could see him through the slats in the fence as he stormed off into his house and slammed his back door shut. Hurley seemed to think this new game was even more fun, as he jumped up and down trying to catch water in his mouth.

Sylvia turned off the hose and led the dog back inside. Just as she closed the door behind them, Hurley shook his whole body and sent droplets of water and the smell of wet dog across the den floor.

“Bad dog,” she said, but he paid her no mind. He wagged his tail and scratched at his dog bed. When it was just right, he lay down for his morning nap.

Sylvia wondered what she should do. If that evil man had tried to poison the dog, surely he would start gagging. If she had her Ipecac syrup, she could give him a dose and make him throw it up. It was doubtful Deena kept any in the house. 

Sylvia’s foot throbbed and the boot was starting to rub a blister on her foot. She sat down in the recliner, deciding just to keep her eye on the dog. If he showed any signs of illness, she would call Gary. Before long, she was engrossed in her show. When the commercials came on, she called Hurley’s name to see if he was doing okay. He raised his head and tilted it from side to side as if wondering what on earth she wanted.

She let out a sigh of relief and said, “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not like I’m the crazy one around here.”
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The old Victorian house that served as the law office of Ian Davis seemed to sway in the morning breeze. A new roof and shingles had really spiffed the old girl up. If only Ian would pony up for a little landscaping, the place would look like something out of a magazine. 

She went inside, nodded at Rob, and poked her head in her little office space. A thin layer of dust had settled on everything. She could take care of that later.

“What’s up?” she asked, sitting across from Ian Davis in his newly renovated office. “Do you have a case for me?”

Deena had begun working as an investigator for Ian earlier in the fall. So far, she had followed two cheating husbands and videotaped two shopping trips by a would-be insurance fraud. Luckily, the fraud turned out to be legit, and Ian was able to help the woman win her claim against the company. It was a fun alternative to her former career as a high school journalism teacher and helped supplement her income and keep her antique booth stocked.

Ian shifted back and forth in his desk chair, studying the writing on his yellow number two pencil. At last he said, “It’s not exactly a case, but maybe it is.”

Ian wasn’t usually so indecisive. He was generally sharp as a tack and a straight shooter. Something must have been bothering him. “Tell me what’s going on,” she said and pulled out her legal pad. She put on the new reading glasses she was trying to get used to wearing.

“I heard about how you found Ray Brewster dead on Saturday.” He tossed a folded newspaper in her direction. “It was also in this morning’s paper.” 

“Really?” She opened it up. There it was on the front page of the Northeast Texas Tribune. She read the headline aloud: “Local Man Found Dead in Haunted House.” She skimmed the article. It was creepy to see her name listed as the “church member who found the body.” Stephanie and Charlie were referred to as Maycroft High School seniors. She looked back at Ian. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Nope. I’m just wondering.” He hesitated again. “What does your gut tell you about how Ray Brewster died?”

This was definitely not the topic she expected to be discussing with Ian. “Well, it looked like he had a heart attack. Either that or he drank himself to death.” She laid her pad and pen on the desk. “Why do you ask?”

“I—we—have a client who was about to file a restraining order against Ray Brewster. Obviously, that’s not going to be necessary now.” 

Deena’s jaw dropped as she locked eyes with her boss. “You don’t think he killed—”

“She,” Ian said. “And I’m just wondering the same thing myself.”

“Have you said anything to the police?”

“No. Attorney-client privilege is at play here.” He swiveled in his chair.

Deena was dying to ask for the woman’s name, but she knew Ian would tell her when he was ready. “What are you going to do?”

“I took an oath to uphold the law, but I also have a responsibility to my client.”

“Yeah. Maybe you should just wait and see what the medical examiner says. If Ray died of natural causes, you don’t have to do anything.”

Ian jabbed the pencil at his legal pad, breaking the sharp point. “That’s a problem. You know that the election is next week, and Mayor Thornhill is trying to hold back a run on the office from Marty Fisk. Fisk is running on a platform of law and order. He’s holding Mayor Thornhill responsible for the increase in crime, especially murders. Therefore, Thornhill says he wants to waste a bunch of taxpayer money on increasing the police force instead of improving the parks and adding streetlights.”

“That seems like a waste of funds. The article in last week’s newspaper said overall crime on the mean streets of Maycroft was actually down.” Deena rubbed her shoulder that still ached from her fall. 

“Consequently, the mayor is pressuring the DA’s office to hold someone responsible for Ray’s death so he can prove he’s tough on crime.”

“But who says Ray was murdered? Surely the autopsy results haven’t come back already?”

“Apparently the mayor knows a guy, who knows a guy, who knows a guy who works in the ME’s office. He thinks they are looking at poisoning as a possible cause of death.”

“Poisoning?” Deena leaned forward in her chair. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“They apparently found a prick mark on Ray’s hand that could have been from a needle used to inject a toxin.”

Deena shuddered. “That would seem to make your—I mean, our client more suspicious.”

“Exactly. For now, Detective Guttman is trying to keep his investigation on the down low, so it will be next to impossible to get information from him.”

“Then how did you find out about it?”

“I know a guy, who knows a guy...”

“I see,” Deena said, nodding. “So what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to start by finding out exactly what was going on between Ray and our client. She said he was harassing her, but I think there was more to it than that. She wasn’t forthcoming with the details.”

Deena’s back tensed. This client, whoever she was, was possibly guilty of murdering Ray Brewster and needed to pay for it. 

That’s why Deena had gone to work part-time for Ian as an investigator: to help his clients get the justice they deserved. In this case, though, their client could be guilty and would deserve to spend her life in prison.

“So who is it?” Deena finally asked. She pictured a shady barmaid.

Ian pulled a manila folder out of his desk drawer and pushed it toward Deena. “She’s a party planner. Wendy Fairmont. Do you know her?”

* * *
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BEFORE LEAVING IAN’S office, Deena called Wendy to say she needed to bring by some paperwork for her to sign. That wasn’t true, of course, but Ian typed up something that looked like an official document needed to close her request to file a restraining order against Ray. It did the trick, and Wendy agreed to meet with Deena at noon.

Could Wendy really be guilty of murder? Of course she could. 

The last murder case Deena was involved in had stripped away her rose-colored glasses to reveal a world inhabited by people capable of anything. Her Pollyanna outlook on life was gone and replaced by one more suitable for a Stephen King novel. Gary had called her cynical, and maybe she was. She saw herself as just opening her eyes to the realistic side of life.

Not knowing how long her visit to Wendy would take, Deena decided to run by the house to check on Sylvia before getting too caught up in the investigation.

When she pulled into her suburb of Butterfly Gardens, she noticed a police car turning down her street. They were probably just patrolling the neighborhood. That’s what they paid taxes for, after all. When the cruiser pulled up in front of her house, Deena put on her brakes and stopped dead in the middle of the street. 

What in the blazes could be wrong? They didn’t have their lights on, so it couldn’t be an emergency. Were they there to ask her more questions about Ray Brewster? That’s probably it, Deena decided as she pulled into her driveway.

Sure enough, Officers Hitchcock and Linndorf got out of their car and strode to talk to her.

“Howdy,” Hitchcock said and tipped his Stetson hat.

“Ma’am.” Linndorf touched a finger to his hat brim as well. “Seems like you’ve had quite a commotion over here this morning.”

“What are you talking about? I’ve been out this morning,” Deena said, fumbling with her house keys.

“We got a complaint from one of your neighbors about an old woman assaulting him this morning with—”

Before Linndorf could finish his statement, Edwin Cooper bounded across Deena’s front yard waving his arms and yelling, “Arrest her, Officer! She’s harboring a criminal.”

Deena squinted her eyes at Edwin. Had the man lost his mind? 

“Now Mr. Cooper, we said we were going to handle this,” Hitchcock said. “You need to just go on back to your house before you make things worse.”

“Worse? How could they be any worse than what that woman did to me?” He pointed a trembling finger toward the house. 

Deena opened the front door just in time to hear a bedroom door slam shut. “Sylvia!” she yelled. “Get out here.” Deena stood in the doorway like a sentinel guarding a castle. “I don’t know what this is about, officers, but we need to get to the bottom of it.”

Sylvia rounded the hall corner, holding her cane and limping like she’d just been shot in the gut.

It wasn’t hard for Deena to see that she was going for sympathy. “Sylvia, what happened?”

Edwin flew toward the doorway. “I’ll tell you what happened. She turned the hose on me! That’s what happened.” He crossed his arms.

Hitchcock put his hand on Edwin’s shoulder and pulled him away from the door. “Is that true, ma’am? Did you purposely spray Mr. Cooper in the face with a hose?”

“Yes, but he deserved it. He was trying to poison our dog!”

Two things struck Deena about that statement. First, she never thought her mother-in-law would claim Hurley as “our dog,” and second, she couldn’t believe Edwin would try to harm a helpless pooch. Sure, he was a peeping Tom who liked hanging out and peering through their fence, but beyond that, he seemed perfectly harmless. She turned back to Edwin to see a look of disbelief on his face.

“Well, now,” Linndorf said, “that changes everything. Seems like this was just a nuisance call. We’re sorry to bother you lovely ladies today.” He removed his hat and tipped his head again. “We’ll just be having a talk with Mr. Cooper now so we can get back to our real police cases.” He shot a glance at his partner. “You ladies have a nice day. Looks like it’s going to be a clear night for Halloween.”

Hitchcock had Edwin by the arm and was leading him back to his house when Deena closed the door.

Sylvia, obviously still playing the helpless old lady card, limped toward the recliner in the den. 

Deena counted to ten as she placed her purse and keys on the entry table. She hung her jacket on the back of a kitchen chair and followed Sylvia.

Hurley barked and ran up to check on Deena. As she bent down and scratched his head, she asked Sylvia, “What exactly happened? Is Hurley all right?”

Sylvia patted her chest as if to stave off a case of the vapors. She described the morning’s events with dramatic flair. She closed the story by saying, “Luckily, I saved your dog’s life before he could eat any more poison. I thought you’d be grateful.”

“I am, I guess.” She looked from Hurley to Sylvia. “Why do you think it was poison though? I’ve seen Edwin give Hurley treats before. Are you sure that wasn’t what he was doing?”

A bright red blush covered Sylvia’s cheeks. “I can’t imagine the kind of man that would stare into someone’s yard day and night would offer a dog treats. You can just go on believing that if you want to. It’s a good thing I was here, that’s all I can say.” She picked up the remote and turned the volume up on the TV.

Deena looked over to see a courtroom reality show with a man and woman screaming at each other. Oh brother. That’s probably where she got this silly idea. It wouldn’t serve any purpose to call her out on it. Deena let it slide. “I’ll make us sandwiches,” she said, not sure if she was heard over the television.

She poured out a cup of hot tea, picturing Sylvia in the backyard attacking Edwin with the water hose. It was a funny sight indeed. She couldn’t wait to tell Gary the story when he got home from work. Even though he was an accountant who worked as a financial adviser, Gary had a good sense of humor and would get a kick out of his mother’s escapades. 

Or not. Deena thought about leaving Sylvia alone for a few more hours. Would Gary be annoyed? Would he blame her for Sylvia’s brush with the law? He would surely understand that she had a job to do. A job she was being paid to do. Either way, she was anxious to talk to Wendy and would have to chance ticking off her husband, this time.

After all, the officers had mentioned their other cases. They were probably working on the Brewster case with Detective Guttman. 

Guttman. He was someone else Deena wanted to talk to. She would pay him a visit after seeing Wendy. Deena couldn’t let this petty incident between Sylvia and Edwin get in her way. They were small fish in a small town pond. She had bigger fish to fry. There was a murderer on the loose, and she had just the right bait to catch her.
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The area where Wendy stored the inventory for her business was south of town and generally considered to be a little sketchy. Deena pulled up to the warehouse a few minutes early.

A commercial truck plastered on the side with the name of Wendy’s business and a red Tahoe were parked in front of the metal building. Good thing Wendy was already there. Who knew what dangers could be hiding around the corner in this part of town.

Deena hurried to the warehouse door and rang the buzzer. Her hands were cold, and she jammed them in the pockets of her jacket as she waited.

“Come in,” Wendy said as she pulled back the heavy door. 

Deena felt like Alice in Wonderland. Everywhere she looked were piles of chairs and tables and props and decorations. One area had cardboard palm trees and tiki torches. Another had a life-sized Santa Claus and a sleigh. She never realized how much stuff it took to run a party planning business. “Wow! This place is amazing. I feel like a kid in a candy store.”

“It’s not so amazing when you have to try to get something out of here. Trust me.” Wendy went over to a small desk covered with papers and a laptop computer. “Thanks for coming. I’m buried to my eyeballs in taking inventory and didn’t want to have to drive into town.”

“No problem,” Deena said, setting her satchel in one of the folding chairs by the desk. She needed to stretch this visit out so she could get Wendy talking. “Are those the trees you used at Carolyn Fitzhugh’s Christmas party?” She pointed to a grove of fake pines.

Wendy’s blond hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. Her bright blue eyes seemed to have lost some of their sparkle. As a former homecoming queen and Miss Teen pageant winner, she had always been one of the most beautiful girls in Maycroft. Deena was surprised she had stayed single so long. Apparently, it had taken her until she was thirty-something to find her millionaire Mr. Right.

“Yes. I spent a fortune on those. Luckily, I was able to use them again at the Christmas in the Park event last year.” Wendy picked up a pen. “Do you have the papers for me to sign?”

Deena took off her jacket and sat down in the chair. “How many parties do you typically do in a year?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Between weddings and kids’ parties, I’d say thirty to forty.”

“Are you planning to move your business to Dallas after you get married?”

Wendy must have gotten the message that this wasn’t going to be a quick visit. She let out a sigh and sat down, crossing her arms. “No. David doesn’t want me to work. That’s fine with me. I’ve gotten a little burned out lately anyway.”

“I guess it’s tough trying to work for other people while planning your own wedding.” 

“Actually, David is doing most of the work for our wedding. We’re getting married in Dallas, and he hired this super pretentious woman to coordinate the whole thing. I’m surprised she let me choose my own wedding gown.” Wendy uncrossed her arms and clasped her hands together on the desk in front of her. It was a sure sign she was starting to open up.

“I can’t even imagine how this awful business with Ray Brewster has added to your stress. First, he harasses you, then he shows up dead at one of your events.” Deena put her hand on Wendy’s shoulder. “How are you holding up?”

Wendy seemed to stiffen a bit. “I’m all right. Do you have those papers? I really need to get back to work.”

“You know,” Deena said, “Ian wanted me to make sure any loose ends were tied up on this problem you were having with Ray. Since his cause of death was questionable, he didn’t want you to end up having any...entanglements.”

“What do you mean? I don’t know anything about his death. You’re the one who found him.” 

“Oh dear. I’m sorry if you think I implied anything like that. It’s just that you were there, and you were having issues with him. The police might look for people who had a grudge against him if it turns out he died from foul play. Can you explain how exactly Ray was ‘harassing you’?” Deena made air quotes with her fingers to emphasize her question.

Wendy clenched her jaw and her neck turned red. “I told Ian all about it. There’s nothing else to say.” She dropped her eyes and began making stacks out of the papers on the desk.

It wasn’t hard to tell she was keeping something back. “But what exactly was he doing? Was he making obscene phone calls? Was he showing up when you were working?”

“What does it matter now? He’s dead.”

Deena’s eyes widened as she stared at the young woman. 

Wendy must have realized how bad that sounded because her eyes began to moisten with tears. 

Deena waited.

At last, Wendy stopped her nervous stacking and slumped down in her chair. “You see, he was trying to cause trouble...trouble between David and me.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“He said he was going to break us up. Look, I really don’t want to talk about this right now. Can I just sign the papers, please?”

Deena’s stomach lurched when she saw the pleading look on Wendy’s face. She wouldn’t be able to crack this nut today. She pulled out the document and laid it on the desk.

Wendy signed it and stood up. She squared her shoulders and walked toward the door to show Deena out. “Thanks again for coming by.”

Deena headed for the door. Just as she stepped outside, Wendy touched her arm.

“I didn’t do anything to Ray. You believe me, don’t you?”

Deena smiled and nodded. As she got in her car, she looked back at the warehouse. Who would have known all that cool stuff was in that plain building. Just goes to prove that you can’t judge a book by its cover. That goes for people, too.
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Chapter 8 
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In order to build a case against Wendy, Deena needed to know more about what occurred at the time of Ray’s death. She decided to return to the scene of the crime. She pulled up in front of the church and had a déjà vu moment. When she had done this on Saturday, she was carrying a cake for a friendly event. Today, she was on a mission.

Darlene Watson sat behind her desk in the church office filing her fingernails. The phone was propped between her ear and her shoulder, making her look like a 1960s receptionist instead of a forty-something church secretary. Only thing missing was the gum-smacking. At first, she didn’t seem to notice Deena.

“...I don’t know what they were looking for, but they made me leave while they went through the whole building. Is that usual when someone dies? I don’t think—” She looked up to see Deena. “I’ve got to go.” Darlene hung up the phone and dropped the nail file in her pencil holder. “Deena, I didn’t see you there. How can I help you?” 

“Sounds like you’ve had a busy morning with the police here. Not that I was eavesdropping.”

“Oh, that’s fine,” Darlene said. “And you’re right. They were here. They asked a ton of questions and spent a bunch of time out in the portable building where you found Ray.” 

“Huh. I wonder why?” Deena knew why, but she surely wasn’t going to tell one of the fastest mouths in Maycroft. 

“It seems suspicious to me. You don’t think they suspect he was murdered, do you? Why, that would be just awful.”

Although her words expressed dismay, there was an unmistakable glint in her eyes. Could the church secretary know more than she was letting on? Maybe she wasn’t sorry to see Ray gone. After all, Penelope said Darlene used to fight with him all the time and tried to get Reverend Abbott to fire him. Deena would file that thought away. For now, she needed to keep her eye on the prize, and the prize was getting into that building. If the police had designated it a crime scene, she’d be out of luck.

“Speaking of the portable building, I wanted to see if I could get in there myself.” Before Darlene could protest, she added, “It seems I lost an earring—a diamond stud Gary gave me for our anniversary. When I got home on Saturday night, it was gone.” She reached up and rubbed her shoulder. “I took quite a spill, you know, when I tripped over...” Sylvia wasn’t the only one who knew how to play the sympathy card. 

It worked.

“Oh, I’m sure it will be all right. Let me just get the spare key.” Darlene opened her top desk drawer and picked up a box of syringes.

Deena’s heart skipped a beat. “What are those?”

“Shots. For peanut allergies. We keep them on hand in case one of the parishioners or kids has an attack.” She pulled out the spare key and closed the drawer. “Follow me.”

A picture of what she’d just seen was burned in Deena’s mind. An open package of syringes with one obviously missing. She walked a step behind Darlene, trying to process this new information.

The wind had picked up and slapped Deena with cold air as they crossed the parking lot to the portable building. “Who else has keys to this building?”

Darlene chuckled. “You sound just like those cops. I bet it’s because you used to be a reporter, right?”

“Right,” Deena said. “I guess you have keys to all the doors.”

“Yep. Me, Reverend Abbott, and Ray. Now that you mention it, the police haven’t returned Ray’s keys.” She opened the door and switched on the lights.

The room was just as Deena had left it, minus the curtains that had been used to create the pathways for the haunted house. There were still bits of cake on the floor next to the piles of hay. Across the room by the back entrance was a table where Charlie and Stephanie had been filling treat bags for the kids. 

“So where do you think we should look first?” Darlene asked.

“What?” Deena’s eyes darted around the room, looking for anything unusual.

“Where should we look for your earring?”

“Oh, right. This is where I fell.” She motioned toward the hay bales. 

Darlene got down on her hands and knees. She didn’t seem the least bit concerned that she was crawling around on the area where Ray’s body was found. 

“Watch out for that icing,” Deena said. “Actually, you should get up. I can do this.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind helping.”

“I’m sure.” Deena bent over and walked around the whole room while Darlene stood by the door texting on her cell phone. 

Deena didn’t find anything unusual. She looked at the back door. “Darlene, did you know this door was unlocked?”

“Oh, dearie doodles! I bet we forgot to lock it on Saturday after the ambulance took the body away.” She walked over and turned the deadbolt. 

“Has anyone been in here besides the police?” Deena asked.

“Why? Are you thinking someone found your earring and stole it?”

“Um—well...maybe,” Deena muttered.

“I doubt she would have done that, although she was in here yesterday hauling off the curtains.”

“Who was in here?” 

“Wendy Fairmont.”
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Chapter 9 
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Deena was itching to know if the police had any suspicions about Wendy. She pulled out of the church parking lot and headed to the police station. Maybe Detective Guttman would agree to talk to her. She’d have to be careful not to reveal any confidential information. 

Her cell phone rang. It was Ian and he sounded like a nervous bumblebee. He told her to go to meet Sandra at the Maycroft Animal Shelter and that Sandra would explain everything when she got there. Normally, Sandra would be working, but it was Monday and the thrift shop she owned was closed on Mondays.

Deena wondered if this had anything to do with the baby. Surely, he would have told her if Sandra was having problems. 

Last spring, Sandra and Ian found out that they were finally having a baby. As their best friends, they had asked Deena and Gary to be the baby’s godparents. Deena had also agreed to take over running the thrift store for a few months after the baby came. Sandra’s due date was less than a month away, and Deena was getting more excited by the day to hold that new little baby in her arms.

Sandra was standing outside in front of the shelter when Deena pulled up. She came up to the window. “Hey there. Did Ian tell you what was going on?”

“No,” Deena said. “He said you would explain. Is it about the baby?”

Sandra glanced behind her and lowered her voice. “No. Detective Guttman called the shelter and said we needed to send a couple of trucks out to Ray Brewster’s place. They went out there to check on his house and found numerous dogs and cats running around. Since I volunteer here, the shelter called me to help.”

“And you called your hubby.”

“Right. He’s told me about his suspicions about Wendy and Ray, and I thought this might give you a chance to check out Ray’s place for yourself.”

“Good girl! Even waddling around at eight months pregnant, you’re still the best sidekick an investigator could ask for.” Deena got out of her car and followed Sandra to one of the shelter’s vans. 

“Get in the back seat,” Sandra said. “I’ll get Alan. He’s going to be driving us. Don’t say anything about this in front of him, of course.”

Deena did as instructed. Good thing she wore her jeans and sneakers today. If indeed she had to handle strays, it might get messy. She hoped she wouldn’t have to spend too much time around any cats since she was terribly allergic. She felt like sneezing just thinking about it.

* * *
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RAY’S HOUSE WAS IN the country on the outskirts of town. The little wooden structure was about as shabby as she could have imagined except for the satellite dish connected to the sagging roof. 

Several police cars and another van from the shelter were already there when they arrived. She noticed Detective Guttman on the front porch. Perfect. Maybe she could kill two birds with one stone.

She walked up to the detective, who uncharacteristically smiled at her. Maybe since he had only been in Maycroft a short while, he didn’t have many friends. Of course, Deena had been more of a thorn in his side than a friend on the last case.

“Mrs. Sharpe,” he said. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

Deena stuck out her hand, and he shook it hesitantly.

“Sorry,” he said. “Still trying to get used to your friendly ways down here in the Lone Star State.”

“That’s okay. It’s nice to see you smiling for a change.”

Guttman immediately scowled. “Oh. Didn’t realize I was.”

Deena laughed. “I’m here to help round up these poor animals. How many do you suppose there are?”

