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The glass sliding doors to Oasis Ridge opened, and I had never been happier to step foot inside my place of work.

Considering my ambivalence toward my job, it was kind of a weird feeling for me. Okay, more than kind of.

The small retirement community just outside of Niceville, Florida where I spent the better part of my working hours did indeed feel like an oasis, a respite from the storm, after the week I’d just endured.

My nose twitched at the familiar smells of air freshener and antiseptic, of lemon-scented wood polish from the just-polished grand staircase and the faint hint of coffee wafting out of the dining room. An aide, someone I didn’t recognize, pushed a wheelchair down the hall, stopping briefly so the woman in the chair could stop and admire a landscape painting on the wall. I wondered if it was new, because it was a piece I didn’t recognize, and I’d walked down that hall hundreds of times over the last twelve months.

“Morning, Sunny.” Kelly, one of the daytime receptionists, greeted me from behind her desk. “How was your trip?”

I thought about the last seven days, cruising around the Caribbean and being wrongfully accused in a murder mystery at sea. 

“Fine,” I lied, taking a sip of the iced latte I’d picked up at Starbucks on my way to work.

“Just fine?” Her eyes crinkled at the corners as she squinted up at me. Her blue eye shadow was more navy than royal blue today, and she’d used a wobbly hand to apply the black eyeliner ringing her eyes. “You were on a cruise. You went to amazing ports of call. And it was just fine?”

Fine was definitely a stretch. It hadn’t really been fine at all, but it wasn’t like I could tell Kelly this. After all, the reason I’d even considered going on a cruise had been because I was looking for new employment. Activities director for a cruise ship had a nice ring to it, and I was beyond frustrated with my position at Oasis Ridge.  Of course, I hadn’t gotten the position but I’d already booked the trip...and then the woman who had gotten the job instead of me was found dead in her office and well...the trip had quickly taken a definite turn south. 

In more ways than one.

“The weather was beautiful,” I finally said. “And the food and staff on board were amazing.”

Those statements were true. 

“And to think the sun is sort of wasted on you, isn’t it?” Kelly shook her head, clucking her tongue like some hen strutting around a farm. “That red hair and pale skin of yours.”

Kelly was a true Floridian, born and raised, and fifty years in the sun had taken its toll on her skin. Well, that and her penchant for cigarettes. I’d take my ivory-colored complexion over her leathery skin any day.

“I still enjoyed it,” I told her with a forced smile.

“I’m sure you did,” she said. But I could hear she had her doubts.

“Anything happen while I was gone?” I said, trying to redirect the conversation.

“Not a thing. No new residents and no one died.” She almost sounded disappointed. 

“Well, that’s good.”

She frowned, and the wrinkles in her skin looked like crevasses. “Good? We have a five percent vacancy rate. Ten units that are sitting empty. And the residents that are here aren’t gonna stick around forever, if you know what I mean.”

It was too early in my day—in my week, really—to start listening to complaints. Besides, increasing occupancy rates wasn’t my job at Oasis Ridge. My job was to keep the residents we did have living there entertained and happy. And I wasn’t going to be able to accomplish that if I spent my days listening to Kelly go all doom and gloom on me.

The phone rang and Kelly reached for it. “I’m sure Anne will fill you in,” she said, her hand hovering over the phone. “She asked me to have you check in this morning after you get settled.”

I mouthed a thank you as she picked up the phone and then started toward my office.  A sea of weathered, wrinkled faces greeted me as I walked past the Gathering Room, the large area that served as both a lobby and large living room for the sprawling building. I said hello to the residents seated in the rocking chairs by the fish tank and waved hello to the ladies playing cards at one of the four-top tables in the room.

Billie, a spry lady with red hair of her own, called out to me from across the room. “How was your trip?”

I gave her a thumbs up. She was a little hard of hearing so if I wanted to be heard, I would have to scream...which would then startle the residents sitting closer to where I was standing.

“You can tell me all about it this afternoon,” she hollered.

I smiled and nodded. Monday afternoons were Movie Mondays, where residents watched a film and then held a discussion afterward. I usually popped in to see how the conversation was going, and to get feedback on the choice of movie. A group of residents sat on the Movie Advisory Board and had taken on the task of selecting the films for the event, but as the Recreation Director for Oasis Ridge, the authority ultimately rested with me.

My sandals padded down the carpeted hallway, to the third door on the left. A metal placard mounted on the wall read Sunny Springfield. My name. My office. I unlocked the door and pushed it open, knowing exactly what I would see inside.

Nothing special.

It was a standard office. Desk, computer, a chair for me and two chairs for guests. Cream wallpaper covered with small flowers adorned the walls, the same as every office in the facility. There was a simple metal filing cabinet tucked in one corner, a wood laminate bookcase in the other. A small fern sat atop it, its fronds brown and wrinkled at the tips. Another plant I was bound to kill.

I sat down in my chair, an ergonomic design whose promises of comfort had not been met, and stowed my purse in the locking drawer in my desk. I powered on my computer and flipped my planner forward a page so I was on the right week. I knew what was on the agenda—the same things that were always on the agenda—so my action was more a habit than a necessity. 

I scanned the activities for the week. Movie. Concert. Cooking. Bingo. Yoga. Water aerobics. Poker Night. There were multiple events each day, with activities to appeal to a wide range of interests, but I still felt this sense of listlessness, this sense of ambivalence.

I sipped my coffee and sighed.

Why did I feel so bored? Stuck?

It was a question I asked myself with growing frequency.

It was the question that had led me to apply for a job on a cruise ship, a job I wasn’t particularly interested in and a job I probably wasn’t qualified for.

I glanced at the Oasis Ridge logo emblazoned on one of the envelopes sitting on my desk.

I was working in my field of choice. I’d graduated with a degree in therapeutic recreation, and that’s what I was doing: providing recreation opportunities to enrich the lives of the seniors residing at Oasis Ridge.

I’d known early on that I wanted a career working directly with people. I was social, I liked to engage with others, and I also had a desire to help people. Therapeutic recreation had seemed like a degree that had been tailor made just for me. I would be able to enrich people’s lives, all while providing activities that would enhance their quality of life and promote healthy living. Although I’d originally set my sights on working with a community rec program, maybe serving disadvantaged youth, I realized pretty quickly that the best way to get real-life experience would be working with the geriatric community. Living in Florida, retirement homes and assisted living communities were a dime a dozen, and it would be easy to secure an entry-level position in one of the many facilities in the state.

But, after six months of working at a small nursing home and then a year here at Oasis Ridge, I wasn’t sure planning activities at a retirement community was my cup of tea.

It had nothing to do with the residents themselves. I loved the people I planned activities for, and I loved making a difference in their lives. What I didn’t like was the bureaucracy I’d run up against. 

Anne Engle, the executive director and my direct boss, was definitely old school. I’d come to Oasis Ridge with plans to completely revamp the activities program. Instead of filling up the calendar with the same old activities seniors had been doing for years, I wanted to try newer, more innovative things. Things that would stimulate residents’ minds as well as their bodies. Things that would challenge them, things that would spark memories for them.

I was pretty sure I could get the residents on board, but administration was another story.

If it were up to Anne, activities would consist of bingo nights and movie nights, and maybe the occasional spa day where female residents could get their nails painted. It had been like pulling teeth to get her to approve new events, and even now, after twelve months of trying, she was still slow to give me permission to spice things up. Cooking events had been a particular challenge. She’d been worried about residents’ safety, about them cutting themselves with knives or accidentally starting fires. I’d had to secure a 3:1 resident/ aide ratio to assuage her fears and get the go-ahead, despite the fact that I’d pointed out that most of our residents had kitchens in their own units, and most of them had spent the better part of their lives cooking and baking for their families. We didn’t have many residents with severe memory issues, and it wasn’t as if we were having them blowtorch crème brulees. 

The cooking events I’d lobbied for—both group cooking and cooking classes—had been a resounding success, and I still wasn’t sure if Anne was happy about it or not.

She’d admitted the cooking class “experiment” had worked. But change wasn’t always a good thing, she told me, because what if residents didn’t like it? They would leave. And Oasis Ridge’s sole goal was to fill units.

I was glad that wasn’t my sole goal. My sole goal was to ensure the people living there had fun, engaging things to do. 

I just wished I had an administrator who could at least try to align her goals with mine—and my job description.

There was a knock on my door and Anne poked her head in. She must have known I was thinking about her.

“Welcome back.” She strolled into my office. She was a heavyset woman, with short-cropped brown hair and matching brown eyes. “How was your trip?” 

“Good,” I told her. I probably should have stuck with “fine” as my response, because I was gritting my teeth as I forced the word out of my mouth.

Her smile was tight. “Bet you just wanted to keep on sailing.” 

“No, I was ready to come back.” It was a partial truth. I mean, I was at least ready to get off that ship if not to return to work. After my experience on the Stupendous, I didn’t know if I’d ever be stepping foot on a cruise ship again.

Anne adjusted the glasses on her nose. They were a red pair, and matched the blouse she was wearing. She had glasses in every color of the rainbow. “Well, let me know when you get settled back into things. I can give you a recap of how last week went.”

I nodded, and with one final glance at me, she left.

I sat back in my chair and took a long sip of my coffee.

I didn’t need any time to get settled back in.

And I knew for certain that I wasn’t going to need a recap. 

Because everything stayed the same at Oasis Ridge. Nothing ever changed.

Even when I wanted it to. 
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Lunch was in full swing by the time I left Anne’s office. I’d spent forty-five minutes with her, sinking into the under-stuffed, lumpy guest chair in her office as she went over how each activity had gone during the week I was cruising the Caribbean and trying to avoid being arrested for murder.

I’d been right about last week and the current state of affairs at Oasis Ridge.

Everything was just as I expected.

Fine.

Everything was fine.

I followed Aidan, one of the personal care assistants, as he wheeled a resident down the hall in front of me, heading toward the dining room. He was close to my age, somewhere in his mid- to late twenties, and I knew he was in school, finishing up his bachelor’s degree. In what, I didn’t know.

He must have heard me behind him because he turned around and smiled over his shoulder. “Welcome back. You all refreshed and relaxed and ready to get back into the swing of things?”

“I don’t know about that,” I joked as we stepped into the dining area. Even though we worked in completely different departments, our paths tended to cross several times a week, since one of his jobs as a PCA was to transport residents to and from activities.

The tables in the dining room were already half-filled with residents, many of whom were already spooning soup from steaming bowls. Monday was always tomato soup, and several diners had paper napkins tucked into their shirts to serve as makeshift bibs. 

Denise, one of the serving staff, carried a tray filled with plates of food. Breaded chicken cutlets and rice pilaf and glazed carrots were on the menu. 

Her face lit up when she saw me. “Sunny! Welcome back!”

I was beginning to feel like I’d been gone a month, not a week, based on the way people were greeting me. I had to admit, it was sort of nice to be missed.

“Find a seat, missy,” Denise told me as she served the residents sitting at one of the four-top tables in the room. “Gonna fill up fast. There’s chocolate cake for dessert.”

Oasis Ridge always served dessert, and most were hit or miss in the taste department. But the chocolate cake was always good, and residents who often opted to stay in their units or go out for their noonday meal would stick around just for this particular dessert.

I saw an empty seat at the table where Earl Lipinski was sitting. 

“Mind if I join you?” I asked.

He shook his head. Earl was in his mid-seventies, with a thick shock of white hair and a matching moustache and beard. With his rounded cheeks and twinkling eyes, he looked like Santa Clause’s thin twin. 

“Where you been?” he asked. “Missed you around here.”

“I was on vacation. A cruise.”

His bushy eyebrows arched high. “A cruise, eh? Never been on one of those.”

“You aren’t missing much,” I told him with a smile.

He guffawed. “Spent a bunch of years in the Navy and sailed all over the world. I've seen enough of the ocean.”

Denise stopped at our table and set down a plate in front of each of us. “Save room for dessert,” she reminded us.

Earl looked over his meal, at the soggy chicken and the pile of lumpy rice pilaf and the glazed carrot coins that looked like they were swimming in a sea of butter. “Can’t we just skip to that?” he grumbled.

Denise smiled cheerfully, revealing a mouthful of metal. Even though she was probably twice my age, she’d decided late in life that she wanted straight teeth. She’d been in braces since my first day at Oasis Ridge, and judging from what her orthodontist told her at her monthly appointments, she was going to be stuck with them for the long haul. 

“You can do whatever you want with your lunch,” she said to Earl. “But dessert isn’t coming out for a good twenty minutes.” She hurried off to get more plates.

I slid my fork into the pile of rice. The food wasn’t terrible at Oasis Ridge, but it wasn’t exactly good, either. I’d gotten used to the cafeteria taste of things; after all, Lola, the cook, was responsible for making enough food to feed, on average, over a hundred residents at each meal. The community had enough units for 200 residents, but some of those apartments and rooms were vacant, and some residents chose not to come to each meal. Still, feeding a hundred people three times a day was no easy task, and I was sure her primary focus was on having an adequate amount of food available for each meal. 

Besides, taste wasn’t a huge consideration for me. The thing that kept me coming to the dining room was that my meals were included as part of my compensation package. So I wasn’t going to complain if the rice was a little too salty and the carrots were a little too buttery.

Billie shuffled by with her walker, lowering herself into a chair at the table just to our left.

“Smells good in here!” she practically yelled.

I nodded and smiled. The tables were filling up. Arthur Griggs and Mary Uhlrich, Oasis Ridge’s resident sweethearts, were already seated at their table near the coffee. Arthur was sniffing his plate suspiciously, a frown on his wrinkled face, while Mary stirred the cup of tea in front of her. She was newer to Oasis Ridge than I was but I’d already learned that she had tea with all of her meals. 

Ruth, another resident I was friendly with, was seated with a few women at another table close by. She dressed for every meal as though she were headed to a five-star restaurant. I grinned when I saw the pearls around her throat and the enormous rings decorating several of her fingers. I often wondered just how many of her pieces were costume jewelry or the real thing.

“You gonna eat that?” Earl said, motioning to the yeast roll still sitting in the breadbasket. 

I snatched it and set it on my plate. I didn’t much care if I ate it or not, but I knew the baskets that were brought to the table had one roll for each seat. Since Earl and I were sitting alone, that meant he’d already eaten three.

“I didn’t see you at the movie this morning,” I said to him. “Are you going to make it to the discussion this afternoon?

He frowned. “It was An Affair to Remember?”

I nodded.

He harrumphed. “I don’t much care for Cary Grant.” His frown deepened. “All the ladies thought he was so handsome.”

“I’m sure you were just as handsome as he was back in the day, ” I reassured him.

Earl’s bushy eyebrows rose high. “More handsome,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. 

We ate our meal and Earl asked me questions about the cruise. I answered with generalities and a few white lies, which appeared to satisfy him.

Before long, Denise was headed back toward us, her tray loaded with slices of the much-anticipated chocolate cake.

Ruth stopped her just as she neared our table. “Lunch is taking an awfully long time to serve today,” I heard her say.

Denise nodded. “We’re short staffed. One of the other gals—Patty—called out sick.”

“Sick?” Ruth said.

“A cold, I think,” Denise told her. “She’s coughing up a storm. And you know we can’t have that in the dining room.”

Ruth’s eyes rounded. She spun the rings on her hands, thinking for a second.  Then she put her hands on the armrests of her chair and pushed herself into a standing position. “Can I help?” she said. “I used to be a waitress, you know.”

Denise shot a glance in my direction. I had no idea what to say. I mean, if it had been up to me, I would have handed her the tray and told her to have at it. Revisiting a previous job had the potential to be wonderfully therapeutic for someone her age, especially if she was voluntarily offering to do it.

But Denise apparently didn’t think this. She shook her head as she slapped plates of chocolate cake down in front of Ruth and her three dining partners. “Nope, you just sit down and enjoy your chocolate cake. No need for you to help.”

“I used to be a car hop,” Ruth told her. “And I wore roller skates! I could deliver food in here with my eyes shut.”

“I bet you could,” Denise told her. “And I would have loved to see you on roller skates!” 

She was so good with the residents. From what I’d heard, Denise had worked on the dining room staff at Oasis Ridge for years and truly seemed to love her job. She never complained, and she never lost her temper with the residents...not even when they grumbled about the food or the service. 

But Denise was not a saint. She might put on a professional act for the people she worked for, but the people she worked with? Now that was anther story. She was as feisty as they came, and as much as she drove me nuts sometimes, I had to admit I liked her. Immensely.

There were two pieces of cake left on her tray and she brought these to me and Earl.

“Here you go,” she said, sliding the bigger of the two pieces in front of Earl.

He glanced at my cake and then me, his expression hopeful. “You planning to eat that?”

I took in his tall, gaunt frame. He ate like a horse. Where did he put it all?

His own slice of cake was already halfway gone. 

I pushed my plate toward him. 

“You can have it,” I said.

His eyes lit up. “Really?”

“Really.”

He grinned. “You know something, Sunny? I like you.”

I smiled back. “I like you, too, Earl.”

And I did.

I just wished I liked my job, too.
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The aroma coming from the dining room tickled my nose but I wasn’t hungry.

I’d spent the rest of my afternoon checking in on the movie discussion and then planning the fall calendar—and having Anne shoot down nearly every suggestion I’d had for new activities. Ending my day by restocking the Bingo prize cart and laminating new cards pretty much summed up how my conversations with Anne had gone: nowhere. Just keep doing the same thing.

I shoved the box of restocked prizes—chocolates and hard candies and a roll of quarters to dispense one at a time for each winning game—into the Bingo cupboard and placed the stack of newly laminated cards alongside it. I was ready to go home, to kick off my sandals and have a beer or a glass of wine and just try to forget how stymied I felt on my first day back from vacation.

I went back to my office and powered down my computer. Home was only a fifteen-minute drive away, just east on John Sims Parkway, down toward Valparaiso Boulevard. With any luck, there would be a frozen dinner or something in the freezer, something I could quickly warm up and call a meal. I’d gotten back from my cruise just the day before and hadn’t paid attention to anything other than taking a shower and crawling into my own bed.

There was always the possibility that Megan, my roommate, might be home. Maybe we could grab dinner out, take-out or something a little nicer, even. Maybe have a drink. Or three. 

If she wasn’t with Dylan, of course. She and her boyfriend had been together long before I’d entered her life as a roommate. We’d hit it off immediately, and I often wondered if we would be closer if she was single like me.

I closed my office door, glancing at the clock on the wall just before it disappeared from view. It was 4:45, which was definitely early for me to be heading out. Fortunately, I was salaried so I could set my own hours, and because I often stayed late or came in on the weekends, I had no qualms about leaving early when I did so, especially when there was nothing to do. 

I knew residents would be streaming out of their rooms soon, ready for the clock to strike five and their meal to commence. Five o’clock always felt too early to be serving dinner, and if I had dinner at Oasis Ridge at that time, I would inevitably be starving and ready for a snack by nine o’clock.

I knew I shouldn’t complain about free food—free was free, right?—and I knew that the early meal time was because the residents often ended their day much earlier than someone like me. And I also knew that I didn’t have to eat there.

Which was exactly why I was leaving before the dinner meal was served: because I could go elsewhere.

A commotion near the dining room got my attention as I approached the end of the hallway. People were bustling toward the eating area, but these weren’t residents.

They were people in uniforms.

I craned my neck. Was everyone on staff today heading in early for dinner? Did they know something about the menu that I didn’t?

I squinted. The people hurrying into the room weren’t wearing nursing scrubs like the PCAs on staff, or even the couple of nurses we had on call each day. 

No, these people were in white uniforms. 

Paramedics.

I shouldered my purse and hurried down the hall, smiling an apology at Ethel, who I accidentally jostled as she shuffled out of her room. 

Aidan was standing just outside the dining room, hunched over, one hand cupping his chin. He wasn’t bringing a resident to dinner. In fact, I didn’t quite know what he was doing.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

He glanced at me. “Arthur Griggs. He passed out in the dining room.”

“Passed out?” Is he okay?”

I didn’t wait for Aidan to respond. Instead, I gently pushed my way past the onlookers, navigating a path through the sea of walkers and wheelchairs until I was standing with a clear view of the dining room. Most of the tables were empty, save for clean pink tablecloths. Crystal vases sat in the center of each one, all of them holding a lone silk rose. The smell of Mexican food and some kind of cobbler scented the air.

Four paramedics were on the scene, the people in white I’d seen rush into the dining room. 

But none of them were doing anything.

My gaze drifted to a table nearby. 

Arthur Griggs was seated in one of the chairs. Slumped over, his head at an awkward angle on the table. Two plates full of food were on the table, and it was almost a miracle that his head hadn’t landed on his enchilada.

I swallowed and thought about what Aidan had just said. That Arthur had passed out in the dining room.

Arthur Griggs did not look like he was passed out.

I darted a look at the paramedics. They were stowing their equipment back into bags. One was standing near a stretcher with a white sheet neatly folded at the foot of it.

I swallowed again.

No, Arthur Griggs wasn’t unconscious.

Arthur Griggs was absolutely, positively dead.
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Mary Ulrich was huddled in a corner, a handkerchief pressed to one of her eyes. 

I hurried toward her.

“Mary. Are you okay?”

She gazed at me with watery blue eyes. She looked confused. “What is happening? Why aren’t they waking him up?”

My heart constricted. She seemed to have no idea that Arthur couldn’t be revived.

“Oh, Mary,” I said, my own eyes filling with tears. “I think Arthur is...gone.”

She pressed the handkerchief to her left eye to stem the flow of tears. “Ar-are you sure?”

I nodded. “I think so, yes.”

She hiccupped out a breath.

“Were you with him?” I asked. “Do you know what happened?”

Her jowls trembled but she nodded. “We’d just sat down to dinner. We got there early. You know Arthur. He has that certain table he likes.”

I knew this. Arthur would often come to the dining room fifteen or twenty minutes early, especially when new residents moved in, to send the message loud and clear that the table by the coffee dispenser was his. And if someone tried to sit down in the empty two seats at his and Mary’s table, he would grouse and give the intruders dirty looks. People rarely made the same mistake twice.

I put my hand on her elbow and steered her away from the dining room. The paramedics had moved the stretched closer to Arthur and one of them was unfolding a thick, white sheet.

Mary didn’t need to see that.

I guided her to one of the couches in the Gathering Room. She lowered herself on to it, her body sinking heavily into the cushions.

“Can I get you something to drink?” I offered. “Some tea? Maybe something a little stronger?”

She shook her head. She’d gotten her hair done recently; her white curls were still tight, still springy, and they bounced as she moved her head from side to side.

I sat down next to her, putting my hand on hers and giving her fingers a gentle, reassuring squeeze.

“I don’t know what happened.” Mary’s voice shook as she spoke. “He was fine all day. Nothing was wrong. And he was fine when I left him.”

“You left him?” I wasn’t sure what she meant by that.

“I had to go to the ladies room,” she explained. “That’s where I was when...when...” Her voice trailed off and fresh tears sprung in her eyes.

I squeezed her hand again, being careful not to apply too much pressure. Her skin was soft, paper-thin, like the skin on an onion. “I’m so sorry.”

She pulled one of her hands free and searched for the handkerchief she’d shoved back into her pocket. “I just...it was so unexpected. I know we’re at that age where these things happen, but...”

I didn’t know what to say. 

I wasn’t naïve to the fact that people died in retirement communities. For most of them, this was their last stop, the home they would be in for the rest of their lives. Oasis Ridge had some units that were equipped for assisted living and memory care. As long as a resident didn’t require continuous or intensive medical care, they often didn’t have to be moved during their final months or years.

We’d had a few residents pass during my time there, and I’d lost a few at the nursing home where I first worked after I’d graduated, so this experience wasn’t new to me. Elderly people died, often at a faster rate than younger folks. It was simply a fact of life.

But knowing this—expecting it, even—didn’t make it any easier to experience.

I hadn’t lost any of my favorite residents yet, and I was already bracing myself for when that time came. 

I immediately thought of Billie Applegate, the redheaded woman who’d yelled out to me when I’d walked back in from my vacation yesterday morning. I’d taken to her from the first day I’d started at Oasis Ridge, and not just because she had the same hair color as me. Of course, her hair was dyed and mine was natural, but she always referred to me as her younger self. No, I liked her for much more than her almost matching hair color. I liked her spunk, her sass, her sarcastic sense of humor. She always knew how to make me smile, even after dour conversations with Anne.

“I heard the news,” a voice said from behind us.

Speak of the devil.

Anne was standing next to the couch, her hands clasped in front of her, her worried expression visible behind her purple glasses. 

She leaned over and patted Mary’s shoulder. “How are you doing, dear? Can I get you anything? A cup of tea, perhaps?” Anne gave me a look that suggested I should have thought of this.

I was immediately defensive. “I already offered her one.”

Mary nodded. “That would be nice.”

Anne gave me a reproachful look and I bit my lip in frustration.

I couldn’t win.

I stood up. “I’m going to see how everyone else is doing, see if I can get any more information. You’ll be okay?”

Mary nodded and dabbed at her eyes again. Anne had already gone to fetch a cup of tea so I knew she wouldn’t be alone for long.

I hurried back to the dining room, watching as the paramedics began to wheel the stretcher out, Arthur’s body covered by the white sheet.

I watched solemnly as they rolled by. I’d always liked Arthur, despite the fact that he could be a bit of a curmudgeon. He’d never been particularly mean or ornery toward me, and he was usually willing to try any of the new activities I managed to get Anne to approve. Yes, he’d been grumpy about his table and his food, but everyone had their faults, right?

The crowd of residents and employees began to thin as soon as the paramedics left. Even though it was now five o’clock, right when dinner was to be served, no one made a move to enter the dining room. In fact, they had all turned away, heading to their rooms or back to their stations. I scoped out the dining room and saw Denise looking a bit like a deer caught in the headlights.

I made my way toward her. She was standing near Arthur’s table, a tray loaded with plates full of food in her hands.

“Did you see what happened?” I asked.

Her complexion was a couple of shades lighter than normal and her dark eyes looked hollow. “No,” she said, shaking her head.  She set her tray down and I noticed that her hands shook as she lowered it. “We’d just started getting ready to serve. I’d brought drinks out. Mary and Arthur already had their food because they got here so early. Billie and her friends were at their table and I was bringing them their meal when there was some kind of...commotion.”

“Commotion?”

Denise nodded, then swiped at a stray black lock that brushed against her cheek. “I heard this big thumping sound and when I glanced over, Arthur’s head was on the table. It was like he just fell over.”

“Did you check on him?”

She frowned. “Of course I checked on him. What kind of person do you think I am?” Her expression clouded. “I could tell pretty quick that he wasn’t breathing. I called to Lola and Ruth, and then I tried the Heimlich on him. But he wasn’t even conscious. I was pretty sure he hadn’t choked.”

“Ruth? Why did you call out for Ruth?” Lola was the cook, so it made sense that Denise would summon her for help, but Ruth was another resident, and I didn’t think she’d had any type of medical career in the past.

“She was helping serve tonight,” Denise told me. “Patty’s out sick, remember? And Lola was upset that residents were complaining about the wait times at lunch. Ruth had offered to help during the noon meal so I asked if she’d be willing to step in during dinner.”

I imagined that probably made Ruth’s night.

Until someone died.

I glanced over at the table where Arthur and Mary had been seated.

“And Mary wasn’t with him?” I asked.

“Of course she was. Those two are always together,” Denise said. “But she stepped out. I think to the ladies room.”

That was exactly what Mary had told me.

I took a deep breath. It sounded like maybe Arthur had suffered a massive heart attack. Or an aneurysm. Or something else that had rendered him lifeless in seconds. It at least sounded like he hadn’t suffered, which was a good thing.

But I was still sad that he was gone.

I looked one last time at the table. The two plates of food were still there, Arthur’s half empty. Mary’s mug still had the teabag sitting in it. 

My thoughts immediately returned to Mary. 

She and Arthur had been each other’s meal date for months, pretty much ever since Mary had moved to Oasis Ridge. I wondered who she would sit with now. Who she would talk to. What she would do with all of her time, and who she would do it with.

Anne’s frequent words played in my mind. 

Change isn’t always a good thing.

I hated it to admit it, but in this case, she was absolutely right.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

FIVE




[image: image]


My arm muscles were aching. 

It was the next day and I was trying to keep things as normal as possible. Chair Yoga had just ended and I had offered to help Jackie, our volunteer from Yoga Moves, a local yoga studio, restack the chairs in our Activity Room. She’d pulled a muscle in her shoulder and was trying not to aggravate it.

Unfortunately, my shoulder and arm muscles were also screaming in protest after lifting and then stacking the twentieth heavy metal chair.

“Thank you so much,” Jackie said. “I just know I couldn’t have managed to put those away on my own.”

“No problem,” I said, rubbing my arm muscles. “You didn’t get them set up, did you?”

She shook her head. “Goodness, no. One of the aides here offered to help. Aidan, I think?” She slung her rolled up purple yoga mat over her good shoulder. “Nice young man, about your age.”

“That’s him.” 

She smiled. I knew she was close to fifty based on the volunteer application she’d submitted, but she honestly didn’t look a day over thirty. Long blond hair, a beautiful complexion, and a body that was better toned than my own. I wondered how much of it she attributed to her yoga-filled, vegan lifestyle and how much of it was simply good genetics.

Jackie left and I started getting the room ready for one of our afternoon bingo sessions. We usually had a half dozen or so on the schedule for each week, mostly because it was one of the activities Anne actually approved of.  Start time was usually at four o’clock, which gave residents a good forty-five minutes of playing time before packing up and heading down for the dinner meal.

I set out the bingo cards and the wheel, and pulled the prize cart from the supply closet. We had a number of high school and college kids who volunteered to run the games, and I was grateful for this. It was hard enough for me to block out so much time on the calendar to host bingo times, especially when there were so many other things we could be scheduling instead. I couldn’t imagine how high my resentment might go if I was actually forced to run the activity.

Taylor, one of the high school volunteers, walked into the room with her backpack still strapped to her back. I knew she came straight to Oasis Ridge from school. 

We said hello and chatted for a few minutes, and then I got out of her way. She’d been volunteering at Oasis Ridge longer than I’d been employed there, so I knew she was well versed in what to do.

I left the room and was heading back down to my office when I saw Denise marching toward me. She motioned for me to come over.

“Psst,” she whispered loudly, as soon as I was within hearing distance.

I furrowed my brow. “Why are you whispering?”

She motioned again, beckoning me to come closer.

“Seriously, Dee. What are you doing?”

“I found something.” She was trying to be discreet but her voice was more like a stage whisper.

“What are you talking about?”

Her dark eyes were wide. “After you left the dining room last night,” she said. “Something weird.”

We found lots of weird things in the dining room. Dentures. Pills. Even travel-sized bottles of liquor that residents surreptitiously dumped into their drinks. Some of those things ended up in the lost and found. Some did not.

“Okay...” I waited.

She grabbed my arm and pulled me into the small hallway that led to the upstairs public restrooms.

“What are you doing?”

She put her hand to her chest. “I found something at Arthur’s table when I was cleaning up last night.” She took a deep breath. “Leaves.”

“Leaves?” I repeated. “Like leaves from outside?”

She shook her head. “No. I don’t know. Maybe.”

I stared blankly at her. She was whispering about leaves? “You’re not making any sense.”

“They were on his plate,” she hissed.

“Like as a seasoning? Parsley or something?”

“I don’t think so.” Her frown was deep. “We served enchiladas last night.”

I had absolutely no idea why she was freaking out.

“Uh, cilantro? That’s a Mexican seasoning, right?” I didn’t think Lola used cilantro, since some people really hated the taste and because so many of the residents didn’t like their food to be savory, but it was still a possibility. And I also didn’t see why it mattered.

“Lola doesn’t use cilantro,” Denise said firmly.

At least I’d been right about that.

Denise fished around in her pants pocket and pulled out a small, snack-size baggie. 

“What is that?”

“The leaves.”

“You took them?” I glanced at the bag she was holding. “And...put them in a baggie?”

She nodded. “Darn right I did. Those leaves don’t belong in our dining room.”

“Denise,” I began, but she cut me off.

“This ain’t cilantro, Sunny. I just know it.”

“Basil?” I suggested.

She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think it’s food.”

I folded my arms. “What exactly are you saying?”

“I don’t know.” Her gaze shifted from me to the baggie in her hands. “I just have a funny feeling about this.”

“What kind of funny feeling?”

She hesitated. 

I cocked my head. “A funny feeling about what, Denise?”

“A feeling that something might have happened to Arthur.”

I sighed. I was pretty sure I knew where she was going with this.

“Something did happen to Arthur,” I pointed out matter-of-factly. “He died.”

She nodded emphatically. “I know. But everyone thinks he died of a heart attack or something. But what if he didn’t?”

“You watch too much television,” I told her. 

I started to walk away but she stopped me, putting her hand on my arm. “I do watch too much Law & Order,” she admitted. “But hear me out.”

“I already did.” I tried to shift my arm out of her grip but she was holding on pretty tight. 

“What if Arthur didn’t die of natural causes?” she asked.

I stopped. Slowly, I turned around to face her, a small ball forming in my gut. “What?”