“Ten, twenty—hard to say. Looks like most of them were well cared for, at least.”

Deena needed more info. “Poor Ray. Maybe he should have taken as good of care of himself as he did his animals. Maybe he’d still be alive.” She watched Guttman’s face, but there was no reaction. “Unless he died from some other means,” she added.

The detective raised a bushy eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, just that rumor has it there were some people who’d just as soon see Ray in the ground instead of standing up on top of it.”

“Rumors,” he scoffed. “You know better than to listen to gossip.”

“Do I?” She gave him a sideways look.

Guttman didn’t take the bait. He stepped down from the porch and followed one of the officers who was trying to untie a pit bull from the fence.

Deena took the opportunity to go inside the house. She opened the screen door just as something furry flashed by. Luckily, it was a cat and not a police officer. The front room seemed to be the main living area. There was a desk with bills, magazines, and newspapers piled on top. A cardboard box sat on the floor holding what was apparently Ray’s computer. It looked like the police were preparing to confiscate it. 

She scanned the papers on top of the desk for anything of interest. Then she opened the desk drawer. Right in front were a couple of file folders. The first one was labeled with Wendy Fairmont’s name. Bingo! This was just what she was looking for. 

She picked up the folders and peeked inside the first one. She couldn’t believe what she saw. There were about a dozen snapshots of Wendy posing topless. Deena blushed and quickly closed the folder. Her hands shook and her heart felt like it would beat right out of her chest. 

The next folder was scrawled with Reverend Abbott’s name. A creaking noise on the porch warned her someone was coming. She had to see what was in the second folder. Inside was a piece of notebook paper scribbled with dates and numbers. What was this about? The screen door opened just as she was putting the folders back in the drawer. 

“Hey! What are you doing?” the uniformed officer asked.

Deena sneezed. Her throat was so dry that she couldn’t croak out an answer. She knew she’d been caught.

“Come out here,” the officer commanded and put his hand on top of his holster.

She went out to the front porch. 

Sandra walked by with a pet carrier containing a crying feline.

“Detective Guttman,” the officer called out. “I caught this woman snooping through Brewster’s desk.”

Guttman turned around and marched back toward the house.

Just then, Sandra stopped. “Deena, were you able to find any records?”

Deena stared back at her sheepishly.

“Records?” Guttman scowled as he climbed the porch.

“Yes,” Sandra said. “I asked her to look in the house to see if there were any veterinarian records for these animals. That way we could determine if any were up to date on their shots.” She looked back at Deena. “Any luck?”

“Nope.” Deena jumped off the side of the porch and followed Sandra back to the van.

When they were safely out of earshot, she whispered to Sandra, “Do you think he bought it?”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m the wife of a defense attorney. He knows better than to mess with me.” She put the carrier in the back of the van and took out an empty one. “Here. Go rescue an animal. Alan will help you. It will be good karma.”

Deena breathed a sigh of relief and walked off to find Alan around the back of the house. All she could think about were those risqué pictures of Wendy. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Ray must have been blackmailing her. She would tell Ian, and they could decide what to do with the information. Who knows, maybe Guttman would find the folders and come to the same conclusion.

The backyard looked like a doggie daycare. Happy, healthy-looking dogs yapped and jumped playfully at Alan. She handed him the empty carrier, and he pointed to a different one sitting in the shade under a tree. 

“You can take that one to Sandra,” he said and used a long metal pole to try to lasso a beagle mix.

Leaning down, Deena looked inside the carrier at a black blob of fur. The blob turned its head and stared back at her with soulful brown eyes. Her breath caught in her throat. For a moment, she thought she was staring at her own little dog, Hurley.

She cooed at the pup as she carefully carried it to the van. Suddenly, she was struck by the thought of Sylvia. Oh, good grief. I hope she hasn’t gotten into any more mischief while I’ve been gone. That’s all I need today.

* * *
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DEENA RODE BACK TO the shelter with Sandra and Alan. They had rounded up a total of eight dogs and seven cats. Sandra said she was hopeful they could all be re-homed.

Ian was as anxious for an update as Deena was to give it to him. She headed straight to his office.

As she sat across the desk from him, she wondered if she smelled like wet dog. “Sorry for the odor,” she said.

“Don’t worry. I’m used to it with Sandra and her work with the shelter. Good thing the thrift shop is closed on Mondays and that she was called by the shelter to go out there.” 

Ian seemed more relaxed than this morning. Deena wasn’t sure how he would react to her news. “I think your hunch paid off,” she said. “Wendy is definitely guilty of killing Ray Brewster.”

Ian’s eyes narrowed. “How can you be so sure after just one day of looking into the matter?”

Deena proceeded to tell him about her talk with Wendy, her visit to the church, and the photographs she found in Ray’s house. “Looks like a clear case of blackmail with dire results,” she said in summary.

“Hmm.” Ian began to swivel in his chair. “It’s one thing to assume blackmail, but it seems like a big leap to conclude Wendy committed murder because of it. Sounds like a rush to judgment.”

It was Deena’s turn to squint her eyes. She’d expected a standing ovation, but instead Ian seemed dissatisfied. “What do you mean? You said you thought she was guilty this morning. What I found out just confirms it.”

Ian shook his head. “No, I said I thought she might be guilty. That’s a big difference. It sounds to me like you started this investigation with your mind already made up. That’s the worst thing you can do.”

Deena started to protest. She felt a gnawing in her stomach.

“Remember,” he said, “we always start with an assumption of innocence. We set out to see where the facts lead us. If you assume guilt, you’ll never see anything else.”

Deena’s back was up like a cornered cat. “Regardless, the facts speak for themselves. Wendy had the means, the motive, and the opportunity.” 

“I’ll give you motive and opportunity, but what about means? Did you find any hypodermic needles? Any poison?”

“No.” Deena debated telling him about seeing the allergy pens in Darlene’s drawer but thought that bit of information would just weaken her argument.

Ian leaned forward. “You have to go into an investigation with an open mind. Ask yourself if there could be any other suspects.”

Deena felt a headache coming on. She rubbed her temple. “Are you just saying this because Wendy is a client and you’re thinking about her defense?”

“Of course not. Although, you definitely don’t have enough evidence to prove guilt. Not by a long shot.”

She let out a deep sigh like a deflating balloon. 

“Remember when I first offered you a job?” Ian asked. “We talked about justice. About finding the truth. That’s all I’m asking for.”

Staring down at her hands, Deena nodded. “Got it.”

“Look,” Ian said, “it’s been a long day. Get some rest, and we’ll talk again in the morning.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She managed a weak smile.

As Deena walked out to her car, she raised her head and pulled back her shoulders. She was more determined than ever to solve this case. If an open mind was what she needed, she’d work on it, even though she still thought Wendy was guilty. 

Then she remembered something Sandra had once told her: Ian thought everyone was innocent. Maybe he needed her help in protecting himself and his reputation.

She would make a plan. Interview more witnesses. She’d prove to Ian—and to herself—that her instinct was right. 

She wasn’t about to be fooled by a murderer again.
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When Deena came through the front door, Sylvia was standing in the kitchen wearing a bright orange pantsuit with a green scarf tied around her neck. “Happy Halloween,” she said, greeting Deena as though the morning’s kerfuffle had never happened. 

“Happy Halloween to you, too,” Deena said, wondering what had come over her mother-in-law. “I see you’ve dressed up as ‘The Great Pumpkin.’”

Sylvia’s smile slipped off her face and she puckered her mouth. “What on earth do you mean, child?”

Deena’s face flushed. “I just thought—I mean, your outfit—”

“Spit it out. Are you drunk or something?”

“Never mind,” Deena said and headed toward the bedroom.

Sylvia called after her, “Don’t forget that I’m handing out candy at Christy Ann’s house tonight.”

Perfect. An evening alone with Gary was exactly what Deena needed. She could tell him all about her investigation and Sylvia’s fight with Edwin Cooper. She could use the quiet time to plan her next move toward bringing Wendy to justice.

Apparently, Sylvia had other ideas.

When Gary came home, he fired up the grill. Sylvia hobbled around with her cane insisting she should help cook supper even though her foot was “hurting like the dickens.” Deena finally got her to sit down while she cooked wild rice and broccoli to go with the grilled chicken.

There was an eerie silence around the dinner table as they ate. Deena waited to see if Sylvia would bring up her run-in with the law. Gary finally filled the gap by talking about his fantasy football team and the Cowboys. Deena acted as interested as humanly possible.

As Deena cleared away the plates, Sylvia asked Gary to help her up from the table. Of course, she hadn’t needed help when she was in the yard spraying the neighbor with the hose. Deena held her tongue. She would be able to tell Gary about it soon enough.

“Gary,” Sylvia said, “I hate to break my promise to Christy Ann. She’s such a dear girl. But I don’t know how I’ll manage alone at her house having to get up and down every time a child rings the bell. Do you mind coming with me?”

Deena knew exactly what Gary was thinking. Monday night football was on. He hated Halloween. He would graciously decline.

“No problem,” he said. “You don’t mind, do you, sweetie?”

Traitor. She was hoping for a quiet night together. She was planning to give handfuls of candy to the first four or five treat-beggars and then turn off the porch lights and pretend not to be home. She dropped the plates in the sink. “That’s fine. I guess I can manage all alone here by myself.”

“Great,” Gary said, oblivious to her sarcasm. “I’ll get our jackets, and we can head on over.”

Deena watched out the window as they crossed the street. “Just wait, you old crab. Two can play at this game.”

* * *
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THE FIRST FEW GROUPS of kids to come to the door turned Deena’s spirits around. The smiling faces of children tended to do that. However, the third ring of the bell was not what she expected.

She opened the door to see a tall, mustached man in his mid-fifties staring down at her. She did a double take, making sure this wasn’t a new costume from some TV show she didn’t watch.

“Mrs. Sharpe, I’m Julius Dunbar.” He handed her his card. “I’m an associate of Terrance O’Malley from Dallas.”

By the sound of his voice and the seriousness of his tone, the man meant business. His height alone was intimidating. He had to be about six-and-a-half-feet tall and sported a gray goatee. Deena stared at the card. O’Malley. Where had she heard that name?

“My employer is the father of David O’Malley, Wendy Fairmont’s fiancé. I’m here to ask for your help with the matter of Ray Brewster.”

Deena’s mind took a tumble. Was this a trick or a treat? “Won’t you come in,” she said, before realizing she was home alone and inviting a total stranger into her house. Coming up the walk behind him was a flock of children. She smiled and emptied her candy bowl into their bags then waited until they had skipped back down to the sidewalk before turning off the porch light and shutting the door. 

Sitting at the kitchen table, the stranger got right to it. “I am here to see what can be done to keep Wendy Fairmont from being connected to this unfortunate incident with Mr. Brewster. As you may know, Mr. O’Malley and his companies are high profile and highly respected. News that his son might be marrying a criminal would not bode well for the family.”

The way he said “the family” made Deena think of Italian mobsters. In this case, though, she assumed the O’Malleys were Irish or Scottish. Did they have a mob? She shook the rabbits she was chasing out of her head. 

“First off, how did you get my name?” she asked. “What connection do you think I have to this...situation?”

Dunbar pulled a small notebook out of his jacket pocket and flipped through several pages. “Deena Sharpe. Former journalism teacher at Maycroft High School, newspaper reporter at the Northeast Texas Tribune, and now investigator for the law firm of Ian Davis. Your name was in the newspaper today as having found Mr. Brewster on the event of his death.” He put the pad back in his pocket. “Did I get anything wrong?”

“No,” she said. “Why do you think Wendy is involved? That wasn’t in the newspaper.”

“Sources,” he said. “You must know how that works, right?”

“Assuming what you say is true, what is it you want from me?” She knew better than to trust him, but at this point, she was curious.

“As I said, Mr. O’Malley wants to see Miss Fairmont’s name kept out of the media. The best way to do that is to make sure her alibi is solid. The article in the newspaper mentioned two high school students who were present at the time the body was found. I was hoping maybe you could tell me their names so I could interview them myself.”

Deena stood up and paced between the table and the kitchen. That was a lot to ask. Could she reveal their names? “The article in the newspaper had a byline. Why didn’t you ask Dan Carson for that information?” 

“I couldn’t very well do that and hope to keep Miss Fairmont’s possible involvement secret, now could I?”

Made sense. “What do you want to ask them?” She had a pretty good idea but wanted to hear it from him.

“I just want to know the circumstances. Did they see Miss Fairmont? Did they talk to her? What was her demeanor like?”

Sounded legit. Typical investigator questions. But more than that, they were the same questions she wanted to ask Charlie and Stephanie herself. Maybe this was the break she needed. She could get information from the witnesses and show Ian she was being open-minded. What would Ian think? She decided to call him. “Excuse me,” she said, “I have to consult with my—associate.”

She walked into the living room and called Ian on her cell phone. She explained the situation. He said that he didn’t think it would be a problem as long as Charlie and Stephanie agreed to talk to him, especially since Dunbar was trying to help Wendy. Since Deena was there on the scene, Ian told her it was her choice to do what she wanted.

When she returned from the den, Dunbar was looking at messages on his cell phone. “Well, will you help me?”

Deena had a feeling this man was going to find out the information he wanted one way or another, so she might as well make the most of it. She took her jacket off the hall tree. “I’ll take you to them. If they agree to speak to you, I’ll let you talk to them.”

“Excellent. I’ll follow you.”

* * *
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SINCE IT WAS HALLOWEEN and Charlie Abbott was president of the National Honor Society, Deena knew exactly where he’d be. She drove over to the elementary school where the PTA was hosting Trunk-or-Treat. It was a new event that sprang out of the awareness of stranger danger. Parents would pull their cars into the school parking lot and kids would go down the rows getting candy from them. 

Kind of lame, but definitely safe. The high school kids helped patrol the parking lot and got to add the project as credit toward their community service hours. Deena parked on the street, and Dunbar pulled in behind her. “Wait here,” she told him.

As she headed into the parking lot entrance, she wondered what she would say to Charlie and Stephanie. 

Several parents stood at the gate and greeted her. “Where’s your car?” one woman asked. 

“I’m Deena Sharpe. I used to teach at the high school. I’m looking for Charlie Abbott. Is he here?”

The woman eyed Deena suspiciously and then pushed the button on her radio. “Charlie Abbott, come in. Over.”

It was amazing how much power one could derive from a walkie-talkie. 

“I’m here,” a voice answered.

“There’s a Mrs. Sharpe here. Says she knows you. Wants to talk to you. Over.”

“Sure. I’ll be right there.”

Deena tried not to let her smile say, “I told you so.” She stepped aside as another SUV packed with kids pulled in. She looked around to make sure Dunbar hadn’t followed her. He was still in his car.

“Hey, Mrs. Sharpe,” Charlie said. He had two other boys at his side.

“Do you mind if I talk to you alone?” She had made up her mind not to bring Dunbar in on the conversation. She could relay the information to him herself.

“Sure.” He tossed a look at his friends. “I’ll be there in a minute.” They walked off.

“Thanks,” Deena said. “I have some questions about Saturday night. Do you mind talking about it?”

“I guess not. I’ve already told the police everything I know. What’s this for anyway? The newspaper? I thought you quit working there.”

“I did. This is for me.” That wasn’t exactly a lie, she told herself. “What time did you get to the church on Saturday?”

“There was a group of us who came in the morning to set everything up. We got there around nine. Wendy had all the stuff in a big van. We unloaded it and set it all up.”

“What time did you finish?”

“Around one o’clock, I’d say.”

“When did you come back?”

“I got there right at five.” 

Deena did some quick calculations. There was a four-hour window between there where someone could have killed Ray.

“Did you see Ray there in the morning?”

“Yeah. He unlocked the building when we first got there. Like I told the police, he came around a couple of times, but he didn’t help. It didn’t seem like Wendy wanted him there.”

“Why do you say that?”

“They seemed to be arguing about something. I don’t know what it was.” 

Deena’s ears pricked up. “When you left, were Ray and Wendy still there?” 

“Yeah, I guess. I know Wendy was. Stephanie had a hard time getting into my car because Wendy’s van was parked so close.” 

“When you returned at five, did you and Stephanie come together?”

“No. I think she got there a few minutes before me. She was getting out of her car when I pulled in. We walked around to the back door of the portable building. We waited a couple of minutes and Wendy let us in. We were filling treat bags with candy and waiting for our friends to get there to help with the haunted house. I swear, we never walked around there where Mr. Brewster was.”

“I see,” Deena said. “Why didn’t you turn on the lights when you went inside?”

“Uh, I don’t know. We turned on the strings of party lights. We—we could see what we were doing.”

“And then you heard me yelling?”

“That’s right.”

Deena shook her head. Nothing Charlie said seemed unusual. “Is Stephanie here?”

“No, she’s at work. Why?” He seemed worried by the question.

“I just wanted to ask her the same questions.” Deena looked back to make sure Dunbar was still in his car.

“She’s not going to tell you anything different,” he said anxiously.

“I’m sure you’re right. I just wanted to talk to her, too. Does she still work at Las Abuela’s?”

He nodded. “Look, I’ve got to get back.” He glanced over his shoulder.

“No problem. Thanks for talking to me. And don’t worry. You guys aren’t in trouble or anything.”

He walked back toward his friends who were standing with a group of girls.

Deena now faced the task of getting rid of Dunbar. She had always considered herself a bad liar, but lately it was becoming easier and easier. It was probably par for the course in her new line of work. She quickly rehearsed her words and walked back to where the man was waiting in his car.

He rolled down his window. “So? What’s the verdict?”

“Unfortunately, they didn’t want to talk to you. Nothing personal, it’s just that most people in a small town are a little wary of strangers. Plus, they’re kids...” She waited to see if he would be satisfied with her answer.

“I guess. Did you ask them anything about that night?”

“Actually, I did. He—they—said Wendy was there and let them into the building where they had set up the haunted house earlier in the day. They said her demeanor was normal.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. They said Wendy seemed to be arguing with Ray earlier in the day. They didn’t know what about. In all fairness, it could have been about him not helping them with the set-up. It could have been anything.”

Dunbar shook his head. “I guess the police have that information.”

“Yes. They said they had already talked to the police.”

Dunbar rubbed his chin. “And I don’t suppose you will give me their names.”

“They are minors. It wouldn’t be ethical. You understand.”

“Sure. Well, thank you for your help, Mrs. Sharpe.” He reached through the window to shake her hand. “I’ll report this to Mr. O’Malley. I’m sure he’ll be grateful.” He let go of her hand. “And one more thing—don’t mention any of this to Ms. Fairmont. Mr. O’Malley wants his involvement to remain anonymous.” He leaned closer to the window. “The only way she could possibly find out that Mr. O’Malley is trying to help her is if you tell her. And that would be bad.”

Deena’s throat tightened. She recognized a threat when she heard one, and this was definitely a threat. She nodded and stepped back from the car. As she watched him pull away, she reached into her pocket and felt the business card. 

Hopefully, that was the last she’d see of Julius Dunbar.
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Chapter 11 


[image: image]


It hadn’t taken long for Sylvia to realize that Deena and her neighbor, Christy Ann, had a love-hate relationship. Deena seemed to dislike her, but Christy Ann had actually saved the life of Deena’s brother the year before. Sylvia knew it bothered Deena that she had become friends with her neighbor.

Christy Ann was the epitome of a soccer mom: gossipy, nosy, and oh, so busy. She and Sylvia got along fabulously.

“Now don’t you worry about a thing. Gary and I will take care of everything. You just have fun with those precious children.” Sylvia scooted Christy Ann and her three little monsters out the front door just as a new set of ghouls came running up the sidewalk.

Gary fetched the bowl of candy and stood next to his mother. “It’s the Wentworth children,” he said. “Aren’t they cute?”

“I suppose,” Sylvia said. She smiled sweetly, giving each child just one small piece of candy and a large dose of discipline. “Now you be good children. Mind your mother and father. And say your prayers.” She stepped back inside and grabbed her cane. “All this standing is wearing me out. I’m just going to sit here on the sofa and let you take over for a bit.”

She picked up the remote control for the television and tried to find a program to watch.

Gary was like a yo-yo, bouncing back and forth between the den and front door.

Sylvia was just getting interested in a rerun of Castle when she heard Gary holler from the entryway, “Mother, there’s someone here to see you.”

“My lands, who would want to see me?” She hoisted herself from the sofa and hobbled to the front door. There he stood, none other than Edwin Cooper himself. That awful, no-good neighbor just couldn’t leave well enough alone. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you get enough trick-or-treat today already?”

Gary stood in the doorway, stupidly holding the bowl of candy with his mouth hanging open.

“Son, run get me a glass of water. I may need to drench this delinquent again.”

Gary ran off dutifully, unaware her snarky remark had been a joke.

“Now, Mrs. Sharpe, I ain’t here to cause no trouble. In fact, I wanted to apologize and explain myself.” Edwin pulled his arm from around his back and presented Sylvia with a small bouquet of fresh flowers.

Although surprised, she didn’t want to let on to the delight she felt by his token apology. “Those roses didn’t come from our yard, did they? I’d hate to call the police about you trespassing on our property.”

“You know good and well your roses put mine to shame.”

He might be a crazy old coot, but he knew just the right words to worm his way into Sylvia’s affection. She looked over his shoulder to see another group of ruffians headed up the walk. “Well, you might as well come in, seeing that those kids might just run you down.”

Gary walked up with a glass of water. “Here you go, Mother.”

Sylvia shook her head and led Edwin to the den. When they were both settled, she turned off the television and turned to her guest. “Now, what’s this about an explanation? I find it hard to believe you have a good excuse for staring through the fence at your neighbors.”

Edwin wrung his hands, touching his finger where a wedding band used to rest. “I wasn’t staring at you. I don’t stare at Deena or Gary or any other person. The police said I was a peeping Tom, but they don’t know me and neither do you.”

“Well, you were looking at something. What was it?”

“The dog. That little black dog.”

“Hurley?” Sylvia squinted her eyes at the old man.

Edwin lowered his head. "Yes, ma'am. Hurley." A mist filled his eyes. "You see, I used to have an old dog named Buster. He was a good dog—the spitting image of that one Deena got a few years back. Every time I see him out there, I think of Buster and..."

A knot caught in Sylvia’s throat. She didn’t know what to say. All this time Deena had assumed her neighbor was a creep. Turns out, he was just lonely.

Edwin cleared his throat and stood up, still looking down at the floor. “Well, now you know. I best be going.”

Sylvia picked up the remote. “I was just watching a little television. You can stay if you’d like,” she said.

“I’d like that,” he said. “Thank you kindly.”

As Richard Castle set about solving another crime, Sylvia thought about her own situation. She had only been a widow for two years. She couldn’t imagine being alone for as long as Edwin Cooper. She couldn’t wait to get ahold of Deena and scold her for jumping to conclusions about an innocent man. That woman could be so judgmental.

Glancing sideways, she noticed his strong features and kind eyes. Maybe this was fate. Maybe she was supposed to find a way to help poor Mr. Cooper. Truth be told, she was a little bit lonely herself.

Funny how things work out. You take the good with the bad. Halloween was turning out to be one of her favorite holidays after all.
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Chapter 12 
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Before calling it a day, Deena had one more stop to make. She wanted to talk to Stephanie Gander. The last thing she needed was Dunbar following her to the restaurant, so she waited a few minutes until she was sure he would be long gone.  Finally, she started up the car and turned toward downtown.