Her eyes were huge again. She swallowed. “What if someone killed him?” She held up the baggie. “With this.”
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“Start talking,” I ordered.

Denise and I were sitting in the dining room at one of the empty tables. Dinner was going to be served in about twenty minutes so I knew we didn’t have much time. I’d poured myself a cup of coffee and Denise had grabbed a water bottle from her personal stash in the fridge in the employee break room and we were parked at one of the tables, far enough away from the clatter coming from the kitchen as Lola bustled about.

“I already told you everything,” she said. 

“No, you didn’t.” I took a sip of coffee. “You haven’t said a single word about why you think Arthur’s death is suspicious.”

Denise rolled her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious?”

It really wasn’t. All Denise had done was show me a baggie with two tiny leaves in it. I wasn’t a master chef or anything, but even I could tell that the items in question looked an awful lot like an herb. Parsley. Cilantro. Which was exactly what I’d suggested to her when she shoved the bag in my face.

“You showed me a baggie with leaves in it,” I reminded her. “Did you show them to Lola? Ask her if she’d used anything like that in the enchiladas?”

Denise’s eyes widened and she shook her head. “Of course not.”

“Why wouldn’t you? She’s the one who cooks the food. She could clear this up in no time.” I put my hands on the armrest, intending to push myself into a standing position, but Denise shoved me back down. 

“Hey,” I objected with a frown. “What are you doing?”

She slid her chair closer and leaned in. “Look, you don’t know all the drama that goes on here.”

I raised my eyebrows. Did she seriously not think I wasn’t privy to the gossip and rumor mill that operated at Oasis Ridge? I’d discovered pretty quickly that working in a retirement community was an awful lot like being back in junior high. There were catty girls—in this case, women—and petty gossip, and it seemed as though someone was always mad at someone else. I might not be serving residents meals three times a day like Denise was, but I heard my fair share of the goings-on when I supervised or led activities.

“There’s always drama,” I said. 

“Not like this.” She shook her head. “This is...this is...” She looked to the ceiling, trying to think of the word she wanted. “Nefarious.” She sounded triumphant.

“Nefarious?” I repeated. “Two tiny leaves on a plate are nefarious?”

“If someone put them there to kill him they are,” she said firmly. 

I cupped the mug sitting in front of me and tried to remain patient. It was becoming increasingly difficult. I’d always liked Denise, but I couldn’t fathom how she was jumping to these weird conclusions about Arthur and the other residents.

“What kind of things have you heard?” I finally asked. Maybe once she gave me some details, I could talk some sense into her.

Her brow wrinkled. “What are you talking about?”

“You mentioned drama. What kind of drama have you witnessed?”

She played with the cap on her water bottle, twisting it off and on. Her nails were long and tapered, a shocking hot pink. “I hear things no one else does,” she said cryptically. “I’m like a fly on the wall during meal times. You wouldn’t believe the things I overhear in this room.”

“Try me,” I said.

She opened her mouth but then her gaze shifted from my eyes to behind me, and I turned around.

Mary was in the dining room, slowly making her way toward us. She wore all black. Black pants, a black sweater. A black veil was pinned to her white curls.

“Mary.” I stood up to greet her. “How are you?”

Her mouth puckered. “As good as can be expected, I guess.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

Mary gave a slight nod to acknowledge the sympathies I’d extended. “We were going to get married, you know,” she said.

“Married?” I repeated. How on earth had I missed that bit of news?

“That’s why I’m dressed this way.” Her voice was wobbly, and I worried that she might break down in tears. “To properly mourn him.”

“Of course.” I paused for a moment, trying to think of the most tactful way to ask the next question. “Will there be a service for Arthur?”

She stiffened. “I don’t know,” she clipped. “His family is making all of the arrangements.” She said the word ‘family’ as though it were a dirty word.

“His family?” I repeated.

“His daughter.” She sniffed. “That woman hasn’t seen her father in years and yet she is the one deciding on his final resting place. The hymns to sing at his service. What kind of coffin and headstone he’ll receive.”

It was obvious how much this upset Mary, and I couldn’t blame her for feeling that way. She and Arthur had been close, and if they’d been able to get married before he passed, she most likely would have been the one making those decisions. I could only hope that Arthur’s daughter had spoken to her father at some point so at least his wishes could be taken into consideration.

“Anyway,” Mary said, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief she produced from her pants pocket. It, too, was black. “I’m sure the service will be fine. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

I nodded. There didn’t seem to be much else to say.

She glanced toward the table she and Arthur had shared, and she shivered. “I...this is the first meal I’ve come to since...since he died.”

“Where did you have breakfast and lunch?” I asked.

“In my room. I wasn’t very hungry.” She pulled herself up to her full posture and cleared her throat. “I know this will be difficult but I have to do it. I have to come back. Face this.”

I gave her an encouraging smile. “You’ll do just fine, Mary. It will be okay. You’re a strong woman.”

She gave me a weird look. “I’m talking about sitting in the dining room. Alone.”

I felt the heat rush to my cheeks. 

Of course.

Duh.

A tall, thin man walked into the room, making all of our heads swivel in his direction. I was grateful for the distraction.

Earl Lipinski headed straight toward our table with a smile on his face. It wasn’t actually visible, considering the heavy white beard it was hidden underneath, but I could tell by the way his eyes crinkled that it was there.

“Mary,” he said, holding out his hands to her. The smile had vanished, instantly replaced by a look of concern. “How are you?”

“I’m alright.”

He held her hands in his. “You look lovely,” he told her. “I’m sure Arthur is watching you right now. You’ve made him proud.”

Mary’s eyes misted. “Do you think?”

“I don’t think, I know,” Earl said. “And I know something else, too.”

“What’s that?”

“Arthur wouldn’t want you to eat alone.” He let go of her hands and executed a stiff bow. “Would you allow me to escort you to dinner?”

Mary’s hand flew to her chest. “Oh...well...” She sounded flustered. “If you want to.”

“I insist.” He placed his hand on the small of Mary’s back, and Denise and I both watched as he guided her to a table. It was a different table than the one she would sit at with Arthur.

“See what I mean?” Denise hissed. 

“What?”

“All the drama and craziness that goes on here!”

I stared at her. “Earl offered to eat dinner with her because she just lost her dining partner. The man she was apparently going to marry. How is that considered drama?”

Denise rolled her eyes. “Not that! The way she was dressed! Did you see that? Who does that? Who wears all black—including a veil—when they weren’t even married to the guy that died?”

“I thought it was kind of sweet.” 

Okay, so it was also a little weird, too, I had to admit. But I didn’t know what traditions and customs Mary lived by. Maybe it was normal to wear black when you mourned the loss of any loved one.

“I’m telling you, the only people who are supposed to wear black are widows and close relatives. And with widows, they’re supposed to wear it for an entire year.” She sniffed. “Mary ain’t no widow. They weren’t married!”

“I think she is perfectly capable of deciding how she chooses to mourn.” I hoped Denise could hear the reprimand in my voice.

Denise grabbed her water bottle and stood up. “I need to get to work,” she said. 

I took one last sip of my coffee. “Me, too.”

I picked up my cup and got to my feet, too. “I know this whole situation has gotten your attention, but I really think it was just...just life.”

From the look on Denise’s face, she wasn’t buying it.

“Nope,” she said, confirming my thoughts. She reached into her pocket and before I knew what was happening, she was pressing the plastic baggie into my hand.

I balked. “I don’t want this!” 

“Well, neither do I.” 

I tried giving it back to her but she held tight to her water bottle with one hand and shoved the other back into her pants pocket.

“Take it back,” I told her. “Throw it away.”

“No way.” She shook her head vehemently. “It might be evidence.”

“Then you keep it.”

“Are you insane?” she said incredulously. “You know what’ll happen to me if I get caught with that?”

“What are you even talking about?”

“I am a black woman,” she announced, loud enough so that both Mary and Earl turned in our direction. She lowered her head—and her voice. “You know what the police will think if they find a baggie of leaves on me?”

“You do know we’re in a retirement community right now, right?” I asked. “And there are literally no cops anywhere near us.”

“Doesn’t matter. They’ll find me.” She huffed out a breath. “They’ll say it’s weed or something and throw me in jail.”

It felt like an excellent time to point out that the only drama I was seeing at Oasis Ridge was coming from her. But I stopped myself, because I didn’t want to discount the fears she was expressing, especially since I could tell those concerns were real. Unfounded, considering what she’d shoved into my hands and the location in which we were standing, but still very real.

With my fair complexion and red hair, I couldn’t present any more white than I already did. And I wasn’t naïve to the fact that people of color oftentimes were treated differently.

Did that mean I thought she’d be hauled to jail for being in possession of a baggie containing two small parsley leaves?

Of course not.

But if she thought that, and if she was concerned about it, it was incumbent upon me to acknowledge her feelings. Even if they felt a little overwrought.

“Fine,” I said with a sigh. I glanced down at the baggie. 

Her shoulders sagged with relief. “What are you gonna do with it?”

“The same thing I told you to do. Throw it away.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

SEVEN





[image: image]


I didn’t toss the baggie in the trash immediately.

But not because I didn’t want to.

And not because Denise had pleaded one last time with me to not do anything rash. I had a funny feeling that she’d wanted to knock me upside the head to try to bang some sense into me, but duty—and hungry residents—called, and she’d marched off into the kitchen, clearly more than a little upset with my parting words to her.

No, I held on to it because I knew that if I threw it out in the dining room receptacle, she’d have no problem fishing it out. And handing it right back to me.

I left the dining room, saying hello to residents as more began to trickle in for the evening meal. I could smell the fish sticks cooking in the industrial-sized ovens in the kitchen, and I was pretty sure Lola was serving au gratin potatoes with it, judging by the cheesy, buttery smell that accompanied it.

I made my way to my office, intent on finishing up some lingering paperwork before I headed home. Megan had told me the night before that she didn’t have plans with Dylan tonight, so we’d decided to go grab a burger and beer at the diner a few blocks from our house.

I stepped into my office and was fishing the baggie out of my pants pocket when there was a short rap at my door.

Anne was standing in the doorway. 

Frowning.

“Hi, Anne.” I quickly shoved the baggie back into my pocket.

“A resident was injured during yoga today.” 

My stomach dropped. Chair yoga had been something I’d championed for months, bringing Anne study after study that demonstrated how beneficial it was for senior citizens. I’d scoured local yoga places, looking for someone who might volunteer their time in teaching a class so I wouldn’t need to have Anne approve a budget for it.

She’d finally agreed to allow it, but only after I’d subtly planted the idea with Billie to start a petition asking for more low-impact exercise options.

And now someone had been injured.

Great. It was just the excuse Anne would need to shut it down.

“Excuse me?”

She marched into my office, her hands planted firmly on her wide hips. “A resident was injured,” she repeated.

I frowned. “Who? How?”

“Norma Chomsky.”

I immediately conjured up an image. Short and plump, with thin gray hair and bifocals. 

“How was she injured?”

“She slipped and fell. Bruised her knee.”

“It’s chair yoga, Anne. How could she have slipped and fallen?”

Anne’s lips tightened. “When she was going there. She fell. Couldn’t even participate today.”

I took a deep breath. “That’s terrible that Norma fell, but I think it’s important to note that she didn’t actually injure herself doing yoga.”

“She injured herself going to your yoga class.” 

How was it my yoga class?

“If the class wasn’t offered, she wouldn’t have been walking toward the activity room and she wouldn’t have been injured.”

I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of her argument.

But I knew how that would go over.

I breathed in and out a couple of times, trying to get my emotions—and my temper—under control. 

“What would you like me to do about it?” I asked. “Cancel the class? There are twenty residents who participate on a weekly basis. Twenty residents who might be rather upset if the class goes away.”

A look of uncertainty crossed her face. “Twenty?”

I nodded. “There have been a couple of class times with more. Jackie was talking about adding a second class option so she could accommodate more residents.”

Anne’s brow wrinkled with a frown. “She doesn’t think she’s going to get paid for that one, does she?”

“No,” I said smoothly. “She just wants to do what she can to help ensure an enriching quality of life for our residents.”

Anne’s frown deepened, and I wondered if she could hear the thinly veiled criticism in my words. Because the implication was definitely there: by wanting to cancel the class, Anne did not want to ensure those same things for the residents at Oasis Ridge.

“Hmm,” she harrumphed. “Well, I guess we can hold off on making any permanent decisions.”

I raised an eyebrow. There was no “we” making the decision. It was her, and her alone.

“The class is on probation,” she announced.

I wondered if she had been a principal before coming here.

She turned to go.

“Anne, wait.”

Slowly, she spun back around. 

I shoved my hands in my pockets. “You haven’t heard anything more about Arthur Griggs's death, have you?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

I bit my lip. I didn’t know what I meant. I didn’t even know why I was asking her.

Oh, who was I kidding? I was asking because Denise was awash in conspiracy theories and I wanted to put my friend’s mind at ease.

And I was asking because I wanted to know, too.

“I just meant if you’d been told a cause of death or anything.”

“Why does it matter? He was seventy-seven years old.”

She said this so matter-of-factly, I cringed. As if the elderly were just expected to die. 

I wondered for the thousandth time what she was doing running a retirement community.

“So it was natural causes?” I pressed. “A heart attack or something?”

“I have no idea,” she said. Her lips thinned. “Why? Have you heard something to the contrary?”

“No.” My hand tightened on the baggie in my pocket. 

I could tell from the look on her face that she didn’t believe me. “If you’ve heard something, I need to know about it.”

Did I really want to show her what Denise had given me? Tell her my co-worker’s insane and unsubstantiated theory?

No. Absolutely not.

But I also wanted to know if she had any hint of anything odd about Arthur’s death. If anyone would know, it would be her, seeing as how she was the executive director of the facility. 

“Someone mentioned that there was something weird on Arthur’s table,” I said instead.

“Something weird? Like what?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just overhead a few of the ladies talking today.”

“Who did you hear this from?” she asked sharply. “What exactly did they say?”

Yeah, she had definitely been a principal at some point in her life.

“It was a group of women,” I lied. “I don’t know who. The room was crowded and I was already talking with someone else.”

“And they said they saw something weird on his table?” She was clearly confused by this. “What does that even mean? What were they suggesting? That he was...poisoned or something?”

“I honestly don’t know. I just thought I’d ask to see if you had any details on the cause of death.”

“I do not,” she said firmly. “I imagine that information will be disclosed to his family, if they even do an autopsy.” Her eyes locked on mine. “I don’t like that residents are speculating on the cause of death.”

She also didn’t like chair yoga. If she worried about ending that class, I didn’t know what she thought she could do to stop grown adults from gossiping. Even if those adults she was worried about hadn’t actually been the ones to bring up the leaves on Arthur’s plate.

“Rumors like that are bad for Oasis Ridge,” she continued. “The last thing we need is for people outside of our community to get a bad impression of this place. It’s bad for business.”

Of course it was.

“It was just talk,” I said. “And you know the residents. They’ll be on to gossiping about something else tomorrow.”

She didn’t look convinced. “Perhaps. But you keep your ears open now. Let me know if you still hear people discussing Arthur, and speculating on how he died. We’ll need to nip that in the bud.”

“Uh, sure. Of course.”

She nodded, seemingly satisfied that she’d said her piece and that I was complying. “I’ll be keeping my eye on the yoga class,” she said as she headed for the door. “We can’t have any more accidents. Consider this your one and only warning.”

My middle finger felt like a trigger, ready to spring into position. I shoved my hands further into my pocket to keep from acting on my impulses.

The baggie rustled against my fingers.

It was going in the trash the minute Anne was out of my office.
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Anne left, but I still didn’t throw the baggie away.

Because just as soon as she was gone, Aidan appeared.

“Hey,” he said, his smile apologetic. “Sorry to bug you. You have a minute?”

The way he said it, and the way he leaned up against my doorframe, made it sound like he was going to need more than just a minute

“Sure.” I sat down behind my desk. “What’s up?”

He hurried into my office and pulled out one of the chairs across from me. 

“I’m sorry to just come barging in but I had a couple of questions that I thought you might be able to answer.”

I waited.

His cheeks flushed. “Um, yeah. So I was just wondering if you know what happened to Arthur.” He glanced down at his lap. “He was someone I helped out every once in a while and well...I was sorry to hear about his passing.”

I felt a tug of sympathy for Aidan. In some ways, he was probably closer to several of the residents than I was. Sure, I planned activities for them and did some socializing, but Aidan spent a lot more one-on-one time with the people who lived at Oasis Ridge.

“I didn’t know you worked with him,” I said.

He nodded. “I don’t. But there was a period of time a few months ago when he was in a wheelchair...twisted his ankle, I think. Anyway, I helped out a couple of times a week. Just with bathing and stuff.”

I remembered Arthur’s twisted ankle. He’d wrenched it coming out of the pool after a morning swim. It had been a shock to see a man go from walking around just fine to being confined to a wheelchair within the scope of a day. He’d only needed it for a few weeks and was soon back to his spry self. But, oh, how he’d complained about being stuck in that chair. Of having to shift the table in the dining room to accommodate his new apparatus, of having to take the elevator up to the activity room instead of the stairs.

I smiled at the memory. When Arthur was unhappy about something, I always knew he would let us know. 

“So, anyway, I heard you saw him in the dining room when...when it happened.”

“I got there afterward,” I said. “I’m afraid I don’t have much to tell.”

His brows knit together and he looked down at his shoes. “Denise said—”

My radar instantly went up. Denise had talked to Aidan about Arthur? Why?

I waited for him to continue.

“She said she thought he had a heart attack,” he continued, and I felt the air rush out of my lungs in a sigh of relief.

I nodded. “That’s what it looks like.”

His mouth twisted, a sad sort of frown. “Just so hard to believe. He seemed so...healthy, you know?” He looked up at me. “I mean, for being a resident here.” He winced. “Wow, that sounds pretty terrible, doesn’t it?”

I gave him an understanding smile. “I know what you mean. And, yes, Arthur did seem fairly healthy. I guess it just goes to show that you never know...”

I let my voice trail off. You never knew what? When you’d drop dead? When the meal you were eating would be your last?

I needed to work on my tact.

“Alright.” Aidan stood up, apparently satisfied with our discussion even though I hadn’t provided much information. He stepped backward, ready to head toward my door. “Well, I guess if you do hear anything could you let me know?” His voice cracked.

“Of course.” I stood up and walked around my desk. I held out my hand, which felt incredibly awkward, but I wanted to offer some sort of gesture of comfort to the man standing in front of me. He was clearly shaken by Arthur’s death. I didn’t know him well enough to offer a hug, but I thought a handshake might be a kind offering.

He stared at my outstretched hand and then slowly took it. But his eyes didn’t moved back to my face. Instead, they remained locked on my mid-section as we shook.

I glanced down. Was my zipper unzipped? Did I have a massive hole in my shirt? Coffee stains?

“You have something hanging out of your pocket,” Aidan said, pointing with the hand he’d just used to shake mine.

My hand closed over the baggie and I fumbled with the plastic, trying to stuff it back in my pocket. But all I managed to do was further dislodge it and it fluttered slowly to the floor.

Aidan bent down to pick it up. “What is this?”

“Oh, just some leaves.”

He arched an eyebrow. “I can see that.”

I bit my lip. “It’s...parsley.”

His eyes came back to mine. I noticed for the first time that they were blue, a much deeper and darker blue than mine. And they were looking at me skeptically.

“Parsley?” he repeated.

I nodded vigorously.

“Why is it in a bag?”

I knew that I didn’t have to answer his questions. But I also knew that it probably looked a little weird that I was in possession of a small plastic baggie containing two small leaves that might be misidentified as something else. 

Contrary to popular belief, not all twenty-something year-olds smoked pot, and I had no idea what actual marijuana leaves looked like. With Aidan eyeing me curiously, I suddenly worried that the leaves in my pocket may well be mistaken for something for something much more problematic. I’d seen the marijuana logo sticker, the leaf with the toothed edges. I didn’t dare steal a glance at the leaves contained in the baggie, but I knew those had toothed, edges, too.

“Can I have it back, please?”

He held it out.

I snatched it and stuffed it back in my pocket.

He was still looking at me. 

“What?” I said irritably.

“That’s not parsley.”

“How do you know?”

Aidan shoved his own hands in his pockets. “I’m a biology major. Plant sciences, specifically.”

“Plant sciences? What on earth is that?”

“The science of plants.”

I rolled my eyes. “I know that. I mean, what do you do with that?”

“Uh, lots of things. My plan is to work in the pharmaceutical industry and help to develop plant-based drugs.”

“Plant-based drugs?”

He nodded. “We’re finding more and more that there are compounds in plants that are far safer than their synthetic counterparts. In addition, we are also still discovering compounds in plants that have medicinal properties. We’re really on the cusp of this new age of discovery in terms of how plants can heal us. We’ve spent a lot of time depending on scientists to develop synthetic products to treat illnesses, but there are a lot of plant-based compounds that can be just as effective and far safer.”

I wondered who “we” was. 

But all I said was, “Oh.”

Apparently there was a lot one could do with a plant science major.

Probably more than someone with a therapeutic recreation major.

I thought about the baggie shoved in my pocket. 

Denise was absolutely convinced that it was somehow related to Arthur Grigg’s death.

I completely disagreed and thought she was being melodramatic.

And I was standing with a man who for all intents and purposes could probably very easily identify exactly what plant it was and thus help me put all of Denise’s conspiracy theories to rest.

If I let him.

“Alright, well, I need to get going,” Aidan said. “I have a class to get to.”

“Class?”

He nodded. “Most of my classes are in the evenings so I can work.”

“Summer school?”

“Yeah. Trying to get this degree done finally.”

“At Central Florida State?” 

“No. Crestview College.”

Crestview was a swanky private university, a great school but one that hadn’t made my short list because I knew I didn’t want to be saddled with the insane amount of student debt I would accrue if I went there.

He turned once again for the door.

“Aidan, wait.” I pulled the baggie back out of my pocket. “If I tell you what this is, will you swear not to tell anyone?”

His eyes widened slightly but he nodded. 

“I mean, I don’t know what it is,” I amended. “But I’ll tell you where it was found. 

He waited.

“I...I found it when I was on vacation,” I blurted out.

“That’s a secret?” he asked. 

I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. 

It had been on the tip of my tongue to tell him the truth. 

But something held me back.

I didn’t want another person involved in Denise’s cooked up drama, and I didn’t want Aidan to think, even for a second, that something malicious had happened to Arthur.

“No, it’s not,” I said. “But I thought it was an interesting plant and I plucked some leaves and I sort of forgot that I’d been carrying them around.”

“You think leaves are interesting?” The joy in his voice was unmistakable. “I could teach you whatever you wanted to know. Truly!”

I was glad that he was so gung-ho about offering assistance but a part of me felt guilty that I was giving him the wrong impressions. Because I really didn’t care about plants at all.

I just cared about this one.

“I’m just wondering, since you know plants as well as you do...do you think you might be able to help me identify what it is?”

“Can I see it?”

I dug out the bag and handed it back to him. He held it up, squinting at the contents.

“Yeah, I think so,” he said.

“You think?”

“I need to consult a couple pictures to be sure,” he said. “Can I take it with me?”

I hesitated.

“Or at least one of them? I can leave the other with you.” He was already opening the bag.

“No,” I said. “It’s fine. Take the whole bag.”

“You’re sure?”

I nodded.

He smiled. “Good.” He stuffed the baggie in his own pocket. “I gotta get going or I’m going to be late for class. I’ll let you know as soon as I find out something concrete.”

“Thank you.”

He shook his head, his smile turning a little more rueful. “Don’t thank me yet.”

“You’ll make more headway than I would in this department.”

“True,” Aidan conceded. “But I’m just worried you’re not going to like what I find out.”

“What do you mean?”

“Best not to say anything yet,” he said. “Not until I know for sure.”
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I heard back from Aidan sooner than I thought I would.

After giving him my cell number and grabbing the rest of my things, I headed home, and Megan and I had gone out for burgers and a beer. It was a nice night, the temperature comfortably warm and very little humidity, so we lingered on the patio, nursing our drinks and listening to the piped in music, and just catching up with each other.

When we finished, I dropped her off back at the tiny bungalow we shared and then turned the car around to head to the grocery store to do some quick shopping.

My phone buzzed just as I got to the checkout. It was an unfamiliar number, but with a local area code, so I answered.

“Sunny, it’s me,” a guy’s voice said. “Aidan.”

I blinked in surprise. “Oh. Hey.” I tucked my phone against my neck so I could continue unloading my basket. “Did you already figure out what it is?”

He didn’t answer right away.

“Yes,” he finally said. “At least I think so.”

“Great.” I waited, but the line just hummed with silence. “Can you tell me?”

“Can I talk to you in person about it? Either tonight somewhere or tomorrow at work?”

“Tonight?” It was already pushing nine o’clock.

My pulse quickened a little. What had he found that he didn’t feel comfortable telling me over the phone? He’d already hinted that I might not like what he might discover, but I had no idea what that meant. Did it mean I really did have a bag of marijuana leaves, and that Denise had been right to pawn it off on me as quickly as possible? I couldn’t believe Arthur was spiking his food with weed, but I guess it was possible. Did I perhaps have some exotic species that was illegal to have in the state of Florida? Maybe as a plant biology major Aidan was some kind of mandated reporter. Maybe he was required to fill out a report or call someone when certain plant species were found in the possession of regular citizens.

I shook my head.

I was being ridiculous.

As ridiculous as Denise had been earlier that day.

“There’s that 24-hour diner up on Valparaiso,” he said. “The one that serves breakfast all day. The Cracked Egg?”

I knew the one he was talking about. They had a stack of sticky bun pancakes that were the most decadent breakfast I’d ever eaten.

I swiped my credit card at the machine and waited while the cashier bagged my items. There was no reason I couldn’t meet Aidan right now. Nothing I’d just purchased needed to be refrigerated. And yes, I wanted to get home and shower and get to bed, but if he wanted to talk to me in person, I could spare fifteen or twenty minutes of my evening. Especially if he had answers, since I was already talking myself into a fit of anxiety over what he might have found.

“Yeah, that works,” I told him. “I can be there in ten minutes.”

“Perfect. I shouldn’t be too far behind you.”

I tried not to dwell on this newest development, which was pretty much impossible. A strange sense of foreboding niggled at me, and I tried to tamp it down as I drove toward the diner. The traffic was heavy for a Tuesday night, but this wasn’t unusual for this time of year. It was summer, after all, and the streets were clogged with both tourists and residents. 

That didn’t mean it didn’t frustrate me, especially since I was sort of in a hurry. As much as I knew tourism was vital to the local economy, I would be the first to admit that I was ready for September. The days would still be beautiful, the water in the Gulf warm...and the population would plummet by about fifty percent.

I finally made it to the diner. I found a spot toward the back of the lot and parked my car, then hurried toward the diner’s entrance. Two tall palm trees swayed in the warm breeze, and the white fairy lights strung along the wrought iron fencing used to designate the patio area winked in the darkness.

I stepped into the diner, thinking I would need to wait on Aidan to arrive, but he was already seated in a booth near the hostess station. His face lit up when he saw me, and he beckoned me over.

I slid onto the bench opposite him and set my purse down next to me. There was an empty mug waiting for me, along with a carafe of coffee and a small pitcher filled with cream.

“They have the never-ending coffee carafe here,” Aidan said. “Feel free to order something else instead if you’re not in the mood for coffee.”

“Coffee is fine.”

He grinned. “It feels like I live on it some days.”

I filled my mug. “On coffee?”

He nodded. “With work and school and studying, I need something to help keep me awake.”

I imagined that between work and school, his schedule probably was pretty full. I didn’t think he worked full-time at Oasis Ridge, but I was pretty sure he was putting in between twenty and thirty hours a week. If he had a full class load, too, then I knew exactly how busy he was.

“You need anything to eat?” he asked me.

“No, I just got done with dinner a little bit ago.”

“This late? Did you have a date or something?” His eyes widened. “Oh, man, I hope my phone call didn’t interrupt anything.”

“No, just dinner with my roommate.” I added cream to my coffee and then stirred it. “So, what did you find out about the leaves?” I didn’t want to sound too abrupt, but my curiosity was killing me.

Aidan looked to his side and I noticed the backpack parked next to him. He pulled out a small, thick volume and slapped it on the table.

Mabberly’s Plant-Book. 

Not exactly an inspiring title, but the size of it was impressive.

Aidan thumbed through the pages, which looked fairly well worn.

“Is that one of your textbooks?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, this is my own personal copy. Anyone who has a serious interest in plants owns this as a resource.”

Of course.

I drummed my fingers on the table and waited.

“Can you tell me again where you got the leaves?” he asked. “And more importantly, why you got them?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Like, why did you decide to pick them?”

I hesitated. “Is that important?”

He gave me an odd look. “Well, kind of. Were they originally attached to the stem? Did you pick the flower that these were attached to and then they just fell off?”

I seized on that idea. “Yes. That’s exactly what I did.” Inside, I was breathing a sigh of relief. If they were leaves from a flowering plant, one that he presumed I’d picked, it most likely wasn’t an illegal substance.

He paled the tiniest bit. “And did you touch the plant with your bare hands? You didn’t have any open cuts or anything, right? Did the sappy stuff in the stem get on you?”

My heart started pumping a little faster. “What kind of plant is it?”

He let out a breath and turned the book around so I could see it. He pointed to an entry. 

“Aconitum Monkshood?” I said, pronouncing it carefully.

“Commonly known as monkshood or wolfbane,” Aidan said.

I scanned the entry, noting the information about its physical description and what zones it was commonly found in. It all pretty much read like a bunch of gibberish to me.

“Where did you get it?” Aidan asked again.

“I told you, on vacation.”

His brow wrinkled. “Didn’t you go on a cruise? Like to the Caribbean?”

I glanced back down at the book. And promptly saw that the plant was most frequently found in northern climates in the United States.

“Uh, yes. Yes, I did. But my roommate went on vacation to...Michigan,” I said, naming the first northern state I could think of. “And she brought some flowers back. Beautiful purple ones,” I added, noting the pictures in the book.

He gave a slight nod. “They are beautiful. They also happen to be incredibly poisonous.”

I had not been expecting this. “The flowers?”

“No, the entire plant.” Aidan tapped a paragraph in the book. “See? Every part of the plant is poisonous.”

“How poisonous?” I asked. “Like poison ivy poisonous?”

He raised an eyebrow. “More like, touch it and you’ll get sick, ingest it and you’ll die, poisonous.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. “What?”

Aidan nodded. “This plant has a long and storied history throughout the ages. It can be used as a tincture or as an ointment to relieve various ailments, but the plant itself is extremely toxic. People have died by accidental poisoning, possibly mistaking the plant for something else or growing it among their edible plants, and some people have been poisoned on purpose. There’s actually a story about how natives in the East Indies put the plant into a well to kill an enemy army.

Denise’s words were on repeated in my head, and a shiver ran down my spine.

She’d found the leaves on Arthur’s plate. A plate that had a half-eaten enchilada on it.

“So, um, how much of it do you need to eat to feel its effects?” I asked.

“I think it varies,” Aidan said. “But it doesn’t take a lot.”

“And what happens? If you ingest it?” He frowned and I added, “Like, how does the poisoning happen?”

“Well, I think it can manifest in different ways.” He thought for a minute. “Usually as a burning or tingling sensation in the fingers and toes. If it’s ingested, I suppose that could happen in the mouth, too. Then sweats, feeling cold. Death is usually a result of respiratory failure or cardiac arrest. Some people experience vomiting and diarrhea, as well.”

I was beginning to feel like I was the one who might vomit. 

“Are you okay?” Aidan asked, an alarmed expression on his face.

I tried to compose myself. “Yes. Sorry. I guess I’m just imagining all of the horrible things that could have happened with it.”

He offered a reassuring smile. “Just touching it usually only results in skin irritation. Unless there’s an open wound, of course, which is why I asked about that. But I guess you would have already been sick or dead if that had been the case.”

I knew he was trying to comfort me, to let me know that I probably hadn’t put myself in any real danger by touching it—which I hadn’t; Denise was the one who had collected them—but that wasn’t what I was focusing on.

I was very much locked on to the fact that the leaves had been found on Arthur’s dinner plate.

And he had died while eating his meal.

It didn’t take a genius to put two and two together.

And suddenly I realized that Denise’s crazy conspiracy theory about Arthur’s death just might not be so crazy after all.
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I found Denise as soon as the breakfast meal was over. She was replacing the used grounds with fresh ones in the coffee machine when I entered the dining room.

“There’s a little bit left in the reserves.” She motioned to the machine. “But if you can wait a few minutes, you can have freshly brewed coffee.”

“I’m not here for coffee,” I told her.

Her brow wrinkled but then her eyebrows shot high. “You’re not?” She glanced around the dining room. It was empty, but she lowered her voice anyway. 
“Did you find out what it is?”
I’d debated whether or not to tell Denise what Aidan had discovered about the leaves found on Arthur’s plate. 

I’d debated whether or not to tell anyone, really.

Bringing Anne in on the news was an absolute and obvious no. At least for now. If I mentioned to her that a poisonous plant had been found on the property, and that it might have been ingested and then caused the death of a resident, she’d bury that story faster than I could blink an eye. And probably find a way to blame me for the whole debacle. For her, Oasis Ridge’s reputation—and the ability to bring in more residents and shore up the company’s bottom line—mattered more than anything else.