Girls were better at picking up subtle details than guys, and they were generally a lot nosier. Stephanie may know more about Wendy’s interaction with Ray than Charlie had reported. Also, Stephanie had been in Deena’s journalism class as a freshman, so she might be more comfortable opening up to Deena than she was to the police. 

Deena couldn’t believe how sneaky and manipulative she had become. It made her a better investigator, but did it make her a better person? She generally hated those qualities in other people. She brushed the thought from her mind. After all, she was trolling for the truth. She was trying to bring justice for a dead man and make her community a better place to live.

She pulled up on the side of Las Abuela’s. It was busier than usual for a Monday night. Deena’s best hope for having a conversation would be to get a table in Stephanie’s section.

The hostess raised an eyebrow at Deena. “Mrs. Sharpe, are you here alone tonight? No husband?” She and Gary were regulars. This was the first time she’d been there alone.

“Yep. It’s just me. Oh, and would you mind if I sit in Stephanie’s section?”

“Let me look,” the hostess said. “Yes, they just cleaned off a booth. Follow me, please.”

Deena sat down at the booth and waited.

“What can I get you to drink?” Stephanie asked, staring at her order pad.

“Hey, Stephanie,” Deena said. “How’s it going?”

“Oh, sorry, Mrs. Sharpe. I didn’t see it was you.”

“No worries. It’s pretty busy tonight.”

“Yep. Lots of families out tonight.”

“Well, I’ll have sweet tea.”

“Great. I’ll be right back.” 

As Stephanie hurried off, Deena noticed how disheveled the girl looked. Although her family didn’t have a lot of money, she was always well groomed and tidy at church and school. Today, her jeans were frayed at the bottoms—and not the stylish way kids wore them. Her sneakers were dirty, and her hair was falling out of her ponytail. It looked like she hadn’t bothered with makeup either.

Stephanie returned and set the glass of tea on the table. “Here you go. Now what can I get you to eat?”

“Um, I’ll have a small order of nachos.” Deena handed her the menu.

Stephanie made a note and stuck the pen in her apron pocket.

“How’s school going?” Deena asked. “Senior year can be rough.”

“My AP classes are kicking my you-know-what,” Stephanie said. “Financial aid applications, essays, working double shifts—it’s a lot, you know.”

“I thought you already got scholarship offers to several schools?”

“I have. But they only cover tuition and part of the costs. There’s still a lot of expenses to go to college. My brother is also in college, and he didn’t get a scholarship. My sister is graduating in two years...”

“I understand,” Deena said. 

Stephanie lowered her eyes. “I’ll be back in a minute with your order.”

Maybe now wasn’t the best time to ask questions about the night of the murder. The last thing she wanted was to stress the girl out even more.

When Stephanie returned with the food, Deena apologized and asked her to wrap it up to go, saying she had gotten a call and needed to leave. Deena left a large tip and headed back home to plan her next move. 

Maybe Stephanie’s version of the story wouldn’t be that much different than Charlie’s anyway. 
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Chapter 13 
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Sylvia had not yet come out of the bedroom when Deena left the house Tuesday morning. Just as well. Deena was anxious to get to Ian’s office and catch him up on the events of the previous evening. Fueled with hot coffee and a renewed energy, she set her things down in the tiny office he had assigned her next to the copy room.

Thus far, she hadn’t taken the time to really make it her own. Between babysitting her mother-in-law, learning to cook, keeping up with her booth at the antique mall, and working the occasional case for Ian, she hadn’t had the energy or motivation to do much with her small space. 

But something about the crisp fall air seemed to bring on a renewed sense of purpose. Besides that, it wouldn’t be long until Ian and Sandra’s baby was here. She would be dropping everything to take over the thrift store in Sandra’s place. If she didn’t set up her office now, Ian might forget she worked there or even replace her. 

She didn’t want either Ian or Sandra to get too comfortable with her running the store. Investigations were her passion. At least, for the moment. She shook her head and took a long chug of hot coffee. She closed her eyes and let the warm brew travel through her insides like Reese Witherspoon making her way down the Pacific Crest Trail.

“Ian’s waiting for you,” Rob said, pulling her out of her caffeine-induced fantasy.

She looked around. What she needed was a coat rack. She had seen a couple of them at Hidden Treasures last week when she was adding merchandise to her booth space. That, of course, was before all this business with Ray Brewster had come up. She jotted a note to buy one and threw her jacket and scarf in an empty chair.

With coffee in one hand and a legal pad in the other, she headed down the hall to Ian’s office. What she found inside took her by surprise.

Actually, it wasn’t what she found, but who she found.

Wendy Fairmont.

“Deena, come on in,” Ian said. “You need to hear this.”

She took a seat next to Wendy and gave her a quick nod.

“Go ahead. Start at the beginning,” Ian said.

“This morning, Detective Guttman came to my house to ask me questions about Ray Brewster. He had a file of photos. He asked me all kinds of questions about my relationship with Ray. He...” She swallowed hard as if trying to swallow back the truth. “He asked if Ray had been blackmailing me.”

“I knew it!” Oops. Deena slapped her hand over her mouth. She had not meant to say that out loud.

“What?” Wendy seemed incredulous. “How did you know?”

Ian gave Deena a stern look. “That’s not important, right now. What did you say to Guttman?”

Wendy dropped her chin to her chest. “I told him I wanted to talk to my attorney and asked him to leave.”

“Perfect,” Ian said in his most reassuring manner. “That’s exactly what you should have done. Did he say anything else?”

“Something about lawyering up not changing the facts.”

“Never mind that. He’s just trying to scare you.”

“Well, it worked,” Wendy said. “I came right over.”

Even though she was without makeup and her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, Wendy was still a beauty. It was then that Deena noticed the flannel pajama bottoms underneath the “I (heart) Texas” t-shirt. She really had left home in a hurry.

“I suppose you know what I’m going to ask next,” Ian said.

“Was I indeed being blackmailed by Ray Brewster?” She didn’t wait for a response. “Yes.” 

Deena tried to hide her sense of vindication. Of course, being blackmailed didn’t necessarily mean Wendy was a murderer or murderess or whatever, but it did seem awfully fishy. “Tell us how and when it started,” Deena said.

“Well, about six months ago, Ray came to my house with some pictures. I don’t know where he got them.” Her face flushed as she spoke. “It’s kind of cliché. The usual story. Girl wants to go to college. Girl doesn’t have enough money. Girl does something stupid to earn the money. I let a photographer from a sleazy magazine take my picture. You can imagine what they looked like.”

In this case, Deena didn’t have to imagine. She had seen the photos for herself. 

“Anyway, I got ten thousand dollars for the pictures. They made up a name. Along with the scholarship I got from the pageant circuit, I was able to go to Texas Tech and get a degree in business and interior design, for which I’m very proud.” She raised her head and squared her shoulders. “That was ten or eleven years ago, and I put the whole thing behind me. Until Ray showed up with the pictures, that is.”

Deena felt a twinge of sympathy for Wendy. Even though her own parents didn’t have a lot of money, she was able to work her way through college without having to compromise her integrity. Then again, she didn’t look like Wendy. If she had been in the same spot, might she have done the same thing?

“Obviously, I didn’t want Ray going public with those, and it wasn’t just for me. It was for David...and his family. I didn’t want to smear their good name. You learn in business that ninety percent of your dealings are based on your reputation, not how capable you are.”

Ian nodded his head. “I understand. Go on.”

“So I paid him. I knew better than to think a one-time payout would get rid of him.”

Deena caught her breath. Was this it? Was Wendy about to confess to murder?

“That’s when I decided to stall as long as possible. After I was married, I would tell David the truth.” She twisted the whopping engagement ring on her left hand. “I figured that David’s father could work out a deal that would get Ray off my back permanently.”

“So what about the restraining order you wanted?” Ian asked. “Was that part of your stall tactic?”

“Yes. I was running out of money. I was desperate. Ray was threatening to tell David.” Tears welled in her eyes for the first time. “There’s more. You see, I was afraid I’d lose him. I wasn’t sure he loved me enough to stay with me if he found out what I had been.”

“Not what you’d been, but what you did. They’re two different things.” Deena was surprised by the words coming from her mouth. She felt empathy for Wendy. “Making a mistake doesn’t make you a bad person.”

Wendy sniffed back the tears. “Anyway, when I heard he was dead, a part of me was glad—relieved. I’m not proud of it, but it’s the truth.”

“So, you didn’t kill him?” Deena asked.

Ian shot Deena another look, followed by a clearing of his throat. “Of course she didn’t.”

“Of course I didn’t! I may have been desperate, but I could never take another person’s life.”

Deena believed her. Just like that, all the doubt and suspicion melted away and was replaced by sympathy and understanding. Who hadn’t been in a position where desperation overcame reason? Where picking between two bad choices was the only course of action?

Ian drew a line across the bottom of his notes. “Under the circumstances, we need to start planning your defense. That means we need to know everything that happened leading up to Ray’s body being found. The mayor is pressuring Guttman to solve this case quick. He’s not going to waste time if he thinks you are guilty.”

Deena leaned forward. “Start with the morning of the Halloween carnival. I heard you and Ray had an argument.”

“How do you know about that?” Wendy asked.

“I talked to Charlie Abbott last night. I can fill you in on more of the details later. What were you two arguing about?”

“At first I was mad because he wouldn’t help us set up. As the church custodian, that’s part of his job. He said he didn’t need to work now that I was his ‘sugar mama.’ Ugh. He gives—gave—me creeps. Anyway, I told him I needed a key to get back in the building when we were coming back at five o’clock. I didn’t trust him to be there to let us in.”

“Smart girl,” Deena said.

“He refused to give me one. Said he would be there to open up, and that I better have more money for him.”

“Is that all? Did you bring the money when you came back?” Deena asked.

“I had seventy-five dollars in my purse. I planned on giving it to him when I saw him, but I never saw him. The back door was unlocked when I got there. I turned on the light and let in Charlie and Stephanie. Then I went inside the church to find Helen Abbott.”

“What time was that? She’ll make a good witness.” Ian jotted a note.

“Actually, I never found her. Darlene, she’s the church secretary, said Mrs. Abbott had been called away to work at the hospital. That was a few minutes after five. I left after that. My agreement was to help with the decorations. They knew I wasn’t staying around for the carnival.”

“Okay,” Ian said. “We’ll talk to Darlene.”

“That’s about the time I got there,” Deena said. “I asked someone if they’d seen you. She said she saw you over by the portable building. She’s another witness to your whereabouts.”

“Well that explains the time period until one o’clock and at five, but obviously Ray died between those times,” Ian said. “What did you do during that four-hour gap?”

“I was at the warehouse working on inventory. I’m selling the business.”

“Did anyone see you there?” Deena asked.

“No. Cindy, my assistant, is buying the business. We decided it would be a conflict of interest for her to help with inventory. Not that I don’t trust her, but the bank is giving her a hard time about the loan. We want everything to be on the up and up.”

“That’s a problem,” Ian said. “You have no witnesses for your whereabouts in the afternoon.”

“What about phone calls or text messages? Couldn’t we get the records?” Deena asked.

“I don’t think I talked to anyone.” Wendy pulled her phone out of her purse. “I’ll look through my calls to check.”

“Good,” Ian said. “In fact, not having an alibi can often be the best alibi.”

“What do you mean?” Wendy asked.

Deena jumped in. “It means you didn’t try to come up with an alibi to cover yourself for the time of the murder. Some people do random things to make sure it looks like they couldn’t possibly have been present at the time of death. Those are the very cover-ups that trip some guilty people up.” She turned to her boss. “Ian taught me that.”

It was a perfect Mr. Miyagi moment. Wax on. Wax off.

Ian grinned. “That’s right. Now, I want you to go home and make a list of everything you did that day in as much detail as possible. Don’t leave anything out. We’re going to let Guttman know he has to go through me if he wants to talk to you. We are going to gather some statements and see if we can find out where Guttman is in his investigation.”

Wendy stood up and shook hands with Ian. “Thank you both so much.” She turned to Deena. “Thank you for believing me.”

“Of course,” Deena said. “One more thing. Don’t talk to Dan Carson or anyone from the Tribune. If I know Dan, he’ll be waiting on your doorstep when you get home.”

“Okay, thanks.” Wendy picked up her purse and left the office.

Ian shut the door and turned to Deena. “You do believe her, don’t you? What changed your mind?”

“I could just see it in her eyes. I felt it in my gut.”

“Yesterday your gut told you that the human race was evil and everyone was capable of murder.”

“True. I guess I was wrong. I think I had let the cynicism take over.”

“It’s easy to do in this business, but I’m glad to see that you’re back on track. We can’t let the mayor’s political ambitions railroad an innocent girl into an arduous trial. Can you talk to Dan at the newspaper? Do you think we can keep her name out of the press? It would be a shame for her fiancé to find out about everything this close to the wedding, especially after all she’s done to protect him.”

Deena remembered Julius Dunbar, and her stomach lurched. “Oh, yeah. I have to tell you about last night. You better sit down. This case is about to get a little more complicated.”

“Okay, but make it quick. I’ve got to be in court in an hour.”

“I don’t know if her fiancé, David, knows what’s going on, but I guarantee his father does.”

“What?” Ian leaned back in his chair. “Spill it.”

“Last night, a tall, dark stranger came to the door. His name was Julius Dunbar...”
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Chapter 14 
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Detective Linus Guttman had only lived in Maycroft a few months, but he and Deena had already worked together several times. She was hoping to use the connection to convince him to share some details of the case. She headed straight to the police station after leaving Ian’s office.

Just as she was pulling into the parking lot, she saw the detective walking to his car. She didn’t hesitate to follow him.

After just a few blocks, he pulled into a small diner on Palm Street and went inside.

She wasn’t sure if he was there on official business or to order breakfast, so she gave him a few minutes before she entered the café. He sat at the bar, nursing a cup of coffee and reading a newspaper. She sidled up to him and sat on the next stool, signaling for the waitress to bring her coffee.

When Guttman looked up and saw who it was, a noticeable grimace came over his face. “Not you again. Give me a break.”

Deena laughed and turned on the charm. “Hah, you know you’re excited to see me. How long has it been? Two months? Three?”

“More like two days since you weaseled your way into the victim’s house.” Guttman took a drag on his coffee cup and clanked it down on the counter. “Not long enough. That’s for sure.”

“I suppose you know why I’m here.”

“Don’t tell me. Ian Davis is representing Wendy Fairmont, and you’re poking around to see if I will tell you anything.”

“You see,” Deena said, “that’s why you are Maycroft’s number one detective. Nothing gets past you.”

“Especially you,” he said and shuffled on his stool, turning away from her.

“Now that’s not too friendly, Detective. In the South, a gentleman always takes a lady’s hand.”

“Not when that lady is trying to pickpocket the gentleman.”

“Well, I’m not here for your money, just information.”

“That’s even worse. You know I’m not going to tell you anything, so why bother asking?”

“You know how it is, you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”

“I don’t have an itch.” He folded his newspaper and set it on the counter as the waitress laid a plate of bacon and eggs in front of him.

“Sure you do. I know that Mayor Thornhill is all over your back trying to get you to solve a murder that may not even have happened. That’s got to make you antsy.”

Guttman shoveled food into his mouth, seemingly oblivious to Deena’s goading.

She could tell she had struck a nerve when she mentioned Mayor Thornhill. “What if you make an arrest in this case and then find out your victim died of natural causes? Who’s going to look like a fool then? You or Thornhill? I guarantee the mayor won’t take the fall for that mistake.”

“That’s the first smart thing you’ve said, Mrs. Sharpe. But let’s assume there was a murder. Your client is looking awfully guilty.”

“Based on what evidence?”

“Being blackmailed when you’re about to marry into one of the richest families in Texas can make a person do some crazy things. I’d be looking at shoring up her alibi if I were you.”

“Who says she was being blackmailed?” Deena tried to sound shocked.

“We found the pictures in the file at Ray’s house. You know, the file you pulled out when you were looking for the ‘veterinary records’ in his desk.” Guttman wiped his mouth on his napkin. “I’m tempted to charge you with interfering in an investigation.”

Deena ignored the idle threat. She knew the detective had more to worry about than her. She decided to take another calculated risk. “There were more files in that drawer than just Wendy’s. Did anything else turn up?”

“That’s confidential information, obviously. What are you implying?”

“Just that our client may not have been the only person Mr. Brewster had a file on. Are you investigating any other individuals? We sure would hate to see a rush to judgment in this case.”

Apparently, that last comment hit a nerve, too. Guttman’s face reddened and a vein popped out of his forehead. “Look here, Mrs. Sharpe. You are treading on thin ice now. You had no business looking in that drawer. I can assure you, I am following every possible lead in this case.” He reached in his pocket,  threw money on the counter, and stood up to leave.

Deena stood in front of him. “Facts are facts, Detective Guttman. And the fact is, there was at least one other person’s file in that desk drawer. Whether or not I was supposed to see it is not the question. I just want our client to get a fair shake.”

“Oh, she’ll get what’s coming to her, I guarantee you that. As for other leads, we’re checking everyone out.”

“Everyone?” Deena asked. “Even Reverend Abbott?”

Guttman clinched his jaw tight as he stormed out of the café.

Without really thinking it through, Deena had just opened up a new can of worms.

* * *
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“CAN I HAVE THIS COFFEE to go?” Deena asked the waitress at the counter.

“Sure thing, honey. Let me get you a cup with a lid.”

Deena’s phone rang. It was Sandra.

Less than a minute later she was in the car headed to the thrift shop. Sandra had said not to hurry, but when your friend says she might be in labor, that’s exactly what you do. Deena had tried to convince her to call Ian, but Sandra said she knew he was in court and didn’t want to bother him in case it was a false alarm.

Deena tried to slow her breathing and appear calm as she entered the shop. The familiar jingle of the bell on the door signaled her arrival, and Sandra walked calmly from the back storage room with her purse in hand.

“Do you have everything you need?” Deena asked. “Are you sure we shouldn’t call an ambulance?”

“The hospital is like two minutes from here,” Sandra said. “Don’t be silly.”

Deena wondered how she could be so calm at a moment like this. This was Deena’s first experience with birthing babies, and her hands were shaking as she held open the door.

“Thanks for coming. It’s probably a false alarm. After all, I’m not due for another three weeks. But the doctor said I should come in just to be safe.”

“I’m glad you called,” Deena said. She tried to maintain a steady speed, feeling like a teenager taking her driving test. “I wish you would let me call Ian. He’s going to kill us when he finds out you went to the hospital without telling him.”

“I’ll handle Ian, don’t you worry. I will call him if anything happens.” Sandra made a slight gasping sound and laid her hand on her stomach.

“Oh my gosh! Is it coming? Should I pull over?”

“Heavens no,” she said. “It’s just a little cramp. Keep your eyes on the road.”

Deena steadied the wheel and picked up her speed. She imagined herself trying to deliver a baby in her SUV. She’d seen it done on plenty of television shows, but this was real life, and she couldn’t imagine what it would do to her leather upholstery.

Finally, she pulled into the emergency room entrance and jumped out of the car. “Hold on,” she said, “let me get you a wheelchair.”

“Pish posh. I can walk just fine.”

But when the nurse at the front counter saw Sandra waddle in, she yelled for an attendant to get a wheelchair. Before Deena could blink twice, Sandra had been whisked away, and Deena was in the waiting room filling out forms. She used her phone to write down Sandra’s address, resisting the urge to call Rob at the office to notify Ian. She had promised Sandra she would wait to hear from the doctor.

Deena waited impatiently for what seemed hours, but in reality was only about thirty minutes. An attendant came to the waiting room and called her name.

“Everything is fine. You can come back now and see your friend.”

The antiseptic smell and bright lights were familiar surroundings to Deena, who had had her fair share of emergency room visits in the last few years.

When the attendant pulled back the curtain, Sandra was sitting on the edge of the bed texting on her phone. She was fully dressed.

“Are you okay? What’s going on?” Deena had expected to see a flurry of medical activity.

“False alarm,” Sandra said. “Apparently, it was just a stomach ache from the Mexican food I ate last night.”

“That’s good news, right? We didn’t want the baby to come this soon.”

“Speak for yourself.” Sandra grimaced. “I’m more than ready to push this puppy out. But seriously, it’s a good thing I’m not in labor yet.”

A nurse came in and brushed past Deena. “Here are the discharge papers for you to sign, Mrs. Davis.”

Deena recognized the woman’s voice before she saw the face. “Helen? Glad to see you,” Deena said.

Helen Abbott, the reverend’s wife, turned around and smiled at Deena.

“Oh, hey,” she said. “Nice to see you here without having to x-ray or stitch you up for a change.”

“That’s for sure. Thanks for taking care of my friend.”

The attendant came back in and started fiddling with the machines and monitors that hovered around the bed.

“I don’t know if there’s a full moon or what,” Helen said, “but this last week has been crazy.”

“Maybe it has something to do with Halloween,” Deena said. “You missed all the excitement at the carnival on Saturday. I heard you were working. That must’ve been a wild night.”

“Um, yeah. It was.”

The attendant unplugged the monitor. “Saturday night was like a never-ending zombie invasion. But you weren’t here, Helen.”

“Oh, um...” Helen snatched the clipboard from Sandra. “You are free to go, Mrs. Davis.” She turned and hurried out of the exam room.

The attendant turned to Deena. “It’s easy to get your days and nights mixed up around here. I’m sure she was just confused.”

Was she confused, Deena wondered, or was it something else?

* * *
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“THANKS FOR COMING TO my rescue,” Sandra said, as they headed for Deena’s car. “I need to get back to the shop.”

“No way, missy,” Deena said. “You’re going home and lying down. The doctor said to get some rest.”

Sandra screwed up her face. “At least take me back there to get my car.”

“I don’t trust you. You can get your car later. I’m taking you straight home.”

Obviously, Sandra’s defenses were down because she gave in. “At least say you’ll come by the shop tomorrow and let me finish showing you how to process new inventory.” She patted her belly. “This baby could come anytime now, and we need to be ready.”

Deena agreed.

Sandra seemed to relax. “How are things going with the Brewster case? Any leads?”

Deena wasn’t sure how much she should say. After all, Sandra could get information from Ian if he wanted to tell her. “You know how it is, lots of leads and dead ends. It’s a process.”

“Sounds like code for ‘mind your own business’ to me,” Sandra laughed. “I get the same kind of answers from Ian when he’s being tightlipped about a case.”

Deena pulled up in front of Sandra’s house and helped to get her settled in. The two women had been friends for many years, but had grown closer since Deena retired from teaching three years earlier.

After making sure Sandra had plenty to eat and drink, Deena turned her car toward town and headed for the courthouse. Ian should be out of court soon, and she wanted to be there to tell him about Sandra’s trip to the emergency room. 

When she entered the back of the courtroom, Ian and the prosecutor were talking to the judge. The jury had been dismissed.

She sat down and pulled out her notepad. She made four columns, labeling them suspect, motive, means, and opportunity. On the first line, she wrote Wendy’s name. Obviously, her motive would be to stop the blackmailing. But did she have the opportunity to kill Ray? Yes. Unfortunately, it was going to be hard to pin down her alibi for that time.

Next, she wrote Darlene. Motive? Everyone knew she disliked Ray intensely, but if we killed everyone we disliked, there would be few of us still above ground. Deena left that section blank. Under means, she wrote “allergy pen.” It seemed cliché, but if Ray were poisoned, Darlene could have used the syringe to inject the poison.

That brought her to Helen Abbott. Why had she lied about working on Saturday night? If she wasn’t at the hospital, then where was she? As a nurse, she’d have access to all kinds of medical supplies. But, what about motive? Why would she want Ray dead?

Deena moved on to the next line. Who else in town had a grudge against Ray? Had he been blackmailing anyone else? Why did he have a file on Reverend Abbott? What were those numbers on that piece of paper she saw in Ray’s desk drawer?

She should go back and talk to Darlene again. Hopefully, she could shed some light on people Ray knew or had dealings with.

“What are you doing here?” Ian asked.

Deena jumped. “Oh, you scared me. Have you turned on your phone?”

“No, why?” He reached in his pocket.

“Sandra is fine,” Deena began, “but she called me earlier, and I took her to the emergency room.”

Alarm hit Ian’s face like a blast of cold air. “What? Why?”

“She was having some pain in her stomach and wasn’t sure if she was having contractions. They checked her out and determined it was indigestion or something.”

“Or something? Where is she now?”

“I took her home to get some rest. Like I said, she’s fine. Nothing to worry about.”

Ian hurried back to the table to get his notes and briefcase. He called Sandra.

Deena waited to see if he needed her. She wanted to tell him her plan to talk to Darlene. After a few minutes, she saw his shoulders relax, and he even chuckled at something Sandra had said.

When he hung up the phone, he grabbed his belongings and walked toward Deena. “Thank you for being there for Sandra. I can’t tell you—”

“You don’t have to say anything.” Deena patted his back, and they walked out of the courtroom side by side. “By the way, I have a couple of leads in the case. I wanted your opinion on what I should do.”

“I trust you. Follow your gut.” He looked at his watch. “I’m going to run home and check on Sandra before I go back to the office. Do what you think is best, and I’ll talk to you later.”

Deena watched him hurry out to the parking lot. Ian was a good man and a good husband. You could always count on him to do the right thing.

But the cynic in her crept back into her brain like a lion stalking its prey. Everyone in this case was a good person. Everyone, that is, except the victim. If Ray was indeed murdered, it was probably by someone he knew.

Someone Deena knew.

Of course, this wouldn’t be the first time she discovered she had been consorting with a killer. 
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Chapter 15 
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Darlene looked up from her computer as Deena approached. “Twice in one week. Why, you been to church more times this week than half the members come in a whole year.”

Deena sat in a chair on the opposite side of the desk. “I have some questions about Ray Brewster. I need to know what you know about him and who he associated with.”

Darlene sat back and crossed her arms. The smile fell from her face. “As I told you before, I’ve already told the police everything I know.”

“Did you tell them about the allergy pens? The ones in your drawer?”

“What on earth are you talking about?” She sat up quickly as though her chair were an ejection seat.

“I’m sure you read in the paper that there’s a chance Ray was murdered. Possibly poisoned. Everyone knows how you felt about him, and yesterday I saw the pack of syringes with one missing.”

“Are you saying that you think I killed Ray Brewster?” The color drained from Darlene’s face. “Why, I wouldn’t kill a soul, much less give up my key to the pearly gates for the likes of a no-good sinner like that. How could you think such a thing?”

It was Deena’s turn to lean back. “I’m not saying I believe that, but I don’t know what the police are thinking. Detective Guttman is anxious to pin Ray’s death on somebody, whether they are guilty or not.”

“Well, that’s just ridiculous. You can tell Detective Guttman he can just—”

“What’s all this yelling about?” Reverend Abbott came storming around the corner from his office. “You two are making enough racket to raise the dead.”

“I hope that’s true,” Darlene said. “Then Ray Brewster can come back and tell that Yankee city slicker detective that I never laid a hand on him.” 

“What are you talking about?” Reverend Abbott asked. “What’s this about Ray Brewster?”

Before Deena could answer, Darlene jerked open her desk drawer and picked up the package of needles. “The police think somebody poisoned that no-good leech of a man, and that I used one of these to do it.”

From her experience, Deena had never witnessed a guilty party showing off the murder weapon with such ease. Darlene’s response to the implied accusation seemed perfectly reasonable. She seemed more angry than worried. Deena had a hunch she was innocent.

“You two come into my office so we can discuss this,” Reverend Abbott insisted.

She’d done it now. She’d crossed the line from investigator to instigator. Did she really have enough information to accuse Darlene of murder? Of course not. But Darlene wasn’t the only one with access to those needles. And she certainly wasn’t the only one with a motive to kill.

Reverend Abbott closed the door to his office and motioned for the women to sit down. “Now, what’s this all about?”

Deena had never seen him look so stern. The kindly pastor was gone, and in his place was someone else. Someone Deena barely recognized.

“Perhaps you should have a seat, too,” she said, trying to keep her composure.

Reverend Abbott looked back and forth between the two women and trudged over to the chair behind his desk.

“As you may know, the police are taking a closer look at Ray’s death. They think he may have been poisoned.” She watched his face carefully for signs of guilt, but the reverend never flinched. “You know what they say about murder. Most of the time it is committed by someone close to the victim. Who else was closer to Ray than Darlene. Or for that matter, you.”

“Me? Why would I want to kill Ray? I’m the only one in this town who cared about him. I gave him a job. I fed him. I kept him off the streets.” His face turned a dark shade of pink. “I’m the last person the police should be suspecting.”

Darlene nodded in agreement. “What about all those people he’s cheated and done wrong in this town? They’re the ones the police should be talking to.”

Deena couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Methinks you dost protest too much. Instead of questioning whether or not Ray was murdered, these two were talking about finding different suspects. This was not the response she had expected. Could Darlene and Reverend Abbott be in cahoots?

She needed to know more. She looked at Reverend Abbott. “On the night of the murder, where was your wife?”

“This is absurd,” he blasted back. “How dare you bring my wife into this. You’re not the police. If you weren’t a member of this church, I’d throw you out of here.”

Clearly, Deena needed to take a new tack. “Look, I’m not here to accuse you or anyone. In fact, I’m trying to help you. I’ve worked with the police, and I know how they think. These are the kinds of questions they are going to be asking you, and I want you to be prepared.”

Reverend Abbott shot a glance at Darlene. “You have a strange way of helping, Mrs. Sharpe. But, go on.” His shoulders relaxed and his face began to soften. 

“Your wife, was she at the carnival on Saturday night?”

“Yes. She comes to all the big church events.”

Darlene squirmed in her seat. “Actually, that’s not true. She got called in to work at the hospital.”

Reverend Abbott cocked his head. “Are you sure? I could have sworn she said she was at the carnival. I don’t remember seeing her, but with all the commotion—”

Darlene was clearly uncomfortable. Obviously, she knew more than she was letting on. Maybe she was not wanting to talk in front of Reverend Abbott. Deena knew she was on to something, but it was time to back off.

“Look, I know this has been upsetting. There’s a chance Detective Guttman will be back with questions. If you think of anything else, let me know.”

Deena could only imagine the conversation taking place behind the door as she left the minister’s office. Perhaps it was time to turn her suspicions over to Detective Guttman. If nothing else, he might realize there were other leads to chase besides Wendy Fairmont.

Did she really suspect Reverend Abbott, his wife, or Darlene of killing Ray Brewster? No, but then she’d been wrong before. Only time would tell. But time was not on her side. With less than a week before the election, Mayor Thornhill would be determined to see an arrest made.

The list of suspects was growing faster than a wildfire. The more doubt she could cast, the less likely the police would focus all their effort on Wendy. That was her best hope to ensure justice.

And ensuring justice was why she took this job in the first place. 
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Chapter 16 
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It was all she could do not to turn her car toward the antique mall, but Deena knew she had better get home and check on Sylvia or there would be heck to pay later on. It had been more than a week since she’d added new items to her booth.

Deena loved the arrangement at the mall. She and other vendors rented spaces to display their various treasures. Janet and her husband took care of all the sales. For that, they collected monthly rent and a small commission off each sale. Pretty good gig for the sellers as well as the mall owner. 

But Deena was more concerned about her peach of a mother-in-law than she was about her Roseville pottery—at least for now. Lord knows what trouble Sylvia had gotten herself into today.

When Deena walked in the side door, Sylvia was on her like a moth on a flame.

“I need you to make me a hair appointment at that beauty shop of yours,” she hollered from the kitchen. “The sooner the better.”

“Well hello to you, too,” Deena said. “I didn’t realize you were going to a ball.”

“Oh, hush now, you and your silliness. There’s nothing wrong with a lady wanting to look nice. Besides, looks like those gray roots of yours could use a little tending to.” She stirred a pot of her famous spaghetti sauce. “It’s the least you could do for Gary after gallivanting around town all day.”

Deena grabbed a handful of grapes from the refrigerator. She popped one into her mouth without even rinsing it off. It seemed like the more her mother-in-law expected her to be refined, the more crudely she found herself behaving. “I’ll have you know I was interrogating suspects in Ray Brewster’s murder. It’s not like I was having a spa day. By the way, how’s your foot? All better?”

“Hurts like the dickens, but you’ll never hear me complain.”

Deena started to reply when her cell phone rang. Saved by the bell. She looked at the screen and saw it was Ian. “What’s up boss?” she asked intentionally loud enough for Sylvia to hear. “Any break in the case?”

Sylvia was a mystery lover, and Deena knew she was envious of Deena’s part-time sleuthing job.

“What? You’re kidding! When?”

Sylvia couldn’t resist butting in. “What is it? What’s happened?”

“Okay. I’ll be right there,” Deena said.

“My heavens. Where are you off to now? It’s almost suppertime.” Sylvia dropped the spoon onto the kitchen floor.

To Deena, the spilled spaghetti sauce looked like blood spatter. Maybe she’d been reading too many mystery novels herself. “I have to meet Ian down at the courthouse. They’ve made an arrest in the Ray Brewster case. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“An arrest? Who?”

“Wendy Fairmont.”

* * *
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WHEN DEENA ARRIVED at the police station, Ian was already in the holding room talking to Wendy. An officer led her back to a small room Deena had been in before with other clients. Unlike the rooms on television, this one was brightly lit and painted a cheery bright blue.

“Good, you’re here,” Ian said when she entered the room and sat down.

Wendy sat in a chair and was huddled up in a ball. The handcuffs on her wrists looked so out of place.

Deena pulled her chair up close. “Are you okay? Can I get you anything?”

Wendy wiped the tears dripping from her cheeks as she shook her head. “This is a nightmare. I can’t figure out how I got here. I’m the victim, but it seems everyone is against me.”

“We are definitely here for you,” Deena said, resting her hand on Wendy’s arm. “We’ll get you out of here as quick as possible.” Her mothering instincts immediately kicked in.

“Like I was saying,” Ian continued, “there will be a hearing and the judge will set bond. I’m going to try to convince him to keep it reasonable since the medical examiner hasn’t even released his report about the cause of death. Will you be able to get the money together?”

“I have a little savings, but that won’t go very far. My grandparents left me some money that’s tied up in a CD. My own parents, as you know, don’t have a pot to pee in.”

“What about your fiancé?” Deena asked. “I’m sure he would be willing to help you out.”

The dam broke and the tears flowed like a waterfall. Wendy hugged her knees and dropped her head as she cried.

“Oh dear. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Deena said, patting Wendy on the back. She looked up at Ian for help.

“Don’t worry, you don’t have to involve him. I know a good bondsman if we need him.”

Wendy sat up and took in some deep breaths. “It’s not just the money, it’s what David is going to think. What his family is going to think.”

Deena passed her the box of tissues. “I know for a fact they just want to help you. I bet they’ll be more supportive than you think.”

“You know for a fact? How could you possibly know?” Wendy asked between sniffles.

“Er...um...because I spoke to someone. An associate of your future father-in-law.”

Wendy’s eyes began to blaze. “What?”

“A man came to me the other day. He said David’s father asked him to see if there was a way to help you out of this...this predicament.”

Wendy gasped and covered her mouth. “That means he knows! David already knows!”

“Not necessarily,” Ian said. “But I saw Dan Carson outside, so it will likely be in the newspaper tomorrow. There’s really nothing we can do about that. For now, let’s just focus on getting through this hearing and getting you back home. The rest we can deal with later.”

“There won’t be any ‘later’ for me. I can kiss my wedding and my fiancé goodbye.”

Deena couldn’t find the right words to console Wendy. She felt helpless. The truth was that Wendy was probably right. A rich family like the O’Malleys wouldn’t want to have anything to do with a suspected murderer. It would be bad for business.

As Ian discussed the bail hearing, a thought kept niggling at Deena. She dare not say it out loud. But if the man cares more about business than you, maybe you don’t want to marry him anyway.

* * *
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TO SAY THAT WENDY’S hearing that late afternoon was contentious would be an understatement. The state’s case was flimsy at best. Purely circumstantial. The DA kept harping on the suggestive photos and pointing to Wendy as if she were Bonnie Parker.

Ian reminded the judge that the medical examiner’s report hadn’t even come back yet and that for all they knew, Ray Brewster died of natural causes. That is, if whiskey and hard living could be considered “natural.”

Detective Guttman sat in the back of the courtroom clipping his fingernails. Deena couldn’t tell if he was nervous or confident. She tried to make eye contact, but he kept his head low and his attention on his task at hand, so to speak.

The judge finally had enough of the bickering and set Wendy’s bond as low as possible considering she was being charged with a felony. It probably helped that she was a hometown girl and not considered a flight risk. Her semi-celebrity status as a beauty queen probably didn’t hurt either.

Ian stuck around to take care of the paperwork and told Deena to go home and start thinking about witnesses to interview. They needed to establish a better alibi for Wendy on the afternoon of Ray’s death. They set up a meeting with Wendy at the office for the next afternoon.

Deena had her own ideas of where to start. She followed Detective Guttman out of the courthouse and waited until he was getting into his car. She stepped in front of the parking lot exit just as he drove up.

He rolled down his window and stuck out his head. “What are you doing?”

She walked around to the side of his car and pulled on the handle. She should’ve known the door would be locked. “Open up,” she said. “We need to talk.”

Expecting him to drive off, she was relieved to hear the click of the door lock opening. She got in and put on her seatbelt. “Wouldn’t want to get a ticket.”

Guttman apparently didn’t see the humor. He sped off in the direction of the police station. “So, what are we talking about today? Leprechauns and magic beans?”

“More like magic needles,” she said. “You and I both know that the evidence against Wendy is bogus. She is no more a killer than you or I. Strike that. No more than I am. For all I know, you killed Ray Brewster yourself.”

Guttman’s face remained calm, his eyes fixed on the road. “Or maybe it was you.”

“Maybe it was. The point is that without a thorough investigation, all you’re left with is speculation.”

As Guttman turned into the parking lot behind the police station, he let out a sigh. “I’ll be glad to take your confession anytime you want to give it. But if this is all you have to talk about, you really should be getting back home to your husband and dinner.”

Deena followed him through the back door and down the hall to his office. “Actually, there’s more I want to tell you. It won’t take long.”

“I hope not. It’s been a long day already.” He unlocked the door to his office and motioned her inside.

“When I mentioned Reverend Abbott yesterday, I was serious. There’s something fishy going on at the church. Did you know that Darlene Watson keeps allergy shots in her desk drawer?”

“Do you know that those shots will not kill a person, generally speaking?”

“Even when combined with alcohol?”

He didn’t answer.

“But that’s not all. Reverend Abbott seemed awfully defensive when I asked him about Ray.”

“That’s not surprising. You’d be defensive, too, if I asked you a lot of questions about someone you knew who just died.”

Deena clasped her hands together. “I know I’m a rookie when it comes to investigations, but I have developed a pretty good instinct to know when people are lying. Probably from years of working with teenagers. I got the impression he was hiding something. And there’s more.”

“Why does that not surprise me.” He looked down at his watch.

Deena was not to be deterred. “I asked Helen Abbott about working at the hospital the night of the carnival, and she squirmed like a worm on a fishing hook. Why? What is she hiding?”

Guttman steepled his fingers and stared back as though he were contemplating the meaning of life. She wasn’t sure if he was listening or planning his grocery list.

“Are you listening? Aren’t you even a little curious? You can’t really believe that this investigation is over and that you have a killer in custody.”

“Mrs. Sharpe, I appreciate your enthusiasm. But seriously, do you really believe your pastor, his wife, and the church secretary all conspired to kill Ray Brewster? Where’s the motive? The man was a sleaze-ball, sure. But if they didn’t want him hanging around, Abbott could have just fired him.”

“You’re forgetting something,” Deena said with a hint of a smile. “Ray was a con man and a blackmailer. We know he had something on Wendy. Suppose he had something on the Abbotts, or Darlene, or the church. Maybe they were cooking the books. Pilfering from the parish. Collecting from the collection tray. Have you thought of that?”

Guttman shook his head. “You’ve been watching too many crime shows.”

She stood up for dramatic effect. “I know you’re under a lot of pressure because of the election. But I also know you’re too good a cop not to follow your instincts. At the end of the day, it’s just you and your conscience. What happened to Wendy—being arrested on such circumstantial evidence—would never have happened in a big city. This is small-town politics at its worst. This is bull.”

With that, Deena turned and walked out the door. Hopefully, Guttman would chew on her words and do something about it. She felt her pulse race and her face blush as she walked out the front door of the police station. Suck on that, she thought.

The sky had turned from dusk to dark in the short time she had been inside. Moths whirled in the bright lights of the parking lot. Then she remembered something. She had left her car at the courthouse. 

She couldn’t bring herself to go back inside and ask for a ride, so she zipped up the front of her jacket and headed back toward her car. After all, it was only a few blocks. As she hurried along, the darkness seemed to blanket the sky as the stillness of the downtown area at night sent a shiver down her spine. Maybe I’ll just jog. 

She picked up the pace and bounced along down the street. Perfect. I need a little exercise. Soon, her calves began to burn, and she struggled to suck in air. As she approached the corner, tires squealed and headlights blinded her. She jumped up onto the curb as the car sped past. A dog began barking furiously from behind a fence.

I’m getting out of here. She broke into a dead run. By the time she got to her car, she was breathing so hard, her chest hurt and her ears rung. She bent over beside the car, gasping for breath. I had no idea I was in this bad of shape. She grabbed her sides. Good thing I don’t still have a uterus ’cuz I think it might have just fallen out.

A clanking noise and a hissing sound startled her. She had dropped her keychain to the ground, and the small vial of pepper spray streamed across the asphalt. She jumped back to get out of the line of fire and pulled her jacket up over her face. Whether real or imagined, she felt tickling in the back of her throat.

As if dancing around in an empty parking lot trying not to pepper spray herself wasn’t bad enough, a car pulled into the lot and stopped with its lights pointed directly at her. She didn’t dare reach for her keys yet. She started to back away when she heard a familiar voice call out to her. “Mrs. Sharpe? What in the blazes are you doing out here?” 

Oh, great. It was Detective Guttman.
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Chapter 17 
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The only time Kristy could squeeze Deena in for a hair appointment was at seven thirty in the morning. Since retiring from teaching, Deena had gotten used to sleeping late. Sylvia, on the other hand, was used to getting up with the cows, so the early morning appointment with one of the new hairdressers was perfect for her.

“Why not go all the way and get a pedicure while you’re at it?” Deena had asked.

“The only people who will ever see my bare feet are God and the undertaker. You better make sure I’m buried in my stockings, or I’ll come back to haunt you every day of your life,” Sylvia had said. “Letting a stranger fiddle with your feet? How immodest!”

Deena had to laugh to herself as she thought about Sylvia’s old-fashioned ways. She was entitled to her opinion, but it was obvious the two women came from different backgrounds and different generations.

“Hold this for me a minute,” Kristy said, handing a plastic bag to Deena. “Let me just take off these gloves, and I’ll be right back.”

Kristy had been Deena’s stylist for at least ten years, and they had become close over the years. Not that they did things together, but they shared secrets and details about their lives like old friends who got together every few months. There’s a special relationship between a woman and her hairdresser that men just couldn’t appreciate.

“Okay.” Kristy took the plastic cap and fitted it over Deena’s head to keep the dye from dripping. “I’m going to set you over here with a magazine while I give Judith a trim.” She leaned in toward Deena’s ear. “If you ask me, she’d do better at finding a man if she’d cover that gray hair, but nobody asks me.”

Deena sat in a chair near the hair dryers and picked up a magazine. Yawning, she wished now that she’d brought her tumbler of coffee with her. She craned her neck to see how Sylvia was doing. She was smiling and chatting away with Yolanda as if they’d known each other for years. 

A knot formed in Deena’s stomach as she felt a twinge of jealousy. She wished she had a better relationship with her mother-in-law. They had been getting along, but there was always a barrier between them that she couldn’t seem to break through. If only Gary—

The ringing of her cell phone interrupted her thoughts. She fished it out of her purse. No name, but a local number. “Hello?”

“This is Linus Guttman. I’m in the parking lot next to your car. I need to speak to you right away.”

“I’ll be right there,” she told the detective. What on earth could he want? She looked around and found a stack of towels on the back counter. She grabbed one and wrapped it turban-style around her head. “I’ll be right back,” she called to Kristy as she pushed open the salon door. 

A cold wind whipped at the vinyl zebra-print drape covering her outfit. She ducked her head and hurried to the car. Guttman motioned for her to get in. She waited for him to speak, but instead, he put the car in gear and drove out of the parking lot.

Deena steadied the towel atop her head. “Where are we going?”

“Just wait,” he said.

Did she dare mention her hair-coloring dilemma? She reached for the seatbelt and clicked it closed. Wherever he was taking her, he better make it quick. He pulled onto a side street that led to a rural area of town. Suddenly, Deena felt uneasy. No one knew where she was or who she was with. She patted her pocket and realized she had dropped her phone back into her purse.

Sure, Guttman was a detective with the Maycroft police force, but how well did she really know him? He had moved there from Philadelphia where he had been fired from their police force. His uncle, the county judge, had pulled strings to get him this job. His intense expression did not do anything to allay Deena’s fears. She was about to say something, when he pulled behind an old barn on a dirt road and parked the car under a clump of overgrown willow trees.

He unfastened his seatbelt and reached across her to his glove compartment.

Deena’s hand trembled as she fumbled for her own seatbelt latch. 

When the lid of the glove compartment fell open, she saw the glint of steel and the most ominous-looking revolver she’d ever laid eyes on. She sucked in air and held her breath. 

Guttman reached in and pulled out the gun.

Every instinct in Deena’s body told her to run, but for the moment, she was paralyzed with fear.

Guttman then laid the gun on the dashboard and reached back into the glove compartment. He pulled out a stack of folded papers and shoved them toward Deena. “Here, look at these.”

She let out an audible gasp and breathed rapidly.

“What’s wrong with you? Are you too cold or something?” He reached for the heater dial and twisted it higher.

“Uh...thanks,” she said, not wanting to let on that she thought she was about to be shot. She opened the papers and looked at them. She’d seen something like this before. “What is this?”

“Those are copies of the notes that were in Charles Abbott’s file we took from Ray’s house—the ones you saw in his drawer.”

So that’s where she had seen them. “They look to me like some sort of financial records,” she said.

“Close. They’re betting sheets. Look at the tops. There’s the name of the track with dates and amounts to bet for each race. It’s the kind of thing you’d give your bookie.”

“So Ray was gambling away the money Reverend Abbott was paying him to work at the church? What a scumbag.”

“I’m not so sure. The handwriting doesn’t seem to match other samples we found in Ray’s files.”