Besides, I told myself, even though Aidan had been able to identify the plant, there was no actual proof that someone had put it on Arthur’s plate or in his food. I mean, it was possible that perhaps Arthur himself had laced his own food with it. A suicide. I had no reason to think he’d been depressed or planning to kill himself, but I was fully aware that I hadn’t known him that well. Maybe he’d gotten an alarming medical diagnosis. Maybe he’d decided he wanted to be in control of his exit from this world. I’d read up a little more about the plant after I’d gotten home from the meeting with Aidan. One web site had said that the plant had a bitter taste to it, so if Arthur had wanted to make the poisoning more...palatable...he might have decided to add it to a meal. Not that Lola’s cooking make anything terribly tasty, but still. It would have been better to eat it that way than forcing it down on its own.

I shook my head. I didn’t know that he’d committed suicide. And I didn’t know whether or not someone might have intentionally poisoned Arthur.

But the possibility was definitely there. 

I just didn’t know who might do such a thing.

If I could figure out that piece, I would feel much better bringing the information to someone else. To Anne, the police...anyone but me. 

Because I certainly didn’t know what to do with it.

“Earth to Sunny.” Denise waved her hand in front of my face.

I blinked. “Oh. Sorry.” I shook my head, more to clear my mind and focus on the present than as an answer to her previous question. 

“Well?” she demanded, her hands on her hips. “Any news?”

“Not yet.”

I felt bad for lying, but I wasn’t ready to share. Not right then. Not when there were so many unanswered questions, and not when I knew that telling her the one thing I did know—that the leaves were from a poisonous plant—would set her off and confirm all of her worst fears.

Her face fell.

“I’m just curious, though,” I said as I followed her away from the coffee machine and back toward the kitchen. I could hear Lola singing in the back, a nasally version of some Broadway tune. “You said you’ve heard a bunch of gossip. Mentioned all kinds of drama.”

She rolled her eyes. “You could say that again.”

I leaned against the counter and watched as she pulled out a box of freshly laundered napkins. Anne was a fan of small touches that suggested a more refined living experience, and cloth napkins were one of these touches. Denise pulled out a stack of burgundy squares and began to fold them into triangles.

“So, in your opinion, who might want Arthur dead?”

Denise gasped out loud and clutched a hand to her heart. “What? Why in the world would you ask me that?”

“You were the one who said he might have been poisoned,” I reminded her. “I’m just wondering by who.”

“Lord have mercy.” She was still holding her chest, almost as if she were trying to physically keep her heart in place. “How would I know that?”

“I’m not saying you know,” I said. “I’m just wondering if you’ve heard anything that might point to someone potentially being a suspect.”

Her dark eyes rounded. “So now you think he was murdered, huh? Poisoned? You agree with me?”

“I never said that.” She was beginning to exasperate me. Which wasn’t exactly a new experience. “I’m just exploring all the options. And you were the one who seemed to think someone offed him, remember?”

She made the sign of the cross. “Don’t speak of the dead like that,” she hissed. “It’s disrespectful. Besides, they might hear you!”

“Hear me?”

She nodded. “Spirits.” She shivered. “Pretty sure this here place is full of them. All those souls who have died here...I’m sure there are a few who haven’t yet moved on to the next realm.”

I wasn’t sure what religion Denise belonged to, or if she had developed her own set of religious beliefs. But I wasn’t about to ask.

“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to get her back on track. “My word choice was insensitive.” I tried to rephrase. “You seemed pretty convinced yesterday that someone killed him with those leaves.”

She hesitated before offering a slight nod of agreement.

“So if you had to name someone who might have a bone to pick with Arthur, who would it be?”

“I hear gossip,” she said pointedly. “Not assassination plots.”

“Okay, but was there gossip where someone spoke unkindly about Arthur?”

Denise moved the stack of folded napkins so she could start another. “I don’t know,” she murmured.

“Just think,” I urged. “Think if there was someone who might have been disgruntled about something.” I thought about his dining room routine. “Maybe someone who was offended that they couldn’t sit with him and Mary for meals?”

Denise worried her bottom lip as her hands deftly moved through the piles of napkins, folding into triangles and then folding again. 

“The only person who comes to mind is Ruth,” she finally said.

“Ruth?” I repeated.

“Ruth Simpson.”

I knew who she was talking about. Ruth was the resident who’d stepped in to help serve. Ruth was the woman who had been a carhop, and who loaded herself down with pounds of jewelry for every meal. “Why Ruth?”

Denise clucked her tongue. “Because she was in love with that man.”

“With Arthur?”

Denise nodded. 

“So because she was in love with him, you think she poisoned him?”

“I think nothing of the sort,” she pointed out primly. “You asked for the gossip I’d heard. That’s all I’m giving you.”

“Fair enough. Ruth was in love with Arthur. And...?”

She looked at me as though I were daft. “And Arthur was in love with Mary.”

Of course.

“Ruth wasn’t too happy about that,” Denise said. “She tried everything: flirting with him, sitting with him out in the Gathering Room before the dining room doors opened. He just wasn’t interested.”

I pictured Ruth in my head. I had a hard time imagining her as a scorned woman, bitter over a man’s rejection. She was always sweet, always willing to lend a helping hand. Why, we’d witnessed that just the other night when she helped serve dinner...

My hand flew to my mouth.

Denise was too busy folding napkins to notice.

Ruth had helped serve dinner on the night Arthur died.

Could that have been a coincidence?

Absolutely.

But there was something else I knew about Ruth, something that immediately made me further question her involvement in all of this the minute I remembered.

I’d been to Ruth’s apartment. 

And I knew one of her greatest passions was plants.

Lots of them.
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Ruth wasn’t in her apartment.

I only realized this after I bolted up the stairs and into the northern wing of the building and then proceeded to pound on her door for thirty seconds straight.

Standing there panting and trying to catch my breath, I remembered where Ruth would be on Wednesday morning. Water aerobics.

Sure enough, just as I was headed back down the stairs, she was climbing up them, taking the steps one at a time, clutching her terrycloth robe tight to her midsection. It was always a little disconcerting to see her so dressed down considering how she came to meals. Her short gray hair was still dry and styled, however, which probably meant she either hadn’t gone underwater or had worn a swim cap for protection.

“Ruth,” I said, plastering a smile on my face. I was still a little out of breath. “Just who I was looking for.”

She squinted at me. “You’re looking for me? Why?”

I stopped midway between two stairs. 

Why was I looking for her?

I mean, I knew the reason, but it wasn’t something I could just blurt out. Hey, I think someone might have poisoned Arthur Griggs and your name has come up as a potential suspect.

That definitely was not going to work. 

“I wanted to talk to you about your plants!”

She startled, and I reached out my hand, worried my enthusiastic answer might send her tumbling backwards down the stairs. 

“My plants?” she repeated.

“I remember that you had a whole bunch of plants,” I said, in a much softer tone. “Flowers and stuff. Do you still?”

Ruth nodded. “Oh, my, yes. Of course I still have them. They’re all my little darlings.”

I’d followed her back up the stairs and we had reached the landing. 

“What did you want to know about them?” she asked.

But before I could answer, she said, “Why don’t you come on in with me? I do need to get out of this wet swimsuit and begin dressing for lunch.”

I stole a glance at the clock on the far end of the hallway. It was barely ten a.m. and I wondered if she truly did need almost two hours to get herself ready for her dining appearances.

Ruth produced a key from her bathrobe pocket and inserted it into the lock. She stepped into her apartment and I followed after her.

Ruth’s apartment was almost like stepping into a Brazilian rainforest. Flowering plants littered almost every horizontal surface, and ferns and trailing ivy hung from planters attached to the ceiling.

“They’re all so lovely,” I murmured. 

I walked the room slowly, staring at the flowers and scrutinizing the leaves of all the plants, trying to identify the ones in the baggie. But I wasn’t a botanist—far from it—and nearly all of the leaves looked identical to me.

I remembered the photos from the plant book Aidan had showed me, and I tried to focus on just the plants with purple flowers, but there were at least a few dozen of them.

“You have a lot of purple flowers,” I said.

She giggled. “It’s my favorite color. The color of royalty.” 

She disappeared into the bathroom and then came back out with a tube of lotion. “The chlorine is so drying,” she complained as she squeezed out a dollop of cream. She rubbed it between her hands and then bent down to massage it into her legs.

I found a flowering plant that I thought looked similar to the one Aidan showed me in the book. “What kind of plant is this?” I asked.

Ruth glanced at the plant. “Hmm. I don’t know.”

“You don’t?” I moved to another one that also looked similar. “How about this one?”

She gave me a rueful smile. “Oh, honey, I don’t know what any of them are. Does it still have the little stick in the pot? The thing that tells you its name and how to grow it properly?”

I didn’t see one. But I didn’t look too hard because I got stuck on what she’s just said. “What do you mean, you don’t know what any of them are?”

There was that giggle again. “I just buy them because they’re pretty.”

And just like that, my hope of finding a connection to Ruth evaporated.

She didn’t even know what she was growing in her apartment. The chances that she would pluck leaves off of one of her plants in the hopes that it might poison Arthur seemed infinitesimally small.

She set the lotion on the kitchen table, next to the only plant in the room I could actually identify: an African violet, blooming with beautiful purple flowers. 

“You said you wanted to talk to me about my plants,” Ruth said. 

I swallowed. I had said that, hadn’t I? It had been a spontaneous statement, just something to get me into her apartment so I could look around. 

“Um, yes.” I smiled brightly, racking my brain for something to say. “I just...well, you know I’m always looking for new activity ideas and I thought about you and your plants and how it might be fun for the other residents to attend a little seminar about how to care for plants.” I took a breath. It actually didn’t sound as stupid as I’d feared. And now, with the words out of my mouth, I was starting to see that the idea wasn’t actually terrible. I continued. “Maybe learn the best ones to grow in apartments, the benefits of having them. All those kinds of things.”

Ruth smiled, and her eyes practically disappeared into her wrinkles. “Oh, that sounds delightful. Except I’m not really much of an expert.” Her smile faded. “I don’t know what most of these plants are, I’m afraid. And as for taking care of them, well I just make sure the blinds are open and water them a few times a week. Pinch off the dead leaves. Oh. And I talk to them.”

“You what?”

“I talk to them.” She touched the African violet on the table, her pointer finger stroking the velvety leaves, “Tell them about my day. What I did.” She leaned close. “And I always tell them how pretty they are.”

I felt an unexpected lump in my throat, and I wondered if Ruth talked to her plants because she wanted to or if she did it because she didn’t have anyone else to share her news with.

I blinked. I could feel the wetness building behind my eyes. Yes, the idea of Ruth using plants as a substitute for human companionship and interaction was sad, but the last thing I needed was to start blubbering in a resident’s apartment.

She didn’t seem too upset by her statement, though. In fact, watching her continue to whisper to the robust African violet on her kitchen table, she actually looked as though she enjoyed it. 

“Well,” I said. “Maybe we can bring in someone from a nursery to talk about the best plants to grow for people in apartments. And you could bring some of your plants and talk about how much you enjoy taking care of them.”

Ruth nodded. “Oh, I can certainly do that. 

“Oh, good.”

And that was that. There was nothing left to say.

I stood there awkwardly for a minute, unsure of how to make a graceful exit, especially since she was still cooing at her plant.

I cleared my throat. “I also wanted to thank you for helping out in the dining room. You know, with Patty being sick and everything,” I said. “It was very nice of you to offer to help out.”

She finally shifted her attention away from her plant and back to me. “Well, it’s nice to feel useful,” she said. “I spent quite a few years in my youth waiting tables. It’s amazing how those sorts of things stick with you. I picked up that tray in the dining room and it was as if I was back at Ace’s, roller skating orders out to cars.”

I grinned at the image, mostly because all I could picture was Ruth as she was now, her gray hair flying out behind her as she skated across a parking lot, balancing a tray loaded down with baskets of burgers and fries.

“And I also wanted to say how sorry I am about what happened in the dining room.”

Her brow puckered.

“With Arthur, I mean.”

I caught the scowl that crossed her face, even though she tried to turn so I wouldn’t see it.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Everything is just fine.”

I didn’t know how much I wanted to ask her. How much would be too much. But I also knew I couldn’t let that change in her expression go without asking about it.

I decided to try the innocent, uninformed route.

“Were you and Arthur close?”

She practically guffawed. “Not hardly.”

“No?”

“No,” she said firmly. “Not after how he treated me.”

I raised my eyebrows. She’d just given me the opening I wanted. “How did he treat you?”

“Horribly.” She took a deep, fluttery breath. “He was such a cad. So insensitive.”

“To you?”

“To everyone,” Ruth said. “To me, and to every other woman at Oasis Ridge. I know I shouldn’t say this but if you ask me, he got what he deserved.”

I blinked a couple of times. Was she really saying she thought Arthur deserved to die?

I frowned. “I’m concerned about what might have happened between you and Arthur. As a representative for Oasis Ridge, it is my responsibility to make sure our residents feel safe at all times, and to provide the most comfortable living environment we possible can.” Could she tell I was lying through my teeth, and that wasn’t the reason at all as to why I was grilling her? “So if there is something you think we should know about Mr. Griggs, I hope you know you can confide in me.”

“Oh, there’s nothing much to tell,” Ruth said. 

“You said he was insensitive. A cad.”

“Well, he is a man...” Her voice trailed off. 

I waited, but she didn’t offer anything more. I bit back a sigh of disappointment. It was clear I wasn’t going to get anything more out of her.

“Anyway, men just can’t be trusted,” she finished. “Just ask Mary.”

“Mary? Mary Ulrich?”

Ruth nodded. “As bad as Arthur treated me, it was nothing compared to the way he treated Mary.”

This was news to me. “What do you mean?”

“What? How he treated me?” She sat down at the table. “He led me on is what he did. Pretended to be interested in me and then tried to break my heart. Well, let me tell you something.” Her voice began to rise. “At my age, I’ve been around the block a few times, and there is no man who is worth my tears. None.”

Ruth sounded like a first-rate feminist, which took me by surprise. But that wasn’t exactly the answer I’d been looking for.

“How did he treat Mary?” I asked.

She shook her head and tsked. “That man strung her along.”

I was confused. “They were a couple, though.”

“Yes, they most certainly were. But Mary wanted to get married.”

I nodded. I knew this now, thanks to my conversation with Mary herself.

“And he kept stringing her along. Telling her he needed more time, he wasn’t ready. It went on for weeks. Poor Mary was beside herself. She begged and begged him to marry her, and every single time he flat-out told her no.”

This was news to me, because this was not what Mary had said. She’d told me she and Arthur were engaged, and she’d even suggested that their wedding was imminent. That the only thing that had gotten in the way of them tying the knot had been Arthur’s unfortunate demise.

Not because Arthur had gotten cold feet...or because he’d never intended to marry her in the first place.

“Mary was furious,” Ruth continued. “Imagine how you would feel if a man treated you that way!”

I flashed back to the series of disastrous relationships I’d had over the years. Mary’s situation felt relatively benign compared to Jake, the guy who’d gambled away our vacation savings account. To Keith, the guy I dated for six months before finding out he already had a long-term girlfriend back home in Georgia. To Sam, my high school boyfriend who decided, after three years of dating me, that he was really Samantha.

“The poor thing,” I murmured. 

Ruth nodded in agreement. “I’ll bet you something. I’ll bet you she’s happy she no longer has to deal with his bull crap.” Her eyes widened. “I’m sorry. I should watch my language.”

I pressed my lips together so she wouldn’t see my reaction to her choice of profanity.

“Anyway,” she said. “When I heard the news that Arthur died, the one thing I thought of was Mary. And how I bet that, after the shock wore off, she would be happy about it.”

“Happy?”

“Yes, indeed.” Ruth was adamant. “She wouldn’t have to give one more thought, one more piece of her heart, to that cad of a man.”

“Well,” I said, clapping my hands and heading toward the door. I was suddenly in a hurry to leave Ruth’s apartment. “I’ll be in touch about the plants if we can get a seminar scheduled.” I wanted to tell her not to hold her breath, as getting Anne to sign off on it would probably prove to be impossible, but since I’d already planted the seed, I didn’t want to burst her bubble just yet. Especially when she was so worked up over Arthur. 

“You know where to find me,” she said. 

I did know.

Just like I knew where to find Mary Ulrich.

I was pretty sure she was the next person I needed to talk to if I wanted to figure out if there was indeed someone responsible for Arthur Grigg’s death.

I thought about everything Ruth had said.

Yes, I was more than sure I needed to talk to Mary.

Because she just might have the answers I was looking for.
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Mary Uhlrich was exactly where I thought she would be. 

Because she was attending one of the activities I’d planned for the week. 

I found her and a few other residents in the community kitchen, a smaller area off the activity room. She was sitting at the counter, scooping small mounds of cookie dough on to a waiting cookie sheet.

I smiled as soon as I walked into the room, and it wasn’t just because the aroma of baking chocolate chip cookies was making my mouth water and my stomach grumble. No, seeing the residents gathered around the kitchen area, chatting and stirring ingredients and sliding finished cookies onto cooling racks filled my heart with happiness. This was something engaging, something comforting for the individuals who lived here. Something familiar and productive, an activity that hadn’t been created just to fill time but to provide them with a sense of community and purpose instead.

It was moments like these that made me feel like I was doing what I’d set out to do: find ways to enrich people’s lives. I just wished they weren’t so few and far between.

I stood close to the doorway, watching surreptitiously for a moment. Becky, one of the home health aides, was standing in the kitchen with the residents, doing her best to stay out of their way. Connie, another aide, was sitting at one of the tables, scrolling through her phone. I knew she was probably bored, and I knew there were probably a dozen other things both of these women could be doing, but since Anne had insisted on that three-to-one ratio, they were both stuck there.

Even though it was clear that the residents had everything under control.

Billie Applegate was at the sink, washing dishes. She picked up a dishtowel as her eyes swept the room and met mine. She waved. 

“You here for a cookie?” she practically yelled.

Every head swiveled in my direction.

I tried not to wince. I’d wanted to watch unnoticed for a bit; not just to see how the activity went, but so that I could observe Mary, too.

It had been a few days since Arthur’s death, and Mary’s black attire was gone. She wore tan slacks and a fuchsia blouse in its place, with a thick strand of pearls looped around her neck.  So much for being in mourning. Her white curls were a little less tight today, and she’d taken great care with her make-up. Eye shadow, blush, powder, lipstick; I was pretty sure she’d even applied mascara.

Billie shuffled in my direction, holding a small plate of freshly baked cookies. She held it out to me with shaky hands.

They were still warm, the chocolate all gooey and melty. I bit into it. “Delicious,” I proclaimed after swallowing the first bite  down.

“We’re taking these to the dining room for lunch,” Billie announced. “Dessert today is rice pudding.” She shuddered.

“You’re not a fan of rice pudding?”

Her face screwed up. “Not when it taste like cardboard.”

I fought the grin spreading across my face. “I’ve had the pudding,” I said, trying to be diplomatic. “It’s not that bad.”

She raised her brows. “Miss Sunny, it’s about the worst thing I’ve ever tasted here.” She glanced at the other women in the room. “We’ve decided that it’s our duty to use our time here in this kitchen to benefit the lives—and taste buds—of others.”

“Is that so?”

She nodded emphatically. “We’re starting with the pudding.  Offering an alternative.”

I wasn’t sure health code regulations would allow the dining room to serve any of the food prepared in the residents’ kitchen during actual meal times, but I didn’t want to quell her enthusiasm. “And what’s after that?”

Billie’s eyes twinkled. “I don’t know but I’m sure we’ll think of something.” She gave me one last smile before turning toward the table where Connie was seated. There were a few residents at another table, playing cards, their eyes occasionally drifting to the golf game tuned in on the television.

I shifted my attention back to Mary. She’d finished with the tray and another resident—Flora, I thought—was getting ready to slide it into the oven. Mary’s eyes caught mine and I took that as my cue to make my way toward her. 

“Cookies taste great,” I told her, along with the other ladies gathered behind the counter.

“It’s my special recipe,” the woman who I was pretty sure was Flora said. “Handed down from my mother.”

“Well, they’re delicious,” I told her.

She practically beamed. “The secret is to use all brown sugar. And extra vanilla.”

Mary began to load a small plate with cookies. 

“Who are those for?” I asked.

She nodded toward a table. “Billie only took a few. They’re going to need more. Earl and Frank both have a pretty big sweet tooth.”

I watched as she took the cookies over to the table. Earl immediately grabbed one and bit into it, and a shower of crumbs fell into his thick beard. He brushed them aside and reached for another. Even from where I was standing, I could hear him lavish praise on Mary.

I watched in both fascination and surprise as she blushed and giggled like a schoolgirl. Was this the same woman who had been devastated by her almost-fiancé’s death just a few days earlier? Because the way it looked to me, she was happily flirting with the man currently complimenting her baking skills.

I stepped in front of Mary as she started her return to the kitchen area, now clutching an empty plate. Billie had returned hers, too, and had left so she could go freshen up before the noon meal.

Surprise flickered in Mary’s eyes when she realized I wasn’t getting out of her way. “Did you need something, dear?”

I offered what I hoped was a sympathetic smile. “I just wanted to make sure you were doing okay. You know, after everything that has happened.”

She waved a hand in the air. “I’m fine,” she said breezily.

“You are?”

She nodded.

“But Arthur—”

“Arthur is gone.” She was almost nonchalant about it.

“But—”

“I can’t waste my time pining for something already gone,” she said firmly. “Life is much too short for that. Especially at my age.”

I couldn’t argue with her there.

But her attitude struck me as odd. She’d been really shook up after Arthur’s death. How could her attitude have changed so quickly? Had her initial reaction all been a ruse? Had she even been upset over his death?

Probably not, if she’d been the one to poison him.

If someone actually had poisoned him, I reminded myself.

I made a concerted effort to not roll my eyes. I was being ridiculous. And I was realizing that I was spending far too much time focusing on something that didn’t actually concern me. 

My job was to provide activities for the residents, not to play detective and try to solve nonexistent crimes. 

But even as I thought this, I didn’t march out of that room. 

Deep down, I knew why I was invested in searching out answers...and it had very little to do with Arthur Griggs.

It had everything to do with me.

It had to do with finding purpose, with finding something that required me to think and brainstorm and look for answers outside the box. Those were things I should have been doing in my job, and I would have...if Anne had let me.

Instead, I was gumshoeing my way through an incident that probably wasn’t suspicious at all. There was more likely than not a very reasonable explanation for why those leaves had been on Arthur’s plate. 

And it almost certainly did not point to the idea that someone had poisoned him.

But at that moment, I didn’t much care for logic.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

Mary startled. “What? Ask me?”

I nodded. “You were sitting with Arthur that night, correct?”

“Well, yes, but I’d gone to the ladies room.”

“Yes, I remember you saying that. But before that, you were sitting with him, right?”

She gave a reluctant nod.

“Was there anything unusual in his behavior that night?” When she didn’t answer, I added, “Did he seem like he wasn’t feeling well? Say anything that might lead you to believe he was sick?”

“He wasn’t sick,” she said firmly. 

“You’re sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. He would have told me if he was. Always a complainer, Arthur was.”

I bit back a smile. Some people were just like that. “What do you remember about that last meal?”

“What do you mean?” 

“I don’t know.” I didn’t want to be evasive, but I also didn’t want to come right out and ask her about the leaves on Arthur’s plate. “You had already started eating, right? Denise had brought your food early because you were already seated?”

Her expression darkened. “Denise didn’t bring it, Ruth did. And no, I hadn’t started eating.”

“No?”

Her curls bounced as she shook her head. “I don’t like Mexican food. Too spicy.”

“But Arthur had? Started eating, I mean?”

“Of course.” She snorted. “He always ate like a horse. Even though he absolutely hated Lola’s cooking. Like I said, he was always one to complain.”

I tried to be diplomatic. “It’s hard to please everyone when you’re cooking for a crowd.”

“It’s also hard to please no one,” she pointed out. “Arthur had been on a mission for months to make changes in that kitchen, to get us all better food. He complained to the management, and he even drummed up support among residents to get that woman fired.”

“Lola?”

Mary nodded. “And it seemed to be working.” Her shoulders sagged. “I just wonder if anyone is going to continue the crusade now that he’s gone. That was about the only thing he was good for,” she said bitterly.

A new piece of the puzzle had just appeared. One that I hadn’t even known existed.

“Arthur was trying to get Lola fired?”

Mary’s nod was more emphatic this time. “Absolutely. He was convinced that was the only way we were going to get better food. Complaining and filling out suggestions wasn’t working. He was ready to resort to desperate measures.”

Desperate measures.

I mulled this over.

I wondered who else might have been ready to resort to desperate measures.

Perhaps someone who was worried about losing her job?

I didn’t know, but I intended to find out.
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I had to wait to talk to Lola.

I knew it would be a disaster if I went to the kitchen close to mealtime, and we were minutes away from the noon meal. I’d have to wait until the afternoon lull, that time between lunch and dinner.

My stomach was a bundle of nerves so I skipped eating in the dining room and just grabbed a soda from the machine in the staff lounge. Just thinking about eating something from Lola’s kitchen suddenly had my insides jittery.

Of course, I didn’t have a shred of evidence that proved Lola was connected to Arthur’s death.

Mary had simply mentioned Arthur’s disdain for Lola’s cooking, and the fact that he’d been actively campaigning for her removal. I’d been the one to try to make the connection between the possible poisoning and the cook who had access to the food.

And sure, it might have been a bit of a stretch, but no more so than any of the other people I’d considered as potential suspects in what may or may not have been an intentional poisoning. 

I spent the lunch hour and the better part of the afternoon holed up in my office, going over attendance information at our various events and entering them into the spreadsheet I’d created, trying to keep my mind off the mystery I was sure was more a product of my imagination than an actual reality. Once I finished with that project, I moved on to a stack of comments cards I needed to go through. I read through each of them, taking note of what the residents had to say about the different activities they’d participated in.

By the time two o’clock rolled around, I’d finished most of my paperwork and Lola was still firmly on my mind. No amount of work had quelled my desire to go and talk with her. 

I debated the wisdom of going to see her. I tried to remind myself that it wasn’t any of my business, and it wasn’t my problem to solve. 

But none of that mattered. 

Denise was in the dining room, swapping out some of the tablecloths for fresh ones.

“You didn’t come to lunch.” Her voice held a note of accusation.

“I had some work to do in my office.”

She frowned. “You don’t usually pass up a free meal.”

“I’m not usually backed up after being on vacation for a week,” I pointed out.

She acknowledged this with a nod. “You figure anything out about Ruth?” she whispered.

I hesitated. Did I tell her that Ruth had led me to Mary? And that Mary was now leading me to Lola?

I was back to that same question that I always had when it came to Denise: how much did I really want her to know?

“Not really,” I said.

Her shoulders slumped.

“But I’m working on it,” I promised, feeling bad about not being as forthcoming as I probably should have been.

“What are you doing in here now? Grabbing coffee?”

I nodded emphatically. “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m doing.” I marched over to the machine and grabbed a cup from the tray positioned nearby.

I peeked into the kitchen. I could just see Lola, standing off to the side, with what looked like a clipboard in her hand.

I heard a buzzing sound and then the swish of fabric. I turned around. Denise had pulled her phone from her pocket and was swearing under her breath.

“Everything okay?”

She gave me a look. “It’s never okay when my brother calls me.” My face must have registered alarm because she rolled her eyes and said, “If Deshawn is calling, it means he needs money.”

She hurried out of the dining room, snapping out a “hello” as she answered the phone.

I set the empty mug down and glanced into the kitchen.

I knew that it was now or never.

I hustled through the doorway.

Lola looked up from the clipboard she was holding. 

“Help you?” she asked.

I tried for a pleasant smile even though my insides were beginning to quake. 

Lola Covich was not my favorite person. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t like her, but her gruff personality always rubbed me the wrong way. Her severe features—the beady eyes, hawkish nose, thin lips—didn’t help. And the fact that she’d gotten her cooking experience serving ten years in the Navy only reinforced my belief that she was a no-nonsense, straight shooter kind of person.

I sniffed the air. “Smells good in here.”

And it did. Sort of.

Lola’s expression was impassive. “First batch of lasagna is in the oven. Still need to make the garlic bread.”

As far as meals at Oasis Ridge went, this was one of the better ones in the rotation.

“Did you need something?” she asked. She motioned to the open cupboards. “I’m in the middle of doing inventory.”

“Inventory?”

“Food order is due tomorrow.”

“Of course.” I smiled again, but my muscles were so tense that it actually hurt to do so. “Um, I was hoping I could ask you a question or two about Monday.”

“Monday? What about Monday?” she practically barked. “I can barely remember what happened this morning, much less a few days ago.”

“Monday was the day Arthur Griggs died.”

Her demeanor didn’t change. “So?”

I swallowed. “So I was just wondering if you noticed anything unusual that night?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What’s it matter to you? You’re the activity director.”

“I’m actually the recreational therapist,” I said. 

She rolled her eyes. “Same difference.”

It wasn’t. At all. But in truth, Anne had made sure that my job at Oasis Ridge had pretty much been limited to that of an average activity coordinator and not someone who held a degree in therapy.

I tried not to feel defeated as that particular realization washed over me once again.

And then I reminded myself that I wasn’t standing in the kitchen to defend or define my job.

I was there for answers. I straightened and took a deep breath.

“It’s my job to take part in the overall care of the residents who call Oasis Ridge home,” I said. “And you’re a part of that, too.”

She grunted. “What about Monday?”

It was now or never. “Did you notice anything different on Monday night? With Arthur?” I bit my lip. “Or, uh, with the food?”

“I don’t pay attention to the residents,” she said bluntly. “Barely see them. I’m busy in the kitchen, not serving food. Now, every once in a while I’ll help out with serving. And with Patty out sick, I did run some stuff out on Monday. But then that lady offered to help...”

“Ruth,” I supplied.

Lola snapped her fingers. “Yeah, that’s the one. She said she’d help serve so I went ahead and let her. That was about the only thing different that night.” She shook her head. “I didn’t think it was a great idea to have her serve that table but I didn’t have much choice.”

“What do you mean?”

She screwed up her face. “Because of Mary.”

I wasn’t following. “Why would that matter?”

“Because Ruth hates her.”

“Hates her?” This was news to me.

Lola snorted again. “For being the social director here, you don’t seem to know much about the social lives of the residents. I’m pretty clueless but even I knew what was going on there.” She tucked a loose strand of mousy brown hair behind her ears. The rest was captured in a severe bun—probably a hairstyle left over from her military days.

“Ruth hated Mary?” I asked. “Because of...Arthur?”

Lola nodded.

I went over what I already knew about Ruth. She’d been sweet on Arthur and he’d rejected her advances. That was the reason Denise had initially suspected her. And Ruth had told me all about how Arthur had led Mary on, telling her that he was going to marry her but then doing nothing about it.

I supposed I could see how Ruth might be resentful of Mary, and of the fact that the man she was pining for was involved with someone else.

But that seemed far less severe than hating someone.

“I poked my head out just to make sure dinner didn’t end up in Mary’s lap.” Lola let out a cackle. “Enchilada sauce can leave quite a stain.”

I was quiet, trying to process what Lola had just told me. If Ruth hated Mary, and had access to the poisonous leaves, why would she have given them to Arthur? My eyes widened. Maybe she’d doctored the food but had set the wrong plate down in front of Arthur. Maybe it had been intended for Mary, to permanently remove her from the picture so that Ruth would be free to pursue the man she loved.

Or maybe my imagination was running so wild, I was simply formulating even more outlandish theories than the ones before.

Lola tapped her clipboard with her pen. She was staring pointedly at me. “Anything else? You’re interrupting me.”

I felt my cheeks color. “Just one more question.”

She waited, her eyes so narrow they looked like tiny slits.

I screwed up my courage. “What did you think of Arthur?”

She scowled. “I don’t think anything of the residents. I told you, my job is to cook for them. Period.”

“But didn’t he complain about the food?” I pressed. I thought about what I’d heard from Mary, how he’d gotten others on board with his mission. “Did he start any kind of process? You know, to have you...” I couldn’t complete the sentence. Not after seeing the look on her face.

“I am not a bad cook,” she said, enunciating each word. Her face was as red as a tomato. “That man just liked to have something to complain about. He lived for it. If it wasn’t the food, it was going to be something else.”

For someone who had just claimed not to think or know anything about the residents, she was sounding pretty well versed when it came to discussing Arthur Griggs.

She slapped the clipboard with her open palm, and the sound made me jump. 

“I am done answering questions,” she announced. “I have work to do.” She looked down her nose at me. “I would think you should be working, too, right? Providing therapy or whatever it is you claim to do?”

I forced myself to take careful, measured steps out of the kitchen rather than bolting to the safety of my office.

I knew two things after my brief conversation with Lola.

There was absolutely reason to suspect that she might have had something to do with Arthur’s death. The animosity she felt toward him radiated off her.

And she definitely still was not my favorite person.
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I didn’t normally break the law.