She counted six sheets of paper in all and looked at the dates. “These are from the beginning of the year. Looks like the first two weeks of January. Didn’t Ray start working at the church around that time?”

“That’s right.”

She folded the papers and handed them back to Guttman. “Why are you showing me these?”

He blew out a long breath as though he were about to give a speech. “You’re right. This was a bad arrest. You already know the pressure I’m under to have a suspect in custody until after Tuesday’s election. It’s the kind of small-town politics that gives law enforcement a bad name.”

“I know what you mean. So why don’t you just expose it for what it is and let Mayor Thornhill take the fall?”

“I wish I could,” Guttman said, rubbing his forehead. “But I need this job. I’ve been run off once for not being a team player, and I can’t afford to have it happen again.”

Deena thought for a minute. It reminded her of the inter-office politics she used to have to deal with at school. “So, you don’t believe Wendy is guilty?”

“I’m not saying that. I have a pretty strong witness who heard Wendy Fairmont threaten Ray. But what I’m saying is that we don’t have enough on her yet. Also, there are others we need to check out.” He twisted his body to face her directly. “That’s where you come in. I can’t have my guys come anywhere near this. That’s why I’m asking for your help.” 

“What do you want me to do?”

He handed her back the papers. “Take these to Abbott and see what you can find out about them. Something tells me that they could be the key to what happened to Ray.”

“Do you think Reverend Abbott is a killer?”

“No. He has a rock-solid alibi. He was out fishing with a church buddy all day before the carnival. But I think you are on to something. These gambling records were important enough for Ray to file, and we need to know why.”

“Maybe he was borrowing money from Reverend Abbott.”

“Maybe. We also need to know where his wife really was that night. What happened to the missing allergy shot. Like you said, Helen Abbott is a nurse and would have access to all kinds of syringes and medical supplies. If she wasn’t at the carnival and she wasn’t at the hospital, where was she?”

Deena felt a strange sensation come over her. It was like she was looking at a photograph of herself. In the photo, she was wearing a beige trench coat and a dark scarf over her head and big sunglasses. She was working undercover for the CIA. She was a spy—a genuine, real-life secret agent.

“If I agree to do this, I want one thing in return.”

Guttman didn’t look like a man willing to compromise. “What?”

“Who is your witness that heard Wendy threaten Ray?”

Guttman adjusted the rearview mirror. 

Deena assumed he was buying time. Contemplating his response. 

Finally, he gave in. “It probably won’t hurt to tell you. It will come out soon enough anyway.”

Deena sucked in a breath and held it.

“Stephanie Gander. But you can’t say you heard it from me.”

“Stephanie? Maybe that’s why she screamed and ran off when she saw Ray’s body at the haunted house.”

Pulling back the cape draped across her lap, Deena shoved the papers into the pocket of her slacks. Then she remembered her hair. “Is there anything else I should know? I really need to get back to the salon.”

Guttman drove back in silence as Deena tried to sort out her next move.

She was about to get out of the car when Guttman put his hand on her arm. “One more thing,” he said. “You can’t tell anyone about our arrangement. It has to look like part of your investigation to clear your client.”

“It is, actually.”

“I mean it, Deena. Tell no one. Not your boss or your husband. You have my cell number if you need to get in touch.”

Deena nodded and hurried back into the salon. 

Sylvia was seated in the waiting area with a stack of magazines in her lap. “Where on earth have you been?” she demanded, glaring at Deena.

“I had to run an errand.”

Kristy walked up, shaking her head. “Let’s get you rinsed before you catch your death of cold.”

The warm water felt soothing to Deena’s now-burning scalp. 

“Oh my,” Kristy said as she ran her fingers through Deena’s hair. “I hope whatever you went to do was important, because you’re going to have a big reminder of it for a while.”

“Is it that bad?” Deena asked as she sat up from the sink.

“Not if you wear a scarf—and a hat.”

Deena stood up to peek in the wall mirror. There she was staring back at herself with jet-black hair. “What can we do about it?”

“Nothing for at least a week. Try washing it with laundry detergent. Hopefully, it won’t turn purple.” Kristy led her back to her station to blow-dry the black mop. “At least we covered the gray,” she laughed. She leaned down and whispered in Deena’s ear, “Next week when you come back, I expect you to tell me all about it.”

Deena nodded. By that time, every one in town should know about it. She’d either have brought a killer to justice, or she’d be looking for a new church home.
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Even though she was moving as slow as a snail, Sylvia had the fastest mouth in the South. Before Deena could even make it home, Gary was calling to ask her what the heck happened. Good thing Sylvia still had a flip phone or she probably would’ve sent him a picture of Deena’s hair. Deena hated to lie to her husband, but she didn’t know if he would accept her explanation that it was “confidential.”

As if she hadn’t burned enough bridges with Sylvia, she had to break it to her that she would be out most of the afternoon. Sylvia didn’t say much but insisted Deena have a sandwich for lunch before traipsing off on another of her exploits.

Deena fixed tuna on whole wheat and opened a bag of chips on the kitchen table. She poured two glasses of sweet tea and opened the newspaper to look occupied.

Sylvia remained quiet while they ate, which wasn’t a good sign. Anytime she got quiet, it could only mean trouble was brewing. Just as well, since Deena didn’t want to have to explain herself again. Finally, Sylvia spoke. What she said took Deena off guard. “You know, I can be pretty sneaky myself when I want to.” She raised an eyebrow.

“Okay...that’s good to know.” Deena looked back at the newspaper.

“What I mean is, maybe I could be of help in your investigation.”

Deena nearly choked on an ice cube. 

“I’m serious. If it hadn’t been for me, you might not have solved that last case, if you remember. I could be the lookout and create a diversion—whatever you need.”

Like Deena, Sylvia loved a good mystery story. She was a voracious reader, preferring classics like Agatha Christie and Sherlock Holmes. 

“But your foot,” Deena said. “Shouldn’t you rest it?”

“I’m sick of resting. I can rest when I’m dead. It’s hard being stuck here in the house when you are off fighting crime. Take me with you. You won’t regret it.”

The look on Sylvia’s face tugged at Deena’s heart. Maybe she could use a sidekick. “Will you promise not to ask too many questions?”

“Of course. Whatever you say.” Sylvia beamed. “I didn’t press you about where you were when you were out burning up your hair, did I?”

It was against her better judgment, but Deena agreed to let Sylvia go with her to the church. “It won’t be anything exciting. I just have to ask Reverend Abbott and Darlene a few questions.”

“A few questions about their whereabouts when Ray Brewster was murdered, am I right? Which one of them do you think poisoned him?”

“Sylvia? Who said he was poisoned?”

“You did. I heard you talking to Gary about it the other night.”

“You are sneaky,” Deena said, pulling on her coat. “I’m not accusing anyone of anything. I’m trying to clear Wendy Fairmont.”

Sylvia picked up her cane and put on her coat. “Whatever you say, partner.”

* * *
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DEENA CHECKED HER PURSE for the third time to make sure she had the papers Detective Guttman had given her. She was nervous, not because she was afraid she wouldn’t find out anything, but because she would find something.

“Where’s Darlene?” Deena asked when she saw Reverend Abbott sitting at the reception desk inside the church.

The telephone rang, so she waited while he told the caller that the kindergarten class would be meeting in the first grade classroom this evening.

He hung up the phone. “She’s gone. Quit. Outta here—thanks to you,” he grumbled.

“Oh my,” Sylvia said, “I’m afraid my daughter-in-law has that effect on some people.”

“Sylvia!”

“I’m just telling it like it is, honey. Have you had lunch, Reverend? You look almost sickly. Why don’t you just let me sit here while you go get yourself a bite to eat.”

“You would do that?” he asked.

“Why, certainly. Back home I do all kinds of volunteering at my church. You just go take a breather, and I’ll take care of things out here. I’m sure the parishioners will understand when I tell them you’re shorthanded. Maybe I can drum up some volunteers to help out until you can find a new secretary.”

“Thank you,” he said and walked off down the hall.

Genius, Deena thought. Sylvia just bought me some time alone with Abbott.

Sylvia leaned her cane against the side of the desk and opened the drawer. “What do you want me to look for while I’m here?”

Deena couldn’t help but chuckle at her mother-in-law’s enthusiasm for sleuthing. “I guess just look for anything suspicious or out of place. If you see anything directly related to Ray, make a note of it.” 

The phone rang again. “First Methodist Church. This is Sylvia. May I help you?”

Deena headed off to find Reverend Abbott. She followed her nose to the church kitchen where the reverend was removing a dish from the microwave. “That smells delicious,” she said.

He looked over his shoulder. “Pot roast. My wife is a saint. No matter how many hours they have her working at the hospital, she always manages to have a hot meal waiting for Charlie and me at home.”

“Mind if I join you?” She didn’t wait for an answer and sat in a chair next to him at the table. She looked around casually at the inspirational posters on the wall. In the last five years since Reverend Abbott and Helen had been at the church, they had managed to breathe new life into the place. The education department was growing by leaps and bounds and church attendance was up.

“By the way,” Reverend Abbott said, “what happened to your hair? I don’t remember it being that color.”

Sylvia stuck her head in the doorway. “Actually, I don’t remember anybody’s hair being that color.” She winked at Deena. “Mrs. Barrington has volunteered to cover the desk tomorrow. I’m still working on someone for Friday.”

“Already? You’re an absolute gift from God, Mrs. Sharpe.” 

When Sylvia left, he addressed Deena. “You are lucky to have her around.”

“Lucky? Yes.”

“Now what can I do for you, Deena? You’re not here to accuse me of murder again, are you?”

Sort of, she thought. “As I’m sure you know, Wendy Fairmont has been charged with killing Ray Brewster. I’m working with her lawyer, Ian Davis, to help clear her name and get to the truth of what happened to Ray.”

“Very admirable of you. Wendy is a lovely girl. I can’t imagine she would commit such a heinous crime. But, you better make it fast. I have a meeting with the music director in about fifteen minutes.”

She needed to throw him some softballs before showing him the papers. “Did you happen to see Ray on Saturday?”

“You mean, before I saw him lying dead over in the portable building?”

This wasn’t going to be easy. Reverend Abbott was obviously a hostile witness. “Yes, in the morning or afternoon?”

“No. I didn’t get to the church until almost four o’clock. Like I told the police, Peter Collier and I had gone out fishing at the lake. We didn’t get back until after lunch.”

“So, who was in charge of the carnival? Who had a key to open all the doors and let people in?”

“Well, Ray had the keys and was supposed to be here all day to let people in. Mrs. Clooney was in charge. She said the building was unlocked when she got there around ten in the morning. She said she saw Ray a few times coming and going. I’m sure the police have her statement.”

“I see.” None of this was new information of course. “When Ray’s body was found, it was obvious he had been drinking...a lot. Do you think he had a drinking problem?”

“Do birds fly? Can fish swim? Yeah, he had a drinking problem, but he was working on it. Or, at least that’s what I thought.”

“Everyone knows you really went out on a limb to help him. Most people wouldn’t have been as patient with him as you were. As far as you know, did he also have a problem with gambling?”

“Gambling? Um...what do you mean?”

“You know, like betting on football. Or horse races.”

Reverend Abbott looked down at his watch. “Not as far as I know.” He shoveled the last bit of stew into his mouth and took a drink of soda. “Is that all? I need to get ready for my meeting.”

Deena reached into her purse and pulled out the papers from Detective Guttman. “Just one more thing. Have you ever seen these before?”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out the answer was yes. The reverend’s face turned bright red and his breath caught in his throat. “What—where did you get those?”

“Are they yours?” Deena asked, ignoring his question.

He stood up and carried his dishes to the sink. “No. I’ve never seen them before. Is that all?” He turned to her and smiled as fake a smile as she had ever seen.

“You said Helen was at the carnival Saturday night. Darlene said she was at the hospital. As far as you know, where was your wife when Ray died?”

Reverend Abbott clearly struggled to keep his composure, but his face gave him away. “She was at the hospital, just as Darlene said. I didn’t realize she had been called in to work an extra shift that night.”

“The Maycroft hospital?”

“Yes, of course. Now I really must go.”

“Thanks for talking to me. You’ve been a big help.” She folded the papers and put them back in her purse. “Tell Helen I said hello.” She got up and walked back toward the reception area. That should give them something to think about, she thought.

“It’s time to go,” Deena told Sylvia when she got back to the front desk.

“But who will mind the phones?” Sylvia asked.

“Not our problem. We’ve got more work to do.”

That was all Sylvia needed to hear. She picked up her cane and her handbag and followed Deena outside. “Don’t you want to know what I found?”

“What did you find?” Deena asked, humoring her mother-in-law.

“A man called looking for Darlene. I got his name, but when I told him she was no longer working there, he hung up abruptly.”

“Besides being rude, what do you think it means?”

“When I was going through the desk, I found that same man’s business card. Here, let me get it. I dropped it in my purse.”

“Why would you take his business card from her desk?” Deena asked. Her mother-in-law had just gone from trusted sidekick to petty thief.

“Because I remember seeing the same man’s card on our kitchen counter.” She pulled the card out of her handbag.

“What? Whose card is it?”

“It belongs to a man by the name of Julius Dunbar.”

* * *
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AFTER DEENA EXPLAINED who Julius Dunbar was, Sylvia seemed a little deflated. She had hoped the information was an important clue. Deena told her that the man was working for Wendy’s future father-in-law and had hoped to keep her out of jail and out of the news.

“Don’t worry,” Deena said, “we are just getting started. I want to go talk to Stephanie Gander again.”

“I’m a little tired and my foot is starting to hurt,” Sylvia said. “Besides, I still have to make a cake. Why don’t you drop me off at the house.”

“Sure, but don’t feel like you have to cook for us. You just get some rest.”

“Oh, it’s not for you.”

Deena rolled her eyes. Just when she thought they were making progress, here Sylvia went playing up to Gary again. I wonder if she’ll ever make me a cake?

* * *
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IT WAS TOO EARLY TO go see Stephanie. She wouldn’t be getting out of school for another hour. Deena’s options were to check on her antique booth or check on Sandra. Going to see Sandra would be more fun. Besides that, she could look for treasures for her booth. As she turned down Main Street, Deena had an uneasy feeling. Was she being followed? She checked her rearview mirror again. She was probably just being paranoid after her previous episode earlier in the fall. Who would be following her anyway?

She turned on the radio and listened to a seventies pop rock one-hit wonder whose name she couldn’t remember. When she pulled into the parking lot, she sat in her car a moment and looked around to make sure there was no one suspicious. I’m just being silly. She got out of the car and went inside the shop.

The familiar jingle of the bells on the door felt like a warm hug. Sandra was waddling around with a feather duster like some kind of TV housewife from the fifties. 

“Hey, mama,” Deena said. “Shouldn’t you be taking it easy?”

“I just want to make sure everything is spic and span for when you have to take over. I didn’t realize how dusty everything had gotten.”

“I’ve heard about this. They call it nesting. It happens just before the baby comes.”

“Whatever. All I know is that if anyone puts another item back on a shelf where it doesn’t belong, I’m going to chop them into little pieces, put ’em in a suitcase, and throw it in the lake.”

“Oh my. That just means more work for Ian. He’s already got one murder case on his plate, he doesn’t need another.”

Sandra returned to the front counter and balanced herself on the stool. “How’s that going, by the way? Ian won’t tell me anything. He usually keeps his cases confidential, but he’s even more tightlipped than usual. Says he doesn’t want me to have any stress.”

“He’s a wise man. You should listen to him.”

“I’m glad you stopped by,” Sandra said.

“Of course you are. I’m your best friend.”

“There’s something I need to tell you. It’s...good news and bad news.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the baby, is there?” Deena felt a lump in her throat.

“No, no. Nothing like that. In fact, the good news is we finally decided on names for the baby.”

“Yay,” Deena said, clapping her hands together like a kid in a candy store. “Tell me. Tell me.”

“Well, if it’s a boy, we are going to name him Evan Patrick after Ian’s grandfather.”

“I like that. It has a nice ring to it.”

“The bad news is, if it’s a girl, we are going to name her Sylvia Beth after my grandmother.”

Deena felt like she’d been kicked in the gut. “Sylvia? Really? You know Gary’s mother will think you named the baby after her, right?”

“I know.”

“Of all the names in the world, that’s what you come up with? What about Bethany or Nicole or Michelle or anything else?”

Sandra laughed. “We’ve been thinking about it for a while, but I was afraid to tell you. I was going to wait until your Sylvia went back to Oklahoma. But since it looks like she’s going to be here awhile...”

Deena dropped her head. “Sounds like you’ve decided, so I guess I’ll have to accept it. Gary and I are still going to be the godparents, right?”

“Of course! Nothing has changed.”

The front door opened and several girls came in. They were high school students inquiring about volunteer opportunities.

Deena strolled over to look around the shop. Still in a little shock, she could barely bring herself to look at the vintage pottery. She picked up a piece that appeared older. It was marked “Made in Japan.” She set it back down on the shelf in front of her. Then she remembered Sandra’s threat and quickly moved it back to the top shelf where she had found it.

One of the girls at the counter looked familiar. She might have been in one of Deena’s classes a few years back. Why were they here now? School wouldn’t be out for at least another hour.

Deena walked back up to the counter. “Hey girls, what are you doing out of school so early?”

The girl wearing a Texas Tech t-shirt turned around. “Oh hey, Mrs. Sharpe. We got out early for a teacher workday.”

“Ah, I see. I remember those.” It suddenly hit Deena that Stephanie might already be at home. She needed to get there as quickly as possible in case Stephanie was working that evening.

Deena looked up at Sandra. “I’ve got to go. Sorry. I’ll talk to you later.”

As Deena hurried out the door, Sandra called after her, “What is it? Are you mad at me?”

“No, of course not. I’ve got a witness to interview.” With that, she was out the door and headed to Stephanie’s house.

Maybe Stephanie noticed some things Charlie missed. What exactly had Wendy said that sounded like a threat when she was talking to Ray? If it was convincing enough for Guttman to arrest Wendy, Deena needed to hear it for herself.

As she got nearer to Stephanie’s, a strange thought came over her. If Wendy didn’t kill Ray, could that mean her pastor or his wife was really guilty of murder? She hadn’t really let herself think like that, even though she was the one pushing for them to be investigated. Men of the cloth, devout religious people, just don’t do things like this. And Helen Abbott was one of the sweetest people she’d ever met. She just couldn’t see either of them being guilty of committing this crime.

Darlene, on the other hand, was a more likely candidate. Although she was a nice person, she didn’t have the same kind of standing in the town. People liked her, but she had her abrasive side as well.

Maybe they were on the wrong track altogether. Maybe someone else had killed Ray. Someone with a shady background like Ray himself. But wouldn’t that kind of person be more likely to shank him or hit him over the head with a whiskey bottle?

Deena knew she needed to be more objective. She would talk to Stephanie and see what she had to say. But it would take a lot of convincing to believe someone like Wendy who had everything going for her and everything to lose would risk it all for a man like Ray Brewster.
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Maycroft had just one high school. Kids went there from all around the county. Stephanie lived in the south part of town, an area known for rowdy bars and run-down businesses.

Deena checked the address again and pulled onto Stephanie’s street. The houses were small but mostly well kept, with a few junkers wedged in between. As she got closer, she saw several cars parked in front of the house.

She hadn’t expected to see Charlie Abbott there. And she certainly hadn’t expected to see him and Stephanie lip-locked in broad daylight leaning against a car. She parked in front of the neighbor’s house and got out.

Luckily, the two teens let go of their grip on one another to come up for air.

Charlie was the first to spot her. “Mrs. Sharpe. What are you doing here?”

Stephanie blushed, turning almost as red as the new Mustang she was standing in front of. The shiny new car looked out of place on this beige street with its well-worn houses.

“I’m here to talk to Stephanie about Wendy Fairmont. Do you have a few minutes?”

“Sure,” Stephanie said. She turned back to Charlie. “I’ll call you later.”

Charlie nodded his head and hurried across the street to get into his truck.

Deena waved as he drove off. “I didn’t realize you two were dating,” she said with a sly grin.

“We’ve been friends awhile, but we started...seeing each other at the beginning of the school year.”

“Can I ask you a few questions about Wendy?”

Stephanie looked back at the house. “I’d invite you in, but...”

“No problem,” Deena said. “Let’s just sit here on the front steps. I’m not sure if you know this, but I’m working for Ian Davis, who is Wendy’s lawyer. We’re trying to find out what happened on Saturday between Wendy and Ray. Can you tell me what you heard and saw that day?”

Stephanie pulled the sleeves of her jacket down over her hands and rubbed the fabric with fidgety fingers. “Like I told that detective, Wendy seemed annoyed with Mr. Brewster pretty much the whole time we were there. She was yelling at him to help us, but he just kept walking off.”

“Is that all? She was just yelling at him about helping? She didn’t threaten him or anything?”

“Well, right before we left, I heard her say something like, if you ever bother me again I’m going to kill you.”

“That sounds like something any of us would say. I’ve told my husband I’d kill him a thousand times if he didn’t put his socks in the hamper. He knows I’m not serious. What makes you think Wendy was serious?”

“Because of the way she said it. She seemed really mad.”

Deena thought for a minute. Could she be telling the truth? Could Wendy have been mad enough to kill Ray? “What did you see after that? What did Ray say?”

“He just seemed to laugh and walk away. I think that made her even more mad. Anyway, that’s what I thought.”

“Was there anyone else around who might have heard this?”

“No, it was just me. Everyone else had left.”

“What about Charlie?”

“What about him?” Stephanie seemed to ruffle at the question.

“Was Charlie still there when you left?”

“No, he left before I did.”

That seemed unlikely based on what Deena had just witnessed between the two. “By the way, did you happen to see Charlie’s mother there at the church?”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

Why was Stephanie getting so flustered? That was usually a sign that someone was lying. “You don’t remember seeing her there at the church when you left around noon? What about later when you got back to the church for the carnival?”

Stephanie jumped to her feet. “I don’t know if she was there or not. I need to go.”

Deena stood up and brushed off the back of her slacks. “Oh, sorry. Are you working tonight?”

“No, I quit.”

“But I thought...college...”

Stephanie turned and walked toward the front door. “See ya, Mrs. Sharpe.”

Deena called out one more question before the front door closed. “By the way, whose car is that? It’s a beauty.”

“Actually, it’s mine.” And with that, Stephanie disappeared inside the house, taking the rest of her answers and her secrets with her.
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Sylvia checked her face in the mirror one last time. More lipstick. You can never have too much lipstick. Maybe a little more rouge. That’s it, she thought and smoothed down the front of her frock.

She looked down at the boot on her foot and frowned. Nothing much I can do about that. Wearing heels was out of the question, obviously, but she did have a nice pair of flats that would have to do. She debated carrying the cane. It would be hard enough to carry the cake, let alone the cake and the cane, so she left it behind.

It was colder than she expected when she pulled the front door closed behind her. Luckily, she was only going next door. She traversed the lawn without a misstep. Taking a deep breath, she rang the doorbell and waited.

The door opened slowly as if on its own. Edwin peered around the door with raised eyebrows. Seeing Sylvia, a smile crept across his well-worn face.

“My lands, Sylvia. Get yourself in here out of that cold.”

She did as instructed.

“Is that a cake I see? You haven’t come to smash me in the face with it, have you?”

“Of course not, silly,” she giggled. “I made it just for you.”

“Why, that’s the most beautiful cake I’ve ever seen.” He took it from her and cocked his arm to escort her into the den.

The house was warm and cold at the same time. It seemed everything had a little residue of sadness on it.

“I wasn’t expecting company today or I’d have fixed myself up,” he said, brushing back the hair from his face.

“You look just fine, don’t you worry. I just wanted to bring over this peace offering.”

Edwin grinned. “You didn’t have to do that, but I’m mighty glad you did. Why don’t you come in and sit a spell.”

“That would be just fine.” He settled her onto the sofa and took a seat in the adjoining club chair.

“Your house is just lovely,” Sylvia lied. “Although, it could use a woman’s touch.” 

“I’m afraid I’ve lived here alone so long that everything’s just gone to seed.”

Sylvia crossed her ankles with her good foot in front of the boot. “So, are those pictures of your wife?”

“Yes. I was married to the greatest woman in the world. Theresa and I were married forty-one years before the cancer got her. After she passed, I moved here to be closer to my son and his wife. They lived in the house where you are now. Wasn’t but a year later my boy got transferred out to California.”

“What made you stay here then?”

“Moving is hard on the person. Besides, by that time I realized that life would never be the same no matter where I was, so I’d just as soon be here as anywhere.”

“I know what you mean. I lost my husband a year and a half ago.”

They fell into an awkward silence.

Finally, Edwin picked up the remote control. “It’s about time for Wheel of Fortune. How about we watch it together?”

“It’s like you read my mind,” Sylvia said cheerfully. She shifted her weight on the sofa trying to get more comfortable. Something squealed beneath her. “What in tarnation?”

Edwin came out of the chair. “You must’ve found one of Buster’s old toys.” He leaned down and reached under the cushion next to her. Their faces were dangerously close to one another. For a moment, he froze. Then, he pulled out a squeaky toy in the shape of a hamburger.

Edwin carried the toy back to his chair, studying it reverently as though it were a precious treasure. “My boy got Buster for me after I moved here, thinking he would keep me company. That old dog and I became best friends. After he died, I swore I’d never get another one. It’s just too hard to lose things you love.”

She wasn’t sure if she saw tears in Edwin’s eyes, so she quickly turned her attention to the TV. As she pretended to watch, she thought about Edwin and Hurley. She wasn’t used to feeling guilty, but she knew that was the cause of the knot forming in her mid-section.

For the next half hour, they watched the show, calling out guesses for all the puzzles. Edwin was surprisingly good at the game.

When the show ended, Edwin muted the television. “Where’s my manners? I didn’t even offer you something to drink. How about I make us a cup of coffee and we have a slice of that delicious-looking cake.”

“I have a better idea,” Sylvia said. “How about you come over for supper, and we’ll have that cake for dessert. What do you say?”

“I’d say that sounds like a fine idea. Why don’t I escort you home and then come back here to get ready. I need to shave and put on a clean shirt.”

“Well okay then.” Sylvia held out her hand for Edwin to help her up.

“Well okay then,” he said. “It’s a date.”
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Something just wasn’t adding up. One day Stephanie was slaving away at the restaurant trying to earn money for college, and a few days later, she was driving around in a brand-new sports car. Something fishy was going on, and Deena was determined to figure out what it was. She needed a quiet place to sort things out. Home was out of the question. Who knew what Sylvia would be up to. 

She was heading downtown when her cell phone rang. It was Julius Dunbar. He sounded pleasant enough and asked to meet her at the same café where she had talked to Detective Guttman a few days earlier. Curious to know what he had to say now that Wendy Fairmont had been arrested, Deena agreed to meet with him. Maybe he could offer some new information to help clear Wendy’s name.

“Thanks for agreeing to meet me,” Julius said, pulling back Deena’s chair as though they were on a date.

Deena stifled a chuckle and sat down at the grubby table in the little hole-in-the-wall smack in the middle of downtown Maycroft. “Of course. Such a shame. I’m sure your boss, Mr. O’Malley, was devastated when Wendy Fairmont was arrested.”

“Devastated. Well, not exactly. It really wasn’t all that surprising, after all,” Julius said.

The waitress appeared and they both ordered coffee.

Deena wasn’t sure what to make of that comment. “What do you mean it wasn’t surprising?”

“Well,” he said, dragging out the word. “Just look where the woman comes from. That should be the first clue.”

Shooting a quick glance around the café, Deena furrowed her brow and asked, “Do you mean Maycroft? What’s wrong with Maycroft?”

“It’s not just that, look at her family. Who are they? They’re nobodies from nowhere-ville. I’m surprised David was ever interested in her in the first place.”

Before Deena could bite into her host like a grizzly bear, the waitress appeared in front of them.

Dunbar made a bit of small talk with the woman while Deena fumed.

“Before you say anything,” he said to Deena, “you have to look at it from the perspective of Mr. O’Malley. It’s not just business, it’s his legacy he’s passing on to his son. He doesn’t want some gold digger coming in and soiling the family name.”

Deena took several slow breaths, counting to ten like Gary always told her to do before letting her anger out. “Well, I can assure you Wendy is not guilty, and her attorney and I are going to do everything we can to see that these charges are dropped.” She decided to take the high road. After all, this smug stranger wasn’t worth it. He was a snob who would probably never change. “Mr. Dunbar, what is the purpose of this meeting? You came to me for help, and I helped you. What is it you want now?”

He picked up his cup slowly, ignoring the steam, and took a long gulp.

What was that? Was that some kind of show of strength? Maybe I’m supposed to be intimidated because he doesn’t mind burning his mouth on hot coffee. Deena picked up her cup to do the same. As soon as the near-boiling liquid touched her lips, she pulled back the cup with a gasp.

“Actually, I’m here to return the favor.” He reached into the pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out an envelope. “Mr. O’Malley wants to thank you for your help.” He slid the envelope across the table. “Perhaps this would be a good time for you and your husband to take a little vacation. It seems that your work on this case is done.”

Was this a payoff? What was it that she had done? Deena had only seen this kind of thing on TV or in movies. She couldn’t believe it was actually happening. She picked up the envelope to look inside, and sure enough, there was a check. It was made out to her in the amount of five thousand dollars. Her mouth dropped open at the sight. “What is this for?”

“It’s for a job well done. The guilty party has been charged, and it’s time for you to move on.”

At last, Deena was beginning to see the writing on the wall. He doesn’t want me to keep investigating the case. He wants this murder pinned on Wendy. End of story. Case closed. “But Wendy didn’t do it. You get that, right?”

“That’s for the courts to decide, not you and me.”

Deena shoved the check back into the envelope and tossed it toward Dunbar. “I’m not accepting this nor am I dropping my investigation. Wendy Fairmont is innocent, and I’m going to prove it. And by the way, she’s as good a person as you’ll ever meet. Certainly better than you and your stuffed-shirt, overbearing, elitist boss and his family.”

“Mr. O’Malley is willing to go higher. Name your price, Mrs. Sharpe. Everyone has a price.”

Deena reached for her purse and pulled out her wallet. She laid a five-dollar bill on the table. “Well I don’t. And you can be sure Detective Guttman is going to hear about how you tried to interfere with an investigation.”

Dunbar stood. This time when he spoke, he sounded more like the thug he was. “Don’t be stupid, Mrs. Sharpe. Maybe money doesn’t motivate you, but something will. By the way, give my regards to Sylvia and Gary. And I believe you have a brother in town. Russell.” He tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the table. “Like I said, everyone has a price.”

As he hurried out of the café, Deena sat in numbed silence. The room began to spin as she realized she’d been holding her breath.

“Are you okay, honey? You look downright ill. You ain’t having a heart attack or nothing, are you?”

Deena shook her head. How dare he mention her husband and mother-in-law and brother. If he was trying to scare her, he succeeded. She walked slowly toward the exit.

Behind her, the waitress gave a sharp whistle. “A hundred bucks! You tell your friend he can come back anytime.”

My friend? Hardly. Julius Dunbar had just become enemy number one.

* * *
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THERE WAS ONLY ONE thing to do: go see Gary at his office. Deena felt vulnerable and angry. Gary was her rock and he would help her figure out what to do.

She had faced danger before, but nothing quite like this. When she had been attacked in the past, she had adrenaline on her side. This was different. She tried to steady her breathing so she could focus on driving. Luckily, Gary’s office building was only a few blocks away.

She charged past the receptionist and walked straight into Gary’s office.

He was on the phone, but the look on her face must’ve told him the visit was anything but social. “Dave, I’m sorry, but I’ll have to call you back.” He hung up and rushed over to Deena. “What is it? What’s happened? Is it Mother?”

“Your mother?” For some strange reason, she began to laugh. And laugh. And laugh. Her voice sounded maniacal even to her. Soon she began shaking and the laughter turned to tears.

Gary grabbed her and held her as tight as he ever had. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it will be okay.”

When she stopped crying, he led her over to a chair and sat her down. Kneeling beside her, he took both of her hands in his. “Tell me what happened.”

“Remember the man I told you about who came to the house on Halloween? He called me.” She went on to give the blow-by-blow account of their meeting at the café. 

Gary kept his composure, like the calm, level-headed CPA he was.

When she finished, he stood up and walked around to sit behind his desk. He grabbed a pencil and a notepad. It was just like Gary to try to solve a problem like this with a flowchart. “So, this Dunbar creep doesn’t want you to exonerate Wendy. Why?”

“Obviously, Terrance O’Malley doesn’t think she’s good enough for his son. This arrest might be the key to breaking off their engagement.”

“Good. I agree.” Gary scribbled something on the pad. “Do you think O’Malley could’ve had Ray killed and tried to pin it on Wendy?”

“Not really. It seems like a long way to go just to break up an engagement. Why wouldn’t they just have had Wendy killed?”

“Good point, unless that would’ve been too obvious. For now, let’s assume they didn’t do it. Who are the other suspects, and what do you have on them?”

Deena hesitated. “I’m not really supposed to tell you that.”

“Okay, then without giving specifics, are there other suspects or do you secretly think Wendy is guilty?”

“Yes, there are other suspects, but we have little in the way of evidence. I don’t think Wendy did it. I’m not sure that O’Malley and his goon believe she did either, otherwise, why would they be throwing money at me to end my investigation?”

“Bribery. Like anyone would be stupid enough to take money to turn against an innocent person.” 

Deena jumped from her chair. “Oh my gosh! I’m not the only one they tried to bribe. I’ve got to go.”

“Wait! Where are you going?”

“You call Detective Guttman and tell him what happened with Dunbar. I’m going back to see Stephanie Gander. I’ll call you as soon as I’m done.”

“Be careful,” Gary called after her.

Maybe Dunbar was right. Everyone does have a price. It sounded like Terrance O’Malley just paid for a new car and a college education.
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Before she even hit the main road, an annoying beeping sound grabbed Deena’s attention. It was the alarm going off on her phone. She had forgotten all about her four o’clock meeting with Ian and Wendy at the office. Looked like her confrontation with Stephanie would have to wait. 

Wendy looked as though she had aged five years. Her eyes had lost their sparkle and her face was pale. Instead of her usual trendy slacks and layered plaid shirt and sweater, she had on an old pair of gray sweatpants and a navy-blue hoodie. She had her hair pulled back in a ponytail, and not the cute messy kind.

“How are you doing?” Deena asked, leaning down to give her a hug.

“Not that great. Let’s see...as of today I have no job, no friends, no business, no money, no fiancé, and only three weeks left in my apartment. Besides that, I’m just peachy.”

“No fiancé? What happened with David?” Deena took off her jacket and pulled up a chair next to Wendy’s.

“He broke it off. I’m not surprised, but you’d at least think he’d have the nerve to do it in person. Can you believe he did it through a text?” She rubbed the finger where her engagement ring used to be. “I have half a mind to pawn my ring and use it to pay off the bail bond guy.”

“You should,” Ian said. “David doesn’t deserve you.”

“I wonder if they are hiring at the pawn shop?” Wendy asked, managing a faint smile.

Deena pressed her lips together. “For a family that supposedly has so much class, that really was a low blow. David sounds just as slimy a worm as his father.”

“Do you know his father?” Wendy asked, tilting her head at Deena.

“No, not personally. But I have met Julius Dunbar. He’s the one who said David’s father was trying to help you.”

“That creep. He’s one of Terrance O’Malley’s henchmen. Does most of his dirty work, from what I can tell. How do you know him? I wouldn’t think you’d hang around with that sort of family.”

“And I wouldn’t think you’d want to marry into that sort of family.” Oops. Had she actually said that out loud?

“Touché,” Wendy said. “I guess I deserve that.”

“I’m so sorry. It’s just that—”

“No. You don’t have to apologize. But you have to know that David is nothing like his father. He’s so sweet and kind. We met at a wedding where I was working with the ultimate Bridezilla. David was a guest. He was standing near me when the bride started chewing my head off because the lights in the ballroom were too dim and people couldn’t see her gown sparkling.” Wendy’s eyes grew misty as she spoke. 

“David walked up and told her that she was the most brilliant star he’d ever seen and that if the lights were any brighter, the guests would be blinded by her beauty. Then he winked at me and whisked her off to the dance floor. The rest of the night he pestered me until I agreed to go out with him.”

Deena sighed. Oh to be young and in love. Or young-ish, as was the case for Wendy.

“Just goes to show you,” Ian said. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“Ian!” If she could have reached him, Deena would have smacked him on the arm like she did with Gary when he would say something insensitive.

“What?” he asked defensively. “I mean, how can a guy who acts like that then turn around and dump her? It must be in his genes. You know, you can’t judge a book by its cover.”

“How about, ‘You want something done wrong? Hire a lawyer.’” Deena crossed her arms. “Any more clichés, counselor?”

“Okay, you two. That’s enough.” A grin had returned to Wendy’s face. “Let’s get back to proving my innocence.”

“We don’t have to prove your innocence. The prosecutor has to prove you are guilty.”

Deena shot him a look. “Not helpful.”

“Look, we have truth on our side,” Ian said, “not to be too cliché. They have nothing but a flimsy motive. Did you get those bank records that show where you withdrew money to pay Ray? We will argue that you had paid him off already, and that he couldn’t do much more to you or else you were going to the police.”

Deena shook her head. “But won’t the prosecution argue that he was threatening to tell her fiancé and that she needed to kill Ray before he did that? The fact that David dumped her won’t help her case any.”

“That’s true, which is why we have to tighten up the timeline and her alibi. Also, we can raise reasonable doubt by advancing other suspects.”

“What other suspects?” Wendy asked. “Who do you think could have done it?”

“We can’t really say,” Ian said. “It’s for your own protection at this point.”

Wendy nodded slowly, as though not quite satisfied with the answer.

“Speaking of protection, I still need to tell you about Julius Dunbar.”

Deena laid out the entire incident at the café, including the not-so-veiled threat he made. 

Wendy kept shaking her head while Ian scribbled notes.

She finished the story, standing up and demonstrating Dunbar’s cocky gesture with the hundred-dollar bill.

“I hope you went straight to Detective Guttman with this,” Ian said. “He may need to bring Dunbar in for questioning.”

“Actually,” she said sheepishly, “I went to tell Gary. I was scared. But he said he’d call Guttman for me. Then I came straight here.”

Wendy let out an exasperated sigh. “You know, that doesn’t surprise me at all. I got a similar kind of threat when David’s father tried to pay me off to break up with David.”

Deena gasped.

“That’s right. He offered me half a million dollars to take off and leave David behind. When I refused, he mentioned my family. That was over a year ago, and I’m still alive and kicking.”

Deena could hardly believe it. “Did you tell David?”

“No. I thought about it, but David loves his father. His mother died when he was just five and his father never remarried. I couldn’t come between them like that.”

“That confirms it. Ian, I have a hunch that Guttman’s chief witness against us may have been bribed also. I think I need to get to her before the O’Malleys can do any more damage.”

“Good,” Ian said, following Deena out the door. They stood in the hallway outside his office while he helped her on with her jacket. “Call me when you’re done.”

“Yes, sir. Oh, and sorry about the wisecracks in there. Gary says that sometimes my filter gets broken.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just go help our client. And Deena, watch your back out there.”

* * *
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GARY WOULD BE WORRIED sick about her. Deena called to tell him she was fine and that she’d be home as soon as she talked to another witness. She also told him that after talking to Wendy, it sounded like the threat was just a bluff. She could tell Gary was trying to put up a brave front but was still anxious to get her back home safe and sound. He told her he was on his way home and would have dinner waiting when she got there.

When she hung up, she noticed a new text message. She didn’t dare check it while driving. She and Gary had both pinky-sworn never to text and drive. When she pulled up behind the Mustang, she looked at her phone. The text read: “New info. Two hour gap between Helen Abbott’s hospital shifts on Saturday. Find out where she was during that time.” It was from Guttman.

Could it be that Helen had time to kill Ray before getting to her second shift at the hospital? Was she even at the hospital that evening? Deena hated the idea of following that lead, but at this point, there was nowhere else to go. But for now she couldn’t think about it. She had to talk to Stephanie and get her to tell the truth about Wendy.

She climbed the steps of the small house and banged on the front door. The curtain moved slightly, signaling that someone was home. “Stephanie. I need to talk to you. Come out here.”

The door latch clicked and the door opened a crack. “What do you want now?” Stephanie asked. “I told you everything I know.”

“I have a question about Julius Dunbar.”

“Who?”

“The man who gave you money. The man who bought that car.”

Stephanie flung open the door and stepped out onto the porch. She stared wide-eyed, confirming Deena’s suspicions.

“I know what happened, Stephanie. Now it’s time to tell the truth.”

She would’ve expected tears, but not the flood of words and emotion that poured out of the pitiful girl. “I’m sorry. I know it was wrong. I never would have done it except my parents have worked so hard to get me to college, and there’s just no money. I didn’t know what to do. I never thought they would really arrest her.”

Deena felt a twinge of sympathy. “So what did you think would happen?”

“The man—the man who gave me the money said the truth would come out. He said I would just be helping to see that Ray got justice. I know it doesn’t make any sense. I thought if she was innocent, they’d let her go.”

“This man who gave you the money, did he say why he wanted you to lie?”

“I asked, but he said it didn’t matter. Then he waved a bunch of cash in my face. I’d never seen so much money.”

“And he didn’t give you his name?”

“No, he said he was a friend of Ray’s, and I believed him.” 

“What did he look like? Describe him to me.”

“He was really tall and had a goatee. He was kind of scary-looking.”

Deena patted her on the shoulder. “You know what you have to do now, right? You have to go to the police and tell them what happened. You have to tell them about the man and the money and the lies. All of it.”

“I know. I’ve been thinking about it ever since you left. I’ll be glad when this whole thing is over.”

“Of course you will. You couldn’t possibly live the rest of your life carrying around that lie. No car and no amount of money could ever erase the kind of guilt it would cause you.”

“You’re right,” she whispered.

“I have one more question for you. It’s a tough one, I know. But you have to be honest with me, okay?”

Stephanie nodded and looked Deena straight in the eyes for the first time since she’d been there.

“Did you see Mrs. Abbott at the church that morning when you all were there?”

“I—I don’t think so. She was probably at work. Charlie’s father had gone fishing. Yes, I’m sure Charlie told me she was at the hospital. Why?”

“You’re positive? You never saw her at the church? Not even when you came back for the carnival?”

“Mrs. Sharpe! You don’t think Charlie’s mother killed Ray, do you? That’s crazy! She would never do that!” Stephanie took two steps back and stared at Deena as if she had two heads.

“Settle down, I didn’t say that. I’m just trying to find out who was around when Ray was killed. That’s all. If somebody saw something, anything, it might help the investigation.” 

Deena wasn’t sure her explanation calmed Stephanie’s fear, so she changed the subject back to the matter at hand. “If you want, I can go with you to the police station right now, and you can make your statement.”

Beside them, an older model sedan with much of its blue paint rusted off pulled into the driveway. The brakes squeaked as it came to a stop.

Stephanie sucked in a deep breath. “That’s my mom. I have to tell her first before I talk to the police. You should go. I promise, I’ll go as soon as I talk to my mother.”

Deena’s heart sank as she looked at the worn-out woman getting out of her car, totally unsuspecting of what was about to happen. Her precious daughter—her pride and joy—was about to break her heart.

“Okay, but I’m going to call Detective Guttman and tell him what you told me.” Deena smiled and gave a brief wave to Stephanie’s mother. 

As she drove toward home, she could only imagine the conversation Stephanie was having with her mother. She wondered how Stephanie had explained the new car in the first place. Sometimes, when things are too good to be true, you’d rather not ask too many questions rather than have the dream explode in your face. Maybe that’s what happened to Stephanie’s parents.

Deena made the turn off the small road toward downtown. Her phone rang. She grabbed it from her purse, thinking it was probably Gary wondering where she was. To her surprise, it was Charlie Abbott. He asked her to come to the house. He said it was urgent and from the sound of his voice she could tell he was desperate.

Before she could ask too many questions, he hung up, and she was left to wonder what she was getting herself into now.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 23 


[image: image]


The minister lived in an old Victorian that the church had remodeled for their last minister. It rested on a quiet, tree-lined street in one of the areas of town where Deena and Gary always drove around in December to look at the Christmas lights. 

Although the houses were stately and well maintained, you could never be sure what was going on behind those closed doors. Charlie’s truck, the one he drove away from Stephanie’s house earlier, was parked in the driveway. Before she got out of the car, Deena texted Gary to let him know where she was and that she’d be a little late for dinner. She didn’t want him to worry. She was worried enough for the both of them.

The front door opened as she got out of her car. Charlie stood there waiting for her. What could have happened that made him call her to come over? She sucked in a deep breath. I’ll find out soon enough.

“Come in,” he said. “May I take your coat?” The teenager sounded like an English butler. Charlie always did have the nicest manners. He took her jacket and showed her into the living room. To her surprise, Helen Abbott was sitting on the sofa wearing her nurse’s uniform and looking quite uncomfortable. Had she been crying?

“Thank you for coming, Deena,” Helen said. “Can I get you something to drink?”

Deena hadn’t expected this to be a social call. “No, I’m fine,” she said, taking a seat in the burgundy wing chair across from Helen. She wished someone would tell her what was going on.

Charlie paced in front of the carved fireplace. The old mantel clock ticked loudly, increasing the tension in the room. His hands were in his pockets, and he looked as though he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“Are we waiting for someone?” Deena asked at last, getting more anxious by the second.

“No,” Charlie said. “I’m just trying to figure out where to start.”

“Then let me help you out,” Deena said. “This has something to do with my visit to Stephanie. She called and told you about what happened and the questions I was asking, right?”

Charlie nodded and looked down. “Yeah. You see, we just want to make sure you know that Mom had nothing to do with Mr. Brewster’s death.”

Helen seemed a mix of exhaustion and fear. “I get it. I’m a nurse and from what I understand, Ray may have been poisoned, injected with something lethal. That would make me suspicious. And then you started asking about where I was on that day. You and Detective Guttman, that is.”

“I’m sure you understand our need to cover all our bases. Check out everyone who might have had a reason or a chance to get to Ray that day. Also, we need to know who was around in case they witnessed something suspicious.”

“I know you were asking where I was that afternoon and evening on the day of the carnival. I remember you mentioning it the other day at the hospital. From about one thirty to about four, I was here making dinner. I can even tell you what I made, if you want.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Deena said, waving off the statement. “What about that evening? Were you at the church or the hospital or where?”