But desperate times called for desperate measures.

I left the dining room, convinced Lola might be hiding something. It was no secret that Arthur Griggs had not been a fan of Lola’s cooking; in fact, he’d apparently been pretty vocal about his grievances.

Denise had mentioned that he’d filed numerous complaints, which meant those reports were probably on file somewhere.

And I wanted to get my hands on them.

I knew exactly where I would find them.

Anne’s office.

But it wasn’t as though I had free range to sift through employee records. After all, I was an employee myself. 

There was no way Anne would hand over a file, nor did I expect her to. I wouldn’t if I were in her shoes.

But Anne was on a tour with the family of a prospective resident, which meant her office was empty. 

I knew this because I was standing in her vacant office, a spreadsheet for her in my hand, staring at the placard she always left on her desk that indicated she was on a tour and would be back shortly.

I glanced from her desk back to the open door. And then, I extended my foot and gently nudged it shut. Not all the way, but just enough so my actions would be hidden from view.

I hurried over to her filing cabinet before I could change my mind. Lola’s file was easy to find. My hand shook as I pulled the manila folder from the drawer. I stood next to the cabinet and opened the file. Right on top, there was a stack of sheets paper clipped together. All complaints. As I thumbed through them, I noticed that most were from one person.

Arthur Griggs.

I skimmed the contents. All were handwritten, a spidery scrawl that was hard to read, but I could make out the gist of what he’d written. Tough meat, watery gravy, lumpy potatoes, soggy vegetables, rubbery eggs, limp bacon. He had something negative to say about nearly every food Lola had ever served. 

Just behind the stack of complaints was a printed summary, and I read those carefully. It referenced a meeting Anne had held with Lola just a couple of weeks earlier. According to the notes, Anne had shared the criticism from “concerned residents,” and had offered Lola the chance to provide commentary of her own. She’d defended her cooking, pointing out that it was impossible to please everyone in an environment with two hundred residents. Everyone had unique tastes, she said.

I agreed.

The last sentence read: “No disciplinary action taken at this time.”

I thought about these words.

Anne had clearly decided that there wasn’t much merit to Arthur’s complaints. Judging from the stack of comment sheets in Lola’s file, he had been the only one to take the time to write down his critique of her food. There was no indication, other than Anne’s phrase “concerned residents” that indicated anyone else had complained. For all of Anne’s shortcomings, especially when I thought about how she interacted with me, I had to admit she’d handled the situation with Lola fairly diplomatically. She hadn’t necessarily sided with the cook, but she hadn’t rushed to judgment, either. One unhappy and vocal resident did not mean there was a problem for everyone. A problem for him, certainly, but not a problem that seemed to be shared by the masses. Other residents might have grumbled about the food, but none of them had taken the time to fill out comment cards about it, and the fact that nothing else was in Lola’s file seemed to indicate it had stopped at that: grumbling.

It certainly seemed that Lola had every right to be upset and angry with Arthur, but his comments hadn’t resulted in any disciplinary action. She didn’t have anything to fear from him, at least in respect to her job security.

I restacked the sheets of paper, trying to make them as neat as possible, when I noticed another piece of paper in her file. The words stamped across the top made me freeze.

DISCIPLINARY ACTION REPORT

I yanked the sheet to the top of the stack.

Two words jumped out at me.

Food tampering.

I scanned the page, trying to pull out the most pertinent details, but there was something else I was focusing on.

The sound of Anne’s voice as she walked down the hall and back toward her office.

I shoved the paper back where it belonged and jammed the file back in the drawer. I sprinted to one of the chairs positioned across from her desk and dropped on to it just as she crossed the threshold.

To say she was surprised to see me was a massive understatement.

“Sunny,” she said with a slight frown. “What are you doing?”

I stood up and thrust the report I’d brought with me in her direction. “This is for you.”

Her eyes narrowed behind her green glasses. She turned to look at the people who’d stepped into the office with her. A couple, close to my own parents’ ages. They were probably shopping around for retirement communities for an aging parent of theirs.

“This is Sunny Springfield,” Anne said to the couple. “She is our activity director here at Oasis Ridge.”

Recreational therapist, I silently corrected. I smiled and transferred the report to my left hand so I could shake their hands. “A pleasure to meet you.”

Anne cleared her throat. “Did you not see the sign on the desk?”

I glanced at the placard. “I did,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure you got this.”

Suspicion lurked in her eyes but I knew she wouldn’t say anything in front of this couple. She wanted new residents more than she wanted answers from me.

She took the form without comment and placed it on her desk. “Did you need anything else?”

“Nope,” I said brightly. I turned to the couple. “I hope you enjoyed your visit. We have so many wonderful activities available for residents, and a lot of new ones coming down the pipeline soon.”

“Oh?” The woman, a petite lady with blonde hair just starting to go gray, perked up. “What kinds of activities?”

I stole a furtive look at Anne. I could plant the seeds now, vocalize some of the ideas Anne had shot down, so she could see how potential residents and their families might react to those ideas.

“Sunny, I believe you’re needed up in the activity room,” Anne said quickly. 

“I am?”

She nodded. “Bingo is starting soon. One of the gals mentioned something about missing cards? Our residents can’t play bingo without cards, can they?”

I knew she was talking out of her rear end, but I grudgingly took the hint.

Because it got me out of there.

I said goodbye to the visiting couple and headed back toward my own office.

But as I walked, all I could think about was one thing.

Lola Covich had tampered with food once before.

And she just might have done it again.

This time, with deadly consequences.
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I went home at the end of the day exhausted.

Whether it was still getting used to the workday after vacation or Arthur's death or Anne's seeming constant disapproval of me, I walked into the apartment and collapsed on the couch. Megan wasn't there and I assumed she was with Dylan. Normally, a twinge of jealousy would've pinched at me, but this time, I was glad to have the place to myself. I needed to decompress.

Which would've been far easier if my mother would've stopped calling.

I missed the first call because I'd left my phone in the living room when I'd gone in the bedroom to change my clothes.

I ignored the second call because I'd gone out to the kitchen to grab a bag of chips and a soda and didn't feel like talking to her

But I answered the third call because I knew she'd keep calling every five minutes until I picked up because she would've convinced herself that something had happened to me.

I tapped the phone, leaned back into the couch, and stuck my hand into the bag of chips. “Hey, Mom.”

“Sunny,” she said, then sighed. “I'm so glad you answered. I was convinced something had happened to you.”

“Why?” I asked. “Did someone report me missing?”

“No, but I phoned your office and got your voicemail,” she replied. “So I assumed you'd gone home for the day, which meant you'd be available via your cellphone. But then you didn't answer and I was concerned.”

“You know the phone isn't attached to my hand, right?” I asked.

“Are you eating something?” she said. “You're crunching something in my ear.”

“Potato chips,” I told her. “Salt and vinegar.”

“Really? It's almost dinnertime, isn’t it?”

I rolled my eyes. I hadn't lived with my parents for almost ten years, but my mother always made it seem as thought I had just moved out. She had an opinion about nearly everything I did and most of those opinions involved her thinking I should do the opposite of whatever she was opining about.

“It's an appetizer,” I said. “Anyway, what's going on down in Winter Park?”

“Your father has some news,” she said. “Hold on. He's going to pick up the other line. Herb! Herb! Sunny's on the phone! Go get on the other line!”

I sighed, careful to keep my sigh away from the speaker, lest my mother inquire as to why I was sighing.

The line crackled for a moment. “Hello? Sunny? Are you there?”

“I'm here, Dad.”

“Of course she's there,” my mother said. “I told you she was.”

“How are you, kid?” he asked. 

“I'm fine, Dad. How are you?”

“Sunburnt,” he said. “Dave Jankowicz and I played 18 holes this afternoon and I burned my forehead because your mother lost my visor.”

“I did not lose it,” she protested. “And I found you three others to wear, but you refused.”

“Because I wanted the visor I always wear,” he countered. “It fits the way I like it to fit. But now I'm covered in aloe vera and sucking down Advil like candy.”

“He's exaggerating, Sunny,” my mother said. “He's slightly pink and he's had two ibuprofen. He's perfectly fine.”

“Probably have Stage 6 melanoma now,” he barked. 

“I don't think there's a Stage 6, Dad.”

“I'm probably the first!”

The entire conversation was a microcosm of my parents’ relationship. Somehow, between all of the bickering and back and forth-ing, they'd managed to stay married for thirty years. And despite the bickering and back and forth-ing, I really did believe they loved one another. It was hard to imagine them married to anyone but each other. 

Which didn't exactly sound like a compliment.

“What did you have to tell me, Dad?” I asked. “Mom said you wanted to tell me something.”

“Right,” he said. “Okay. Are you sitting down for this?”

“She has a bag of potato chips,” my mother said. “She is most definitely sitting down.”

“I wish I was allowed to have potato chips,” he grumbled. “You should send me some, kid.”

“They'll never get to you,” my mother said.

I threw my head back on the sofa, wishing I'd ignored that third call. “Dad. You have news.”

“Right,” he said. “Okay, kid. I sold the company.”

I sat up straight. “You what?”

“I sold the company,” he repeated. “Couple of guys from Miami have been working on me for about six months. I put them off at first because I couldn't believe anyone would want to buy a sprinkler and irrigation business. With the global warming and all.”

“Climate change, Dad. And what does that have to do with you selling your business?”

“Aren’t we all gonna be underwater in a few years anyway?” he asked.

“Dad, I—”

He cut me off. “But those guys were persistent. I had lunch with them two weeks ago and they gave me a number that sort of made my eyes pop out of my head.”

“They really did,” my mother said. “He thought he was on a TV show or something.”

“But I still said no,” he continued, ignoring her. “I just didn't think I was the retiring type. But then they called back last week and doubled their offer. Literally doubled it. So I'm retiring early. Until your mother drives me out of the house.”

“Herb, stop.”

My entire childhood had been a series of lessons on irrigation and sprinkler installation. During the summers, I'd done everything from helping lay lines to working in his office. He'd started the company right out of high school, just one guy offering to install sprinklers, and grown it into a company with thirty employees and billboards on the highway. He'd worked hard to grow it and he'd always been proud of what he’d created. And I couldn't believe he'd sold it.

“Wow,” I said. “Dad...that's incredible.”

“You're telling me,” he said. “Can't believe these dummies want to write me a big, fat check. But I'm gonna take it.”

“What will that mean for everyone?” I asked. “Your employees and the office and everything?”

“Not a darn thing,” he said. “I made sure nothing would change for at least three years. It's part of the sale agreement. They'll keep the name, the employees, everything. Everyone wins. Especially me. As long as I can keep your mother from blowing all of our newfound cash at the nail salon or wherever the heck she goes. Probably have to take away her debit card.”

“Good luck with that,” my mother said. “And we're going to go on a cruise. Just like you did.”

“A cruise?” I said. “Really?”

“Really,” she answered. “I had two stipulations if he wanted to retire. The first was that he wouldn't just play golf every single day of the week.”

“I'm limited to three days per week,” he said. “Unless the skin cancer does me in first.”

“And the second was that we take a European cruise because he's been promising that we'd do that for years,” she said. “So, I'm booking the trip next week. I'm hoping you might be able to give us some tips, based on your trip.”

Yeah. Don't get accused of murder.

“Um...” I said, at a loss for words.

“You don’t have to give them all to me right now,” my mother said. “Just start thinking of things we need to know. Peggy is a big cruiser, as are Vern and Martha, so I’m sure we’ll be talking to them, too. But I know you’ll have some good advice. You probably joined a whole bunch of those Facebook groups to get ready.”

I wanted to tell her that people her age were probably the ones joining cruise groups on Facebook, but I kept quiet. That kind of suggestion would probably land me a Skype call and an urgent request to show her step-by-step how to join one.

I pushed the bag of chips off my lap. “Wow. That is all...I don't know what to say.” I really was sort of speechless still. “Congratulations, Dad.”

“Thanks, kid,” he said. “I'll keep busy. Probably do some consulting of some kind. And now we'll have some more time to come and visit you, too, if you'll have us.”

“You're welcome here anytime,” I said. “You know that.”

“Helen!” he barked. “Hang up the phone and come in here. I want to show you something.”

“Okay,” she said. “Sunny, I'll call you tomorrow, alright?”

“That's fine, Mom,” I said. “Bye.”

The line clicked.

“Is she off?” my father asked, lowering his voice.

“Uh, I think so.”

“Alright,” he said. “Look, gotta make this quick. If you need help with your student loans or anything like that, you let me know. I'm not kidding. These chuckleheads are paying me a fortune.”

“Dad, you don't have to do—”

“I know I don't,” he said quickly. “But I can. We didn't have the money when you went to school and I felt guilty about that. So you and I are going to have a conversation about paying those suckers off, alright?”

“Dad, you really don't—”

“And don't say a word to your mother,” he said. “This is between me and you. I want to do it, kid. Alright?”

It was incredibly kind of him to offer, but I still wasn't sure I wanted him to. “We can talk about it,” I finally said.

“Good,” he said. “What? Yes, Helen, it's right there. It looks like the window might be cracked. What? A cobweb? I guess my eyes might be going.” He chuckled. “Alright, kid, I'm gonna let you go. Just wanted you to hear the news.”

“I'm very happy for you, Dad. Really. It's awesome.”

“Thanks, kid,” he said. “We'll be up there soon for a visit. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Dad.”

We hung up and I set the phone down next to the bag of chips.

It was a lot to process. I couldn't picture my father without his company. It was an odd concept. But he sounded genuinely happy, and I knew how hard he'd worked to build, grow, and sustain something that was his. It sounded like he'd been rewarded for all of the years of blood, sweat, and tears. He deserved it.

And it made me consider my own career.

I loved the job, but not where I was at with it. I loved working with people, but working for Anne was not how I envisioned the position. I had no problem with gaining experience, putting my time in and working toward a more senior position, but I didn't want to hate showing up for work. 

I'd always envied my dad's enthusiasm for his work and for his company. That's what I wanted, to be excited when Monday morning rolled around. 

As I picked up my bag of chips and started snacking again, I wondered if I'd find that excitement at Oasis Ridge.

And if I didn’t, what the heck I was going to do about it.
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It was the next day and I was still trying to figure out where to go with the information I’d discovered in Lola’s file when Aidan stuck his head into my office.

“Afternoon,” he said with a smile. His brown hair was still damp, almost as if he’d just gotten out of the shower.

“Did you just get to work?” I asked.

His brow furrowed. “No. Why?”

“Oh, I just wondered. Your hair is wet.”

“Had to jump into the pool unexpectedly.” He smiled. “Good thing I keep an extra pair of work clothes in my car.”

I was immediately concerned. “You jumped in the pool? Why? Was someone in danger?” I hated to admit it but the first thought I had was that Anne would get wind of whatever happened and either close down the event that had precipitated it or simply close the pool down in its entirety.

“No, nothing like that,” he reassured me. “Billie lost her earbuds.”

“Her earbuds?”

He chuckled. “She was doing some water exercises. Had her phone on the ledge and somehow the earbuds dislodged from both her ears and her phone. She couldn’t reach them and she didn’t want to dive under and get her hair wet.”

I grinned. “That sounds like Billie. And that was very nice of you to do that.”

“I don’t know what good it did,” he said with a shrug. “Her earbuds might be shot from the water exposure.”

“Still, you did it. And that’s what matters.”

“It was refreshing, considering it’s like a million degrees out today.”

One of the nicest things about working at Oasis Ridge—anywhere indoors, really—was that I could easily escape the heat of a Florida summer. 

“Anyway,” Aidan said, “I just thought I’d stop by and see if you had any more leaves or plants for me to take a look at.”

“Excuse me?”

He grinned. “It was a joke.”

Denise poked her head in the door, and I was starting to feel like I was in the most popular office in the building.

Aidan noticed her. “Guess I should get going,” he said after giving Denise a small wave and a smile. He turned back to me. “You let me know if you find any more poisonous leaves you need me to identify.”

He strolled out of the office, leaving Denise standing there, gaping at me.

As soon as he was gone, she marched inside and closed the door.

“Poisonous leaves?” she said. “What is he talking about?”

I slumped into my chair.

This was not the way I’d wanted Denise to learn about the leaves found on Arthur’s dinner plate.

“You better start talking,” she commanded as she dropped into the chair across from me. She folded her arms tightly across her chest. “Because I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on.”

I stifled a sigh.

Denise wasn’t bluffing. 

She would literally sit in that chair until nightfall. Heck, I’d probably find her in my office the next morning.

“Fine,” I finally relented. “Aidan is studying plant biology. Over at Crestview.”

“Well, isn’t that convenient.”

“I gave him the leaves and asked if he could identify them.”

Her expression was hard. “And you didn’t think any of that was important to tell me?”