“I was at the hospital...just not the Maycroft hospital. I was at the county hospital in Bingham.” She glanced up at Charlie, then looked down at her hands. “You see, I have been picking up shifts there to make some extra money. You can call and ask them. They’ll verify it.”

Making extra money at another hospital sounded totally reasonable to Deena. So why the big mystery? “If that was the case, why didn’t you just say so when it came up the other day? Is it against hospital policy or something?”

“No. I just didn’t want anyone to know. It’s...embarrassing.”

“Needing extra money is nothing to be ashamed of, believe me. We’ve all been there before.” Then Deena remembered her conversation with Reverend Abbott. “Oh wait. Are you saying that your husband doesn’t know either? Is that why he thought you were at the church for the carnival that night?”

“Yes.”

Much ado about nothing, Deena thought. In fact, that’s what made it suspicious. “I feel like there’s something you aren’t telling me. Does it have something to do with Ray?” 

Helen and Charlie exchanged a glance.

“Charlie, your pacing is making me dizzy,” Deena said. “Come have a seat and tell me what’s going on. Obviously, you would rather tell me than the police, so shoot.”

Despite her unfortunate choice of words, Charlie sat on the sofa next to his mother. “That’s what I’m worried about. That the police might think my dad had a reason to kill Mr. Brewster.”

Deena was surprised that the conversation had shifted from Charlie’s mother to his father. She waited for more.

“Mom? Are you sure you want me to tell her?”

“Go ahead.” She put her hand gently on her son’s back.

“You see, Mr. Brewster was blackmailing my father.”

Deena’s eyes widened but she sat quietly trying to keep her composure and not give away her shock at the revealed secret.

“Let me tell it, son. You see, when Charles was younger, he had a gambling problem. Basically it was an addiction. He got help and got over it, thank God. He totally turned his life around. That’s when he decided to go into the ministry. He told me all about it when we met and promised me he would never gamble again.”

A dog barked in the back of the house. Deena’s eyes remained fixed on Helen’s face.

“You may remember last year when Charlie got appendicitis and had to have surgery. We were up in Seattle visiting my parents when it happened. It was emergency surgery followed by some minor complications. Unfortunately, our insurance only covered a fraction of the cost. We were up to our eyeballs in medical bills.”

“I remember that. We were all so relieved when Charlie came home and was better. Why didn’t you ask the church for help? We help out our members all the time.”

“My husband is a proud man. After years of paying off his gambling debts, he couldn’t bring himself to ask for a handout. That’s when he made the mistake of trying to earn fast money through betting again.”

“Helen!” Reverend Abbott rushed around the corner from the back of the house. “How did you know? How did you find out?”

They all jumped at his surprise entrance. Helen stood up. “Oh, honey, a wife knows when something’s wrong. I called the bank, and they told me about the loan.”

They stood facing each other. Reverend Abbott’s shoulders slumped. “I never wanted you to find out. I’m so ashamed of myself. And now Charlie knows, too.”

“Dad, I’ve known all along. I was always covering for Mom when she picked up extra shifts in Bingham.”

For a moment, it looked as though Reverend Abbott’s legs would give out. He moved toward his wife and wrapped her in his arms. “I thought you said they were shorthanded at the hospital here. I had no idea you were working in Bingham.”

“Well, the good news is, I’ve almost saved up enough to pay off a lot of the loan.”

Reverend Abbott squeezed his wife and tilted his head toward Deena. “You see, I told you this woman is a saint.” He led her back to the sofa and sat down between his wife and son. “So how were you going to pay off the loan without my finding out?”

Charlie piped in. “We came up with a story. We were going to say that Mom inherited it from her second cousin. I know it’s a lie, but we thought that you would be upset when you found out we knew about the bets you had been making.”

“The truth is always the best bet, son. I learned that the hard way by keeping things from you and your mother. Look where it’s gotten me. They think I may have killed Ray, isn’t that right, Deena?”

“Well, being blackmailed would give you a motive. Let me ask you a few questions, and this time I need the truth. Those papers I showed you the other day, were they yours?”

“Yes, I had written out instructions for my bookie and thrown them in the trash. Ray found them when he was cleaning up my office. He knew exactly what they were. I begged him not to tell anyone and he agreed—for a while. But it didn’t take long until he decided to ask for money and use the secret against me.”

“So you paid him?” Deena asked.

“Obviously, I didn’t have much money. I had to borrow some from the church. I know that was wrong, but I kept a record, and I’m going to pay back every dime. Ray was smart enough not to ask for too much money. Just enough to keep me on the hook and not turn him in to the police.”

“So that explains why you kept him around when everyone else thought he should’ve been canned.” Deena was starting to get a clear picture of the situation. “Did anyone else know what Ray was doing to you?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Actually, there was one other person who knew,” Helen said. “That’s how I found out that Ray was blackmailing you.”

“You knew about the blackmailing?” Reverend Abbott looked shocked. “I just thought you found out I had been gambling.”

Helen put her hand on her husband’s arm. “There was someone else at the church who had your back. Someone who thought I should know what was going on.”

“Who was that?” Deena asked.

“Darlene.”
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Who would have thought pillars of the community would have such a big crack in their fortress.

On her way home, Deena pulled over at a gas station to send a text back to Detective Guttman. She told him to call her in the morning because she had some new information to give him.

While sitting in her car, there was a knock on her side window. An older man wearing an Uncle Sam costume waved and motioned for her to roll down her window.

“Only six more days until election day!” he said. “Don’t forget to vote for Mayor Thornhill to be reelected. He promises to make Maycroft the happiest place on earth!” The man handed her a flyer.

“I thought Disneyland was the happiest place on earth,” she said and tossed the flyer into the back seat.

“Oh, did I say happiest? I meant safest.”

Deena forced a smile and rolled up her window. If you mean keeping it safe from killer party planners and murdering Methodist ministers, then he’s got my vote.

It had been a long day, and Deena couldn’t wait to eat supper, slip into her jammies, and stretch out on the sofa with a good book. She came to the front door and was greeted by the sweet aroma of grilled onions and barbequed meat.

The kitchen table was set and waiting for her. “I’m home,” she yelled in the direction of the den.

Gary walked in with a funny look on his face. He kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear, “We’ve got company.”

Sure enough, Sylvia came around the corner clutching the arm of none other than their neighbor Edwin Cooper. 

“Oh, this is a surprise,” Deena said.

“Close your mouth, dear, you look like a cow.” Sylvia stood by her chair and let Edwin pull it out for her.

Deena snapped her jaw shut and took her seat at the table. “Well, this day has just been full of surprises.”

Dinner progressed as if in slow motion. Sylvia commanded the conversation. Luckily, all Deena had to do was smile occasionally and nod. She couldn’t wait to get Gary alone and find out how all this had come about.

After eating the cake Sylvia had made in the afternoon, Gary suggested they take their coffee to the den. It was obviously just an excuse so he could keep one eye on the sports news on television. 

After a few minutes, Deena excused herself to the bedroom. It wasn’t long until Gary joined her.

“What’s going on?” she whispered. “Who invited Mr. Cooper for dinner?”

“Mother. I don’t know the whole story yet, but apparently they have struck up a friendship.”

“Doesn’t she know about him watching us every time we’re in the backyard? He called the police on her just two days ago. What have I missed?”

“I’m as confused about this as you are, and believe me, the minute the man leaves, I’m going to straighten her out.”

A strange sound emanated from the den. Sylvia cackled like a schoolgirl. It was all Deena could do not to go out there and send Edwin packing.

Lying in bed trying to read was a complete waste of time. Gary kept changing the channels on their small television.

“Why don’t you just leave it on one station?” Deena complained.

“I can’t concentrate. I keep wondering what’s going on out there. Do you hear that?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“Neither do I.” He set the remote on the nightstand. “It’s too quiet. I’m going out there.”

“Suit yourself. It’s your choice if you want to see your mother making out with our neighbor.”

“That’s just disgusting.” Gary got up and opened the bedroom door slowly. He coughed, and then pulled the door shut behind him with a bang.

Deena jumped out of the bed and walked over to the door, putting her ear against it so she could listen. Nothing. What was going on out there? She heard Gary’s footsteps and jumped back into the bed.

Gary came in. “The coast is clear. He’s gone.”

Deena set her reading glasses on top of her book. “So, are you going to talk to her?”

Sylvia walked up behind Gary. “You two can stop hiding now. Come out here. I need to talk to you.”

That was a turn of events Deena had not expected. She wanted to talk to us. Deena grabbed her robe and slippers and followed Gary into the den.

“Mother, I don’t want you hanging around with that guy,” Gary said as though he were lecturing his teenage daughter.

“See here, son. You’ll not be telling me who I can and cannot see. I can’t believe how judgmental you two have been. I’ll have you know that Edwin is not at all like you think he is.”

Sylvia went on to tell them about Edwin and how he lost his wife and his dog. The person she described was a lonely, caring individual who Deena and Gary had never bothered to get to know.

“I feel just terrible,” Deena said. “I never even knew he had been married. He’s lived alone over there ever since we moved in.”

Gary looked at Deena. “To think, all this time he’s been watching the dog and not you. I guess we just assumed he was a nut job, like the people you see on TV.”

Sylvia pulled off her clip-on rhinestone earrings. “It’s like I always say: you can’t judge a book by its cover.”

That was the second time Deena had heard that saying today. First, it was about the O’Malleys, now it was about their neighbor. And, it was certainly true for the Abbotts.

Deena tucked in her tail and headed back to the bedroom. She thought about Darlene. Deena’s suspicions were pulling her in that direction. She hated to think that her hunch might be true. Tomorrow she would pay a visit to Darlene to see why she had quit her job so suddenly. Hopefully, there was a simple explanation. 

Not only had Darlene despised Ray, she knew he was blackmailing her boss. However, even more curious was why she was in contact with Julius Dunbar. Darlene had a lot of explaining to do.

Hurley trotted in to take his usual spot at the end of the bed. Deena remembered the pooch she had helped rescue from Ray's house that was the spitting image of Hurley. She would talk it over with Sylvia first, but Deena had an idea that might help relieve some of Edwin Cooper's loneliness.

She picked up the dog and scratched his ears. Sometimes we rescue pets, and sometimes they rescue us.
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Brown and gold leaves fell like rain as Deena pulled up in front of Ian’s building. A cold Northern had blown in overnight, dropping the temperature down to the low fifties. That was cold for Texas in November. Deena blew on her hands to warm them up, wishing she had dug out her winter gloves. It looked like Rob and Ian were already there. 

Once again, Deena had forgotten her travel mug and hoped there would be a pot of hot coffee waiting for her inside. She looked in the mirror to see if the makeup she had applied had done anything to conceal the bags under her eyes. It was going to be another long day. 

She couldn’t wait to tell Ian about Stephanie’s confession to lying about Wendy. She wouldn’t be able to tell him about the Abbotts. Not yet anyway. She had promised Detective Guttman she would keep that part a secret for now.

The foyer seemed cold and damp. “Is the heat on?” she asked Rob, who was at the front desk still wearing his jacket and stirring his coffee.

“It takes a while to warm up these old buildings. Give it an hour, and it will be nice and toasty in here.”

“An hour—better get a head start with some hot coffee.” She walked back to her office. 

While she was doctoring up her cup with cream and sugar, Rob stuck his head inside the break room. “Ian’s looking for you.”

Deena picked up her cup and grabbed the satchel from her desk.

Ian’s office was even messier than usual. That was a good sign. Generally, the more work he had, the better his mood. He should be ecstatic today. 

“Ready for some good news?” she asked. “I think the case against Wendy just got a whole lot weaker.”

“Why is that? Did you get Stephanie Gander to come clean?”

“I sure did. It’s like my new cologne is full of truth serum. And get this, she told me she had been bribed to lie about Wendy. You’ll never guess who did it.” Without waiting for a response, she added, “None other than Julius Dunbar.”

“You mean the guy who works for Terrance O’Malley?”

“Bingo!” 

Ian rubbed his hands together like a sinister cartoon character plotting out his next diabolical move. “I can’t wait to meet with the DA and present him this information. He’ll have to think long and hard about keeping the charges against Wendy. Got anything else?”

Deena suddenly felt cornered. Guttman made her promise not to tell anyone she was working for him. She had agreed because she wanted to help Wendy. Could she really keep the information about Reverend Abbott’s gambling problem and his being blackmailed by Ray from her boss?

“Deena? Is there something else going on?”

“I can’t tell you, not yet anyway.”

The look on Ian’s face said she was treading on thin ice.

She leaned forward and put her hand on the desk. “You trust me, don’t you? You know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt our client.”

“I don’t like this. I don’t like you keeping secrets from me. But, yes, I trust you, and if you think this is the best thing, so be it. When will you be able to fill me in?”

“I have another lead. As soon as I check it out, I’ll let you know what I find.” She waited for his reaction.

He leaned back and swiveled in his chair. “All right. But I want a full report when you’re done. By the way, does Detective Guttman know about Julius Dunbar and Stephanie?”

“I’m not sure. He needs to know, don’t you think?” If Ian agreed, she’d have the green light to talk to Guttman without going behind her boss’s back.

“Hold off on saying anything to him. I want to sucker punch the DA with the news that their star witness lied. Although, she may have told them already.”

Deena’s throat clenched. She was walking a fine line now, like an acrobat balancing on a tightrope. One false move, and she’d fall face-first onto the ground. Lying was such a slippery slope. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to keep it up much longer. The sooner they could clear Wendy, the better. She stood up to leave.

“Just one more thing,” Ian said. “I want to remind you that our sole purpose is to clear our client. Sometimes that means we have to do everything possible to find other suspects or even the true culprit. In this case, I think we have enough to get the charges dropped.”

Had he read her mind? Did he suspect she was in too deep? “What exactly are you saying?”

“You don’t need to be out there playing junior cop anymore. Let the police do their job. Remember, if Ray Brewster was murdered, there’s a killer out there who doesn’t want to get caught. I don’t want you to get yourself hurt.”

She nodded and walked out. Believe me, neither do I.

* * *
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THE LAKESIDE APARTMENTS were hardly lakeside. If you stood on a second-floor balcony and leaned just so, you might have a chance of seeing the trees that lined the lake, but certainly the water itself was out of view. Still, it was a popular complex for single mothers, divorced dads, and others looking for reasonable rent and a safe neighborhood.

Darlene lived on the first floor around back by the pool. Deena glanced at the greenish water covered in leaves. Looked like the pool boy had taken the autumn off. Deena found Darlene’s apartment. A fall wreath decorated the front door.

Deena rang the bell. Not hearing anything, she pushed it again and waited. The curtains were drawn or else she’d have tried to look inside. She knocked, but there was still no answer. No doormat. She lifted up a pot of dead plants and looked for a key. Nothing. The apartment complex had a bank of mailboxes for the residents, so she couldn’t snoop to see if the mail had been checked recently.

Finally, she decided to write a note for Darlene to call her and shoved it through the small slit on her mailbox.

The last thing Deena wanted was to go back to the church to get Darlene’s cell phone number. That might lead to an awkward run-in with Reverend Abbott. Left with few other options, she decided to call the church. If Abbott answered, she would hang up.

Sitting in her car, she dialed the number and held her breath. Luckily, Mrs. Barrington answered. Deena had taught all three of her children. She asked for the number and Mrs. Easton gladly supplied it. Finally, some small-town luck.

Deena got back out of the car and stood by Darlene’s door. She busied herself with her phone, waiting until a man who was walking his dog made his way past. She called the number, putting her ear next to the door jamb to listen for ringing inside. Either she was not there or those apartments were super insulated. 

As a last resort, she tried the doorknob and was actually relieved to find it locked. Breaking and entering was not really her cup of tea. It was time to talk to Detective Guttman.

As she drove downtown to the police station, she tried to get her story straight. She wouldn’t mention talking to Stephanie, in order to keep her promise to Ian. But, she could tell him about Charlie calling and talking to the Abbotts. 

Should she tell him about Darlene and that she may have been in contact with Julius Dunbar? If Guttman didn’t know about Stephanie being bribed, then he may not find the call from Dunbar at the church all that suspicious.

Deena would have to choose her words carefully. And speaking of careful, was she being followed again?

* * *
[image: image]


DETECTIVE GUTTMAN WANTED to meet at his secret country road hideout where he had taken Deena two days earlier. She looked in the mirror at her hair. The detergent had made it fade a bit, but she still looked like a cartoon version of herself. 

In order to find Guttman’s location, Deena had to drive to the salon first and start from there. Gary often teased her about her terrible sense of direction.

When she pulled up, Guttman was there waiting. He motioned for her to get in his car.

“What have you found out?” he asked. “Something good I hope. The clock is ticking, and we need a break in this case or else Mayor Thornhill is going to win the election and continue to make my life miserable.”

“Not to mention an innocent person is locked up in jail. Anyway, as it turns out, those were indeed Reverend Abbott’s bookie sheets. He denied it at first, but I wormed it out of him. Also, Ray Brewster had found out Abbott was gambling and threatened to tell his wife. Abbott was paying him off to stay silent.”

“Sounds like a motive for murder if you ask me.”

“Not so fast. He explained everything, and I think he was telling the truth when he said he didn’t kill Ray.”

Guttman twisted his lips. “Nothing personal, but I think I should check him out on the down low. Not that you don’t have good instincts, but there’s a lot riding on this case. Besides, his wife is a nurse. She could’ve been an accomplice as well.”

“I talked to her, too. Let me tell you how it all went down.” Deena described the call from Charlie, Helen’s job, and Reverend Abbott coming in and verifying what they were saying.

“Is there a chance you were set up? Maybe they staged the whole thing to convince you they weren’t involved.”

“I really don’t think so. But there’s more. Someone else knew that Ray was blackmailing Reverend Abbott. Someone who couldn’t stand Ray. I think you interviewed her. Darlene Watson, the church secretary.”

“You think she might have been involved?”

“For one, she had access to the church allergy shots and one was missing from the box in her desk drawer. For another, I think she was in contact with Julius Dunbar.”

“He’s the thug that works for Terrance O’Malley, right?”

“Yes, and according to Wendy, O’Malley went through him to try to bribe her into breaking off her engagement with David. Who’s to say he didn’t pay off Darlene to kill Ray and set up Wendy?”

“Sounds like you’re fishing to me. You’re looking for a scapegoat to protect the Abbotts. If O’Malley wanted Wendy out of the picture that badly, why wouldn’t they just have her disposed of?”

Deena didn’t have an answer. She so badly wanted to tell him about Stephanie’s confession to lying. “I don’t know what to tell you. You asked me to check out the Abbotts and I did. Maybe you should do your own police work and leave me out of it.” She reached for the door handle.

“Now hold on, Deena. Don’t go getting your panties in a wad.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know what I mean. I appreciate what you’ve done. I’ll hold off on following up on the Abbotts for now. But what about this secretary? Have you talked to her?”

“Not yet. A few days ago, she quit her job at the church. It seems she’s...missing.”

“That’s suspicious, wouldn’t you agree, or do you think she’s innocent as well?”

Deena rolled her eyes. “Actually, I’ve known Darlene a long time, and she doesn’t seem like the killer type to me. But I don’t trust O’Malley and Dunbar, so if she’s involved with them, who knows what she’s up to.”

Guttman rubbed his forehead. “Well, it looks like we’re going to have to wait until Tuesday when this election is over and in the books. Then I can get back to work and get this case solved. In the meantime, don’t do anything else. Hopefully, the charge against Wendy Fairmont will be dropped by the end of next week. She should be able to get the whole thing expunged from her record with no real harm done.”

Deena diverted her eyes. “Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if it happens sooner than that.”

Guttman gave her a sideways glance. “Why? Is there something I don’t know?”

There’s a lot you don’t know, Deena thought, but I can’t tell you. “Let’s just say that the defense has not rested.”

When she got in her car to drive away, she felt a little guilty for not telling him about Stephanie. After all, they were all on the same side. The side of justice.

At least that’s what she thought.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 26 


[image: image]


When Deena pulled up to the house, she realized she hadn’t yet switched out her Halloween door wreath for a new one. Making wreaths was one of the few crafts Deena enjoyed and was really good at. It was hard to believe it had not yet been a week since she’d baked a cake and taken it to the church carnival.

“Hello. I’m home,” she called out as she came through the door from the garage.

“Shhh. Larry is about to tell Renee that he’s a homosexual,” Sylvia yelled from the den.

Deena walked in to find Sylvia and Edwin sitting much too close to each other on the sofa. Not nearly enough room for Jesus, she thought. She tiptoed past and went into the bedroom, expecting Hurley to be right on her heels. She looked back to see the dog sleeping comfortably in Edwin’s lap. Traitor.

What to do now? She debated cleaning house, shopping for groceries, and preparing dinner. She opted for a nap.

When the ringing of her cell phone woke her up, she had no idea how long she had been asleep. Barely opening her eyes, she answered. The person on the other end of the line spoke quickly, and at first she didn’t recognize the voice. Then it came to her. “Darlene?”

The woman barely spoke above a whisper but her instructions were clear. Deena was supposed to meet her in one hour at the Pine Tree Motel on the outskirts of town. She had no choice but to agree.

She shook the cobwebs out of her head and brushed her tangled hair. Unlike the women in movies who always got up with fresh lipstick and perfect mascara, Deena looked like a Fright Night TV star. She walked out of the bedroom to find Edwin and Sylvia now enthralled with some game show.

“I’ve got an errand to run,” Deena said.

“Don’t worry about supper for me,” Sylvia said. “Edwin is taking me out on the town.”

“Okay, but I’m—”

“Shhh,” Sylvia repeated.

Deena left without another word. Oh well, at least she’s not criticizing me. Just to be on the safe side, Deena texted Gary to tell him where she was going. When he didn’t respond right away, she knew he must be with a client. Just as well, she didn’t want to have to answer a lot of questions anyway.

* * *
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THE PINE TREE MOTEL was run down and stuck in the seventies. It looked worse in daytime than she remembered. Some of the “guests” actually lived there and called the place home sweet home. Deena parked in front of room seven. Luckily it was on the first floor, so she could get in and out of there as quickly as possible. She had no desire to hang around any longer than she had to.

Before she even knocked on the door, she saw the curtain pull back and someone peeking out. 

Darlene opened the door and pulled Deena in by the arm. “Do you think you were followed?”

“I don’t think so, but I really wasn’t paying attention. Who do you think would’ve followed me?”

“This man from Dallas. His name is Julius Dunbar.”

Now she had Deena’s attention. They sat down at a small wooden table with two vinyl chairs. Darlene offered Deena the “good chair”—the one without the foam coming out of its avocado-green covering. The place reeked of stale cigarettes.

“Start at the beginning. I want to know everything that’s going on,” Deena said.

“Before I do, I want you to promise that you’ll help me get a lawyer. That Ian Davis you work for would be perfect. Even though he’s married, he’s awfully easy on the eyes.”

“Why do you need a lawyer? What’s going on?”

“Well,” Darlene said, twisting a strand of frizzy auburn hair, “I think I killed Ray Brewster.”

“You what?”

“Everyone knows I hated Ray Brewster, no one more than Ray himself. He was lazy and rude and couldn’t keep his hands to himself. When he wasn’t trying to grab me, he was trying to steal from me. On Saturday, I had had about enough. From what I could tell, he had gotten himself a big ol’ bottle of whiskey and was gulping it down every time I took my eyes off of him. He was supposed to be helping Wendy and those kids get things set up for the carnival. When I came back from the ladies’ room, I caught him with his hand stuck right down in my pocketbook. I told him to get away from there, and he just laughed like it was the funniest thing on earth.”

“What did you do?”

“That’s when I opened my desk drawer and pulled out one of those needles and jabbed it in his hand. It was the closest thing I had to a weapon besides my good scissors, and I didn’t want to get blood all over them.”

“So you did stick him with one of those shots,” Deena said, feeling a bit of vindication.

“Yes, ma’am, I did. The old coot barely felt it and went stumbling on his way.”

Deena didn’t know what to do. Should she call Ian? Should she call the police?

Darlene continued. “To be honest, I didn’t think anything of it. When they found him dead, I just assumed the horse’s ass just drank himself to death.”

“You never told the police about the encounter?”

“No. They didn’t ask me anything like that. But then you came along asking questions about those needles and that got me to wondering. Did I kill him? Then I heard the rumors that the police thought he had been poisoned. That’s when I figured I must’ve done it.”

“So what’s this got to do with Julius Dunbar?”

“He had come by the church to see me. He asked me questions about Wendy and if I had seen her with Ray on Saturday. I told him yes, and he said he would be in touch. After that, I quit my job. I needed time to figure out what I was going to do with my cats once I went to prison. The day after I quit the church, he called me and said he wanted to see me. Maybe he isn’t the best-looking man around, but he sure was tall. Anyway, he comes over to my apartment and tells me he could make it worth my while to say I heard Wendy threaten Ray. Now, I may be a killer, but I’m not a liar. I told him to keep his money and go back to where he came from. Then I told him that there was no way Wendy killed Ray because I knew who had done it and it was me! I said I was working up my nerve to tell the police. Well, that’s when he went all psycho on me. He said I better keep my mouth shut or else. I asked him, ‘Or else what?’ but he didn’t say.”

Deena leaned in and whispered, “Do you think he’s trying to find you and hurt you?”

“I’ve seen movies. I know how these things work. I start talking and the next thing you know I’m on the six o’clock news with a picture of me floating face down in the Trinity River. That’s why I grabbed some stuff and hid out here.”

“So what are you going to do now?”

“I was hoping to get a good night’s sleep and then come see your boss. I’m ready to turn myself in and face the consequences for being the sinner that I am.”

Deena couldn’t believe that she had cracked the case. 

Darlene got up and walked over to the closet and pulled out a dress. It was dark blue with loud pink and yellow roses. “What do you think about this number? Would this be all right for wearing to the police station?”

Of all the questions Darlene could’ve asked, that had to be the last one Deena expected to hear at a time like this. “I’m—I’m sure that will be just fine. So, do you want to meet at Mr. Davis’s office tomorrow morning?”

“Sure. How about eight thirty?”

“That’ll be fine,” Deena said. “In the meantime, can I get you anything? Do you need some supper?”

“Thanks, honey, but I’ll be fine. Some of the boys here are planning to sneak me out to the soup kitchen. They’re a fun bunch.” She stood up and walked over to the door. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

Words failed Deena as she got in her car to head back home. Did Darlene realize what she was saying? Did she understand she had just confessed to homicide? She didn’t seem to understand the severity of the situation. Deena couldn’t wait to get home to call Ian to tell him what she had just witnessed.

Now, there was only one thing left to do. Cross her fingers that Darlene would show up at the office in the morning.
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Ian paced behind his desk. He hadn’t bothered even tying his necktie. “Tell me again what this Darlene Watson said to you last night when she first called you. And be precise. I want to take notes.”

“Are you all right?” Deena asked. She stifled a yawn. “How’s Sandra?”

“She’s fine. Well, actually, she said she was feeling a little under the weather today. Anyway, what did Darlene say?”

“She started out asking me if I was still working for a lawyer in town, and I said yes. She asked if he was good at keeping people out of prison. That’s when I asked her why she wanted to know. Then she said, ‘What if I know someone who tried to scare someone, and he accidently ended up dead?’ That’s when I knew she must be talking about Ray.”

Ian narrowed his eyes. “Did you mention Ray first or did she?”

“She didn’t mention him at all on the phone. She just asked me to meet her at the motel.”

“Accidently,” he repeated and made a note. “That’s good. Did you ask her what she had done with the needle?”

“No, I didn’t think to ask. She said she would be here at eight thirty to turn herself in. I wasn’t sure what to do, which is why I called you.”

“You did the right thing. However, we can’t take her on as a client considering the fact that we are already defending Wendy Fairmont for the same crime.”

“But if Darlene confesses, won’t they automatically drop the charges against Wendy?”

“Not necessarily. They could see it as a false confession. To save face, they could decide to hold off dropping charges against Wendy until after the election.” He let out a deep sigh. “This is going to be complicated. I’m going to send her to another attorney.”

“The fact that she called me would seem to indicate she trusts me, which means she trusts you. I’m sure that whatever you tell her to do, she’ll do.”

“I hope so. Before we ask her any questions, I’m going to suggest she goes to see Jacob Marlin. I’ll call his office now and see if he’s available this morning.”

“Okay,” Deena said. “I’ll be in my office if you need anything else.”

On her way back down the hall, Deena grabbed a stack of file folders from the supply room to get caught up on paperwork. As she read through notes and created files, she kept one eye on the clock. Eight thirty came and went with no sign of Darlene. At eight forty-five, she went out to find Rob. “Any calls for me?”

“Nope. Is there something I can help you with?”

“Just waiting.” She walked over to one of the tall front windows and stared out onto the parking lot. Several cars drove by, but no one pulled in. Surely, Darlene had not forgotten their appointment. It was time to give her a call. Deena went back to her office and used her cell phone to call Darlene. When it went to voicemail, she began to panic. She grabbed a tissue, reached under her blouse, and dabbed at her armpits. She hadn’t been this nervous since she had to testify against her friend in court.

She leaped onto her desk phone when it rang. It was Ian wanting to know where Darlene was. “I don’t know. I just tried to call her and it went to voicemail. Let’s give her a little more time. I’m sure this isn’t easy for her.” Although she seemed to satisfy Ian with her response, something told Deena that Darlene Watson would not be walking through the front door anytime soon.

Another hour passed and still no Darlene. Deena stood in Ian’s doorway. “What do you think we should do?”

“There’s not much we can do but wait.”

“Should we call the police? Should we tell them she confessed to killing Ray?”

“Absolutely not—not yet anyway. What she told you would be hearsay. Let’s give her a chance to do the right thing. For all we know, she made the whole thing up or was covering up for someone else.”

Could Ian be right? Surely Darlene hadn’t played her. She didn’t seem savvy enough for that. But then again, you can’t judge a book...

Ugh.

* * *
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DEENA WAS AS NERVOUS as an expectant father. She fidgeted and fiddled. A pretty good pile of fingernail polish chips were piled up on the desk in front of her when Rob finally called to say she had a visitor.

She glanced at the clock. Ten thirty-seven. Had it really only been two hours? Deena hurried to the reception area to find Darlene chatting congenially with Rob.

Her bright red lipstick competed with her freshly dyed, bright red hair. “I’m so sorry, Deena. My hairdresser just couldn’t seem to get my color right, but then, you probably know all about that.”

“You’ve been at the salon?”

“Yes. Do you like it?” She pushed up her curls and struck a pose. “I couldn’t hardly go in there and get my picture taken looking like I did. You know how they put those mug shots on TV and in the newspaper. I wanted to look my best.”

Deena rolled her eyes. Darlene was one of those books that exactly matched the cover. “Come with me.” She led her back to Ian’s office.

“Here she is,” Deena said. 

Ian stood up and shook Darlene’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Watson.”

“Charmed, I’m sure. But you should call me Darlene since we’re going to be working so closely together.” She batted her lashes shamelessly.

Ian sat down behind his desk and cleared his throat. “That’s something we need to discuss. You see, I will not be able to represent you in this matter.”

“What?” Darlene spun around to face Deena. “But you promised!”

“I know,” Deena said. “But it would be a conflict of interest. Ian has found you another very good lawyer, and I’ll even go with you.”

“Is he single?” Darlene reached in her purse and pulled out her compact to check her face in the mirror.

“Actually, he’s married and has three kids,” Ian said, and shot an inquiring look at Deena.

Darlene snapped the compact shut and jammed it back into her handbag. “Well, I don’t have time to start over with another lawyer. I need to get to the police station now before my hair falls.”

“You don’t want to go to the police without a lawyer, believe me.”

Darlene stood up. “I’m tired of men trying to tell me what to do. Come on, Deena. Let’s go before I change my mind.”

Deena looked back at Ian helplessly as Darlene brushed past her out the door.

Ian shrugged. “I’ll call Jacob Marlin and see if he can meet you there. Try not to let her do or say anything stupid.”

“Yeah, right. I’m an investigator, not a miracle worker.”

* * *
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THERE WAS NO TALKING sense into Darlene. No matter how much Deena tried, she couldn’t convince the woman to wait to speak to a lawyer before charging into the police station and confessing to killing Ray. 

Darlene walked up to the front counter where the officer on duty asked what she needed.

Deena literally pushed Darlene to the side and said, “We need to speak to Detective Guttman. Tell him Deena Sharpe is here.”

“Y’all have a seat over there, and I’ll let him know you’re here,” the officer said.

Deena led a protesting Darlene to the waiting area. Anything she could do to stall might help. “At least let me soften up Detective Guttman for you before you start spilling your guts about Ray.”

“If that makes you happy, fine. But it doesn’t change what I did.”

Where was that other lawyer? Maybe he could talk some sense into Darlene. Was it a case of self-defense? Probably not, but at least a lawyer would protect her right to a fair trial.

Detective Guttman came out to the waiting area. “Mrs. Sharpe. You wanted to see me?”

“Actually, it was I who wanted to see you,” Darlene said. “Remember me from the church?”

“Why yes. Darlene Watson, am I right?”

Darlene seemed flattered that Guttman had remembered her name. “I wish we were meeting under different circumstances, but I’m afraid I have bad news.”

“Now hold on, Darlene,” Deena said. “Let’s take this one step at a time. Can we go back to your office, Detective?”

“Certainly,” Guttman said.

Darlene rushed up and took his arm as though she were Cinderella entering the ball. “That sounds fine to me,” she said. “Then I can tell you all about how I killed Ray Brewster.”

Guttman stopped in his tracks. “What?”

“That’s right. I did it. Will you take my picture now, or do we have to wait until after you get my fingerprints? I hope that ink doesn’t mess up my new polish.”

“Mrs. Sharpe?” Guttman said, looking back at Deena.

She just shook her head.

Guttman offered his arm back to Darlene. “Now, that’s a story I want to hear.”

Instead of his office, Guttman took Darlene and Deena to an interrogation room. He read Darlene her rights and let her know everything she said was being recorded.

She looked up at the ceiling and saw the video camera in the corner. “Am I going to be on TV?” She waved at the camera.

“Detective Guttman, can I speak to you outside before you get started here?” Deena shot him a look that left him no choice but to comply.

He followed her to the hallway. “Excellent job, Deena. If you’re worried about getting credit for the arrest, don’t. I’ll be sure everyone knows how much you helped in this case.”

She held up her hand to stop him. “I don’t want credit for this, I just want Darlene to get a fair shake. Her attorney is on the way, and you shouldn’t question her until he’s here.”

“But you heard her waive her right to an attorney.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “I can ask her anything I want at this point.”

“But surely you can tell she’s not understanding the gravity of the situation. Please, wait until Mr. Marlin is here.”

Guttman breathed heavily out of his nose like a bull in an arena. “Whose side are you on? This is just what you need to get Wendy Fairmont off the hook. Oh, and by the way, you could’ve told me that Stephanie Gander recanted.”

“You’re right. In fact, we should talk about that. Let’s go to your office so we can also discuss Julius Dunbar and his involvement in this case.”

“Nice try, but I am going back in there. You might as well go on home. I’ve got this covered.”

“Detective Guttman,” the officer from the front desk said, “Jacob Marlin is here to see his client.”

Deena smiled and tried not to appear too smug. “Looks like you have to wait after all.”

Before Guttman could make a move, Darlene stuck her head out of the door of the interrogation room. “Do you mind if I go to the ladies’ room? I just need to check my hair again.”

Guttman pointed down the hall. “Sure, why not?”

Deena walked past him out to the front. She introduced herself to the attorney. “Did Ian fill you in on the details?”

“Just enough to know that my new client is in desperate need of representation.”

“You can say that again.”

The front desk officer led them back to the holding room.

When Darlene came back in, her face dropped. Deena could read her mind. Apparently, she had not expected her new lawyer to be so old.

He reached out his hand. “I’m Jacob Marlin, and I’m here to represent you.”

“Okay, I guess.” Her shoulders sagged as she said it.

“Let’s get you out of here so we can talk,” Marlin said.

Detective Guttman walked in with a look on his face that Deena had never seen before. He was pale and sweaty as though he might have a heart attack.

“Linus, are you okay?”

Before he could answer, Marlin said, “I’m taking my client out of here. She won’t be making a statement today after all.”

“That’s fine with me, since she obviously didn’t do anything.”

Deena cocked her head at Guttman. “What do you mean?”

Guttman held up a piece of paper. “The medical examiner’s report just came in. Ray Brewster died of natural causes.”
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Chapter 28 
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After hearing all the details of the medical examiner’s report, Deena sat in her car wondering what to do next. Should she be relieved or disappointed? 

She couldn’t bring herself to go back to work. Maybe she should go see Gary. He might understand how she was feeling. First, however, she needed to call Ian and tell him the news. He would want to talk to the DA about dropping the charges against Wendy.

When Ian didn’t answer his cell phone, she called the office number. 

Rob picked up. “He’s not here. He’s at the hospital. Sandra is in labor.”

Deena’s heart fluttered as she started up the car and raced toward the hospital. She whispered a prayer under her breath that everything would be okay.

Of course, when she got there, she was directed to the family waiting room where she sat all by herself. She called Gary, who insisted on coming up to be with her right—after he stopped by to check on his mother.

The waiting area was barren except for a coffee machine in one corner and a few vending machines in the other. A small TV was muted and showed the weather station. She was too anxious to bother changing it. Gary would likely put it on a sports station as soon as he arrived.

When Gary got there, she unloaded on him. She told him about Stephanie and the Abbotts and Darlene and the medical examiner’s report. It felt good to get it all out in the open. When she finished, exhaustion took over, and she fell asleep leaning against Gary’s shoulder.

She continued drifting in and out of sleep with only an occasional noise or Gary shifting in his seat causing her to open a droopy eye. She slept that way for several hours.

As though coming out of a dark tunnel, she awoke to the sound of Gary calling her name and shaking her. “Deena, wake up. Ian is here.”

She wiped the saliva off the side of her mouth and sat up. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s a girl! She’s beautiful. Do you want to see her?”

“You bet I do,” Sylvia screeched from across the room.

“When did you get here?” Deena asked.

“About an hour ago. Edwin dropped me off. You’ve been out of it this whole time, sleeping beauty.” But this time, Sylvia’s snarky comment was accompanied by a softness in her face that was usually reserved for Gary. “Let’s go see that new baby,” she said, walking over and taking Deena by the hand.

Sandra was beaming as she held her new little bundle. “Isn’t she the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?”

“Absolutely!” Deena said. “And so are you.” She stroked Sandra’s cheek with the back of her hand.

“Do you want to hold her?” Sandra asked.

“I certainly do,” Sylvia said, pushing Deena to the side. “After all, she is my namesake.”

Ian gently lifted the baby and carried her over to the rocking chair. 

Sylvia sat down and cradled baby Sylvia in her arms. She cooed and made all the normal grandmotherly sounds you would expect.

Ian walked back and stood next to Sandra on the opposite side of the bed from Deena. “So what happened at the police station? Is Darlene under arrest?”

“You’ll never believe it. As it turns out, Ray Brewster died of a heart attack, not poisoning.”

“You’re kidding! But what about Darlene? Was she just lying to get attention?”

“Nope. They found traces of epinephrine in his system, but said it had nothing to do with his heart attack. Guttman said they could still charge her with attempted murder, but won’t because she wasn’t actually trying to kill him.”

“That’s incredible,” Ian said.

There was a soft knock at the door, and Wendy stuck her head in. She held out a big vase of fall flowers. “Hey, I just wanted to stop by and say congratulations and to thank you. The DA called and they’ve dropped the charges against me.”

“That’s wonderful,” Deena said. “Have you told David?”

“He must’ve found out somehow, because he called and said he was willing to take me back.”

“What did you say?” Deena asked.

“I told him he could take his stupid proposal and stick it where the sun don’t shine.”

“Good for you! You’re too classy for him anyway,” Deena said. "Are you okay?"

"Yep, better now, of course," Wendy said. "Looks like there won’t be any tulle in my future, not for a while anyway."

“Hello? Remember me?” Sandra asked. “Let’s not forget about the miracle of birth that just happened here.”

Ian leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I could never forget you, dear.”
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Chapter 29 
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Although Deena could have pulled out one of her other Thanksgiving wreaths to decorate the front door, she felt like this year her house deserved a fresh start. The grapevine deer, rusty tin stars, and barn wood plaques had called to her from the aisles of the crafts store. This year’s wreath would have a rustic Texas theme.

She was just putting away her glue gun when Gary came in from work. 

“Look at my sweet little homemaker,” he said and kissed her on the side of her neck. 

Deena rolled her eyes and chuckled. Her mood was particularly bright after today’s follow-up appointment with Sylvia at the doctor. She clasped her hands around Gary’s neck and gave him a long, lingering kiss on the lips.

“Stop that, you two,” Sylvia said from the den. “Save that for when you’re behind closed doors.”

Gary loosened his tie and glanced in the kitchen. “I love Taco Tuesday. Yours are  even better than the ones at Las Abuela’s.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Deena said. “The secret is your mother’s special salsa recipe.”

Gary walked into the den. “So what did the doctor say?”

Before Sylvia could answer, Deena rushed up like a freight train. “He said her ankle was almost as good as new and that the boot could come off on Friday and that she would then be able to drive. Isn’t that great news?”

“Sure it is.” He turned toward his mother. “I bet you’ll be glad to get back home.”

“I’ll be glad to get you two out of my hair.”

“Sylvia,” Deena said, walking back to set the table, “it hasn’t been that bad, has it?”

“Now that I’ve taught you how to keep a decent house and how to take care of my boy, I guess my work here is done. However, I don’t know how you’ll manage next week when you start back to work at that thrift store.”

Gary helped his mother out of the rocker and escorted her to the table. “Now Mother, Deena worked for over thirty years when she was teaching, and we managed. We’ll be just fine after you leave.”

Is Gary actually defending me to his mother? Sounds like he’s as anxious for her to leave as I am. “Before you sit down,” Deena said to Gary, “check the news. I want to see what the early returns say about the mayor’s race. It should be on the scrolling banner on the local station.”

Sylvia took one of the cloth napkins she had purchased for Deena and flipped it across her lap. “I can’t imagine anyone would vote for that charlatan after he made the police lock up that poor girl Wendy. Especially after we made sure word got all over town.”

“Yep,” Deena said. “We made the small town grapevine work in our favor this time. I mentioned it to Penelope at church, and it spread throughout the entire Bluebonnet Club and beyond.”

“It must have worked,” Gary said as he joined them at the table. “Marty Fisk is winning by a landslide.”

“Good. He’s for positive growth, even if he is a little sneaky.” Deena brought the food to the table and poured everyone a glass of sweet tea.

“That’s not such a bad thing, right my dear?” Sylvia lifted her glass. “Here’s to being sneaky.”

Deena smiled and joined in the toast. “Speaking of sneaky, I talked to Detective Guttman today. He got Julius Dunbar to admit to interfering with the case in exchange for agreeing not to press charges. The DA had already decided it would cost too much money to fight the O’Malleys and their money machine, but Dunbar didn’t know that. He admitted to following me around town, which means I wasn’t just being paranoid. Also, he admitted to bribing Stephanie and trying to bribe Darlene.”

“It was a good thing Darlene didn’t give in,” Gary said. “Still, I’m surprised Reverend Abbott hired her back as the church secretary.”

“Like he said in Sunday’s sermon, Sylvia said, “‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.’ Reverend Abbott is a good man. You should be glad to have him as your pastor.”

Deena nodded. “Guttman also convinced Dunbar to let Stephanie keep the car.”

Sylvia raised her eyebrows. “Is that a good idea? Isn’t that rewarding her for giving in to temptation?”

“She’s going to sell it and use the money for college. After coming forward and saying how sorry she was, Guttman thought she could use a leg up to get her life back on the right track.”

“Who knew Guttman had such a soft heart,” Gary said. “I guess you never can tell about people.”

“You know,” Deena said, “even though Ray is gone, I think some good actually came out of his death.”

“What’s that?” Gary asked.

“Reverend Abbott’s secret is out and his family is actually closer now. Also, Wendy found out what a creep her fiancé was before she made the mistake of marrying him. And Stephanie...well, Stephanie will hopefully learn to listen to her conscience.”

“All I know is that I’m glad things have settled down,” Gary said and nodded at Deena.

“You shouldn’t be so quick to wish away life's little surprises,” Sylvia said. “You never know what adventure might be waiting for you just around the corner.”

“Or even right next door,” Deena said and winked at Sylvia. “Too bad you'll be leaving soon.”

“Actually, I might just stay around a little while longer. Perhaps I could move in next door with Edwin. How about them apples, neighbor?”

Deena's jaw dropped and her eyes nearly fell out of her head. “Why, you little tart! You really can’t judge a book by its cover.”

* * *
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THE END

* * *
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: Darlene is a hoot! I think we’ll have to see more of her in the future. And what about Sylvia? Will she really move in with Edwin? We’ll have to see.

I’d really appreciate a review on Amazon. Also, you can sign up for my newsletter to receive a free book and information about giveaways, discounts, and new releases. Sign up here. 

* * *
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Keep reading the series with Sharpe Cookie: Two Sides to Every Coin, book 6.

* * *
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SHE'S A SHARP COOKIE. BUT SO IS THE KILLER!

WHEN AN AUCTION OF family treasures leads to murder, amateur sleuth Deena Sharpe sets out to catch the culprit. A missing coin collection could be the key to the puzzle. 

While Deena babysits the thrift shop for her friend who is out on maternity leave, strange things start happening. Her sister-in-law Estelle thinks they are messages from beyond the grave that point to the killer. Can they separate truth from fiction before someone else gets hurt? 

Sharpe Cookie: Two Sides to Every Coin is book 6 in the Maycroft Mysteries. Follow Deena as continues her quest for justice. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Works by Lisa B. Thomas

[image: image]


MAYCROFT MYSTERIES

Sharpe Shooter: Skeleton in the Closet

Sharpe Edge: Stranger on the Stairs

Sharpe Mind: Hanging by a Thread

Sharpe Turn: Murder by the Book

Sharpe Point: Needle in a Haystack

Sharpe Cookie: Two Sides to Every Coin

Sharpe Note: Sour Grapes of Wrath

Sharpe Image: Danger in the Darkroom (Prequel Novella)

***
[image: image]


KILLER SHOTS MYSTERIES

Negative Exposure

Freeze Frame

Picture Imperfect

* * *
[image: image]


BEACHSIDE BOOKS MAGICAL COZY MYSTERIES

Pasta, Pirates and Poison 

Apples, Actors and Axes (April 2019)

* * *
[image: image]


Visit www.lisabthomas.com for the most up-to-date book list. 
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