“What? That he was a plant bio major?”

“No,” she snapped. “That you gave him the leaves and he was able to identify them!” She took a deep breath. “What did he say? What kind of plant is it?”

I pressed my lips together. I still didn’t it was a good idea to tell her what I’d found out, but I also knew that ship had sailed. She wasn’t going to let it drop. And I also knew that I wasn’t making much progress on my own with the information I currently had. 

“It’s a plant called monkhood.”

“Monkhood?” She wrinkled her nose. “What kind of name is that?”

“I didn’t ask,” I said dryly. “I was mostly concerned with the fact that he said the entire plant is poisonous.”

“How poisonous?”

“Deadly poisonous.” I relayed the symptoms Aidan had mentioned to me.

Denise’s eyes were as big as I’d ever seen them. “Oh, lordy, this is bad.” She slapped her palm against my desk. “I just knew something was going on! I knew it!”

“Now, hold on,” I cautioned. “We still don’t know anything.”

She looked at me incredulously. “What on earth are you talking about? There were leaves on Arthur’s plate. Poisonous leaves. And guess what? Arthur is now dead. Literally died eating that food!”

“I know,” I said with a nod. “But the problem is, we have no idea who put it there, or if anyone did. And we certainly don’t know if Arthur ingested any of it.”

Denise rolled her eyes. “Of course he did. He’s dead, ain’t he?”

“He was also seventy-something years old,” I pointed out. “Any number of things could have caused his death.”

“Including being poisoned,” she said stubbornly.

“Including that,” I agreed. “But what are we supposed to do? Go to the authorities and tell them we found these leaves on his plate? And go to them several days after the fact? Don’t you think that’s going to make us look bad?” I saw her brow furrow with concern so I forged ahead. “I don’t know about you, but I certainly don’t want the police suspecting me of any kind of...of foul play.”

She licked her lips. I could see she wasn’t too thrilled about that idea, either. “So what do we do?”

“We need more information,” I said.

Denise shook her head. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not cut out for this.”

“Cut out for what?”

“For being patient. For looking for clues.” She glared at me. “Wanna know how many times I won Clue when I was little? I’ll tell you. None.”

If the situation weren’t so serious, I would have burst out laughing. I didn’t think the success rate of winning a kid’s board game had anything to do with our ability to poke around and figure out a few more details before deciding whether or not contacting the authorities made sense.

“So you think we should go to the police and tell them what we know?” I asked. “Without having a suspect in mind? Without knowing much of anything?”

She cradled her hands in her lap. “What about Ruth?” she asked.

“What about her?”

“I told you she was upset about Arthur,” she reminded me. “Isn’t she a suspect?”

“Sure,” I said, nodding. “And she has a ton of plants in her apartment.”

Denise’s face lit up.

“Of course, she doesn’t have a clue what any of them are,” I continued. “She just grows them because they’re pretty, but maybe she just decided to clip some leaves and toss them in Arthur’s food and hope something would happen.”

Denise seemed to be seriously considering this.

“Of course she didn’t do that,” I snapped. 

Denise gave a little shiver. “No?”

“Highly unlikely,” I said. I thought about what Lola had told me about Ruth, that she’d hated Mary. 

Mary. 

Mary had her own reasons for being upset with Arthur.

“Then there’s Mary,” I said.

Denise’s eyebrows lifted. “She was Arthur’s girlfriend. They were gonna get married.”

“Except he had no intention of marrying her,” I told her. “At least according to my sources.”

Denise considered this. Apparently she wasn’t as surprised by this news as I had been.

“Supposedly she was upset about that,” I said, remembering Ruth’s words. “So maybe she was the one who killed him. She was sitting at the table with him, remember? She would have had access to his food. And she conveniently left the table that night...”

Denise stroked her chin thoughtfully.

“And then there’s Lola.”

“Lola?”

I nodded. “You said yourself that Arthur was a pain in Lola’s side. Always complaining about the food. But Mary said he had been on a mission to get her fired.” I paused. “Guess who had access to the food itself? To making it?”

“Lola,” Denise muttered.

“Yep.” I leaned toward her and lowered my voice to a whisper. “And guess who has a note in her personnel file about a prior case of food tampering?” 

To my surprise, Denise did not seem surprised by this announcement.

“She’s tampered with food before,” I repeated.

“Oh, I know,” Denise said with a wave of her hand.

I stared at her. “You know this?”

“Of course,” she replied. ”She’s forever messing with people’s food.”

I was astonished. “Are you serious?”

“Nothing serious,” she said quickly. “It’s not like she’s feeding peanuts to people who are allergic. But picky eaters drive her nuts. There was this one resident who insisted he didn’t like mushrooms. Said they were slimy and gross and tasted like dirt. Told her under no circumstance would he eat them, and to make sure she never put any in his food.” Denise chuckled. “Guess who had seven dinners in a row with mushroom as an ingredient?”

“That’s terrible.” I was still aghast, especially at Denise’s apparent lack of concern. “What if this resident didn’t like them because he was allergic? Maybe he just didn’t want to admit that he couldn’t eat them so he said he didn’t want to eat them.”

“Oh, she was careful about that,” Denise said. “She always made sure it was dietary preference and not medically-related.”

I still wasn’t convinced. “So do you think Lola could have taken it to the next level? Put poison in someone’s food instead of just a food they claimed not to like?”

Denise was silent for a moment, thinking. “I don’t know,” she finally said. 

“I mean, if she thought her job was on the line, and Arthur was the one who was making her life miserable, would it be so hard to imagine that she’d want him out of her hair? Permanently?”

Denise swallowed hard. “I don’t know that Lola would do something like that.”

“Oh, I know,” I said, nodding. “It’s hard to imagine someone you know, someone you work with on a daily basis, could do something so heinous.”

“Do you really think she’s the one who did it?”

“I honestly don’t know.” I rubbed my eyes. “But that’s exactly my point. We can’t do anything yet because we don’t know enough. And turning over what little evidence we have is going to put us—the both of us—under the microscope.”

Denise gave a slight nod. 

“I’d prefer to wait,” I said. “See if we can uncover any more details before we do anything more.”

“Where are we gonna find these extra details?” Denise asked.

It was a great question.

And I didn’t have an answer for her.
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I stayed at work later than I’d wanted to.

Because most of my day had been spent playing Nancy Drew.

By the time I finally finished my work, it was closing in on seven o’clock. I’d missed both lunch and dinner, opting to not expose myself to Lola’s food while she was under suspicion—at least in my eyes—and I was starting to feel weak and light-headed. A bag of pretzels and a diet Coke from the staff vending machine had not been enough to fill me up.

I grabbed my purse and my workbag. I would stop at a drive-through on the way home, and hope I didn’t pass out from hunger before I got there.

I hurried down the hall, noting the quiet that had already descended on the building. We rarely scheduled evening activities, simply because most of the residents preferred to spend their time after dinner in their apartments. 

At least that was what Anne had insisted when I suggested concerts and evening book clubs and non-alcoholic nightcap events.

I rounded the corner, the building’s entrance in sight, when I noticed a couple sitting in the Gathering Room. A small lamp on one of the side tables was the only real light that illuminated the area, but even in the dimness, I could see that Mary was one of the people seated on the floral loveseat.

And Earl Lipinski was sitting next to her.

I slowed my steps, sticking close to the wall. I didn’t want to startle them—or have them notice me.

“Mary.” Earl’s voice wasn’t loud, but I could hear him clearly. I watched as he struggled to get off the couch. I covered my mouth when he lurched forward, awkwardly getting down on one bony knee. He reached out for her hand. ”Would you do me the honor of being my bride?”

“Oh, Earl.” Mary’s free hand flew to her mouth. “I...I don’t know what to say.”

“Say yes.”

Someone could have knocked me over with a feather.

As far as I knew, Mary had been engaged to Arthur at this time last week. And yes, she had mentioned earlier that she was over him...but now someone new was proposing to her?”

“It’s just so sudden,” she said

I nodded. At least she and I were on the same page there.

“”What do you mean?” There was an edge to Earl’s voice. “You want to get married.”

“I do, but—”

“You’ve said that since you moved here,” Earl said. His voice had gotten even louder. “You practically begged Arthur to marry you.”

Mary stiffened on the couch. “Do not mention that name to me,” she hissed.

Earl looked visibly taken aback. 

“That man didn’t know how good he had it,” Mary spat. “He was stupid to pass up an opportunity to marry me!”

“I agree—”

But Mary wasn’t finished. “I am a fine catch, thank you very much,” she said primly.

“I know—”

“And if that man was too stupid to realize that,” she said, “then he is better off dead!”

I leaned against the wall, and not just because I was weak from hunger.

Mary Ulrich didn’t sound mad.

She sounded furious.

The wrath of a scorned woman.

And I wondered.

I’d considered the possibility of her involvement in Arthur’s death.

Was she angry enough to have killed him?

I took a deep breath.

I was beginning to think the answer was yes.
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I watched as Mary pulled herself into a standing position. She did her best to storm off, but she was slow on her feet so it looked more like an angry shuffle. She walked straight ahead, past the dining room, and disappeared down the hall that led to the north wing.

I let out a shaky breath.

And Earl heard me.

His head whipped in my direction. 

I stepped out of the shadows and offered a weak wave.

Even in the dim light, I could see the blush blossoming on what little of his cheeks were visible underneath his thick beard. 

“How much did you hear?” he asked.

“Not much,” I lied. 

He got himself back on the couch. “I...I shouldn’t have lost my temper with her.”

I frowned. If anyone had lost their temper, it was Mary. “I don’t think you did anything wrong.”

“Still,” he said, rubbing his hands. “I upset her. I didn’t mean to do that.”

I sat down next to him and touched his shoulder. “I know you didn’t,” I said gently.

“I know how important getting married is to her.”

“Is it?”

He nodded. “She’s never been married before.”

“She hasn’t?” This was news to me.  “How do you know this?”

“We started talking almost as soon as she moved in,” Earl said. “We were talking about our lives—you know, what we did before we ended up here—and she told me.”

“I didn’t know that,” I admitted.

“She said she was close at the last place she lived. Had found a fellow she liked, and they were due to get married. But he died and they hadn’t gotten the chance.” He looked at me and I knew we were thinking the same thing. Arthur had died, too. “Anyway, I was just trying to do her a favor.” He glanced at his hands. “She’s a nice enough lady, and I just thought it might be nice to give her the one thing she wants out of life before...well, before it’s too late.”

My eyes filled with tears. Maybe my hunger was making me delusional...or maybe his sweet gesture really was tear inducing. 

“That is a very nice thing to offer,” I told him. “But I don’t think it’s your job to sacrifice yourself for someone else’s happiness.”

I might still be in my twenties, but I’d definitely learned this little bit of wisdom after some of the relationships I’d suffered through.

“It wouldn’t be a sacrifice,” Earl said. “I like Mary. She’s a nice lady.”

I didn’t think liking someone and thinking they were nice were reasons enough to marry someone.

But, I reminded myself, I was in a different stage of life than Earl and Mary. For all intents and purposes, I was at the beginning of mine: starting a career, thinking about if I wanted a family. Earl and Mary were facing the end of theirs. Maybe not immediately, but the stark reality was probably staring them in the face.

I didn’t know Earl’s marital history, but he had just told me Mary’s. She’d never tied the knot, and she’d made it clear to him—and to others—that getting married was important to her. I thought about the stories I’d seen on social media, of terminally ill young adults who’d married their high school sweethearts so they could cross that off their bucket list. They knew their lives were being cut short, and they wanted to experience as much as possible before their time was up.

Mary and Earl weren’t all that different. Yes, they were significantly older, but Mary had a desire to get married. And Earl, being the good friend he was, wanted to fulfill that wish for her.

It was about her, but it was about him, too.

He wanted to make her happy. To do something for a woman he cared about. He might not have loved her the way a man typically loved the woman he decided to propose to, but in this scenario, it didn’t matter.

There were benefits for both of them.

“Well, it was a very sweet thing to do,” I said. 

He gave a little shrug. “I don’t know. She didn’t seem to think so.”

“She’s still upset about Arthur,” I said. “Maybe she just needs time.”

“She’s not upset about him,” Earl clarified. “She’s upset at him.”

He wasn’t wrong.

It was the same conclusion I’d come to after watching their exchange.

And I was right back to where my thoughts were when Mary had marched off, before Earl had caught sight of me and I’d gotten sucked into his sweet, romantic narrative.

Mary was definitely still upset at Arthur.

I just needed to figure out if she had been upset enough to kill him.

“Will you be alright?” I asked Earl.

I was hesitant to leave him if he was upset over his denied proposal.

“I’m fine,” he said. He gave a little laugh. “Been through a lot worse in my life.”

I stood up. “You’re sure?”

He nodded.

I left, a little reluctantly, and once inside my car, I pointed it in the direction of the nearest fast-food place.

With food in hand, I found a parking spot and scarfed down my burger in about four bites. I followed this by shoving handfuls of fries in my mouth and washing it down with the large Diet Coke I’d ordered to go with it.

I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d witnessed, and what Earl had said.

I knew that Mary had wanted to get married. What I hadn’t known was that she’d been engaged at her prior place of residence.

And that her fiancé had died.

I wanted more details, more information. I knew the best way to get it would simply be to ask Mary. But did I want her to know that I was digging for information about her past?

No. Not when I considered her a suspect, I didn’t.

I wadded up my burger wrapper and stuffed the empty fry carton back into the bag. After a long sip of soda, I made my decision.

Instead of heading home, I turned around and drove back to Oasis Ridge.

Anne didn’t just have employee records in her office. She had resident files, too. I didn’t know how I was going to get my hands on Mary’s, but I knew I had a better chance of getting a look at it when she wasn’t onsite than if I waited to do it during regular business hours.

Heidi, the attendant manning the front desk, buzzed me in. 

“Forget something?” she asked.

I made a face. “Yep.”

“At least you didn’t get too far before you realized it.”

I turned down the hallway and opened my office and flipped on the light. I set my purse down on my desk, grabbed a loose sheet of paper, and then went back into the hall. I looked down the length of it and immediately spotted who I was looking for. 

“Leo,” I said, hurrying toward the security guard at the end of the hall.

Leo was probably pushing sixty. A slight man, no taller than me, I wasn’t sure he would be much of a deterrent to someone intending to wreak havoc or cause harm. Even though that was part of his job description, the real reason he was there to provide a sense of security for the residents. They liked seeing a man in uniform patrolling the premises, especially at night.

“You’re still here?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I forgot to get this to Anne.” I held up the paper in my hand. “Any chance you could let me drop this in her office?”

Leo had a master key to virtually all the rooms and offices in the building. If anyone could get me into Anne’s office, it was him.

“I can take it for you,” he suggested. “It being so late and all.”

I knew he was doing this to be kind, but it was literally the last thing I needed him to do.

“Oh, it’s fine,” I said hastily. “If you’ll just let me in, I can put it with the other stuff. I...it’s a missing page to something I gave her earlier. I need to put it in the right place.”

Ugh, I hated lying.

Leo grinned. “Oh, sure, I understand.” He pulled his keys from his pocket and slowly walked toward Anne’s office door. A minute later, he was pushing it open. “Here you go.”

I could have kissed him. “Thank you so much.”

“Want me to wait for you?”

“Totally not necessary,” I said. “I’ll be sure to lock the door behind me.”

He shrugged. “Sounds good. I was just about to grab a cup of coffee and take a quick break.”

It seemed a little early for a break, considering he didn’t start his shift until seven p.m. and it was just past eight o’clock, but I wasn’t about to say anything.

“Thanks again,” I told him. You’re the best.”

I listened as his footsteps and the tinkling jingle of his key ring slowly faded. Once I was certain he was gone, I toed the door, closing it a little, and sprinted across Anne’s office to access the resident files.

I found Mary’s right away, in the bottom drawer. I yanked it out and, using the flashlight on my phone, quickly located her residential application. It was a two-page document, and the list of prior residences was on the second page. I squinted at the info she’d written down, then snapped a picture of it.

I stowed the file back in the drawer and stood back up. My gaze darted to the other filing cabinet in the room. The employee one.

I debated for half a second before hurrying to that cabinet and yanking open the top drawer. I could peek at Lola’s file, see exactly what her disciplinary action report said.

But Leo had other plans for me. The sound of his keys clanking against each other grew louder and with a silent groan I slid the drawer shut. Realizing I was still clutching the paper I’d told Leo I had to drop off, I stuffed it into the recycle bin next to Anne’s printer. It was a blank sheet of paper, and she probably wouldn’t even notice it in the overstuffed bin.

Leo poked his head in. “Everything okay in there?” 

I smiled brightly. “Perfect.” I motioned to the neat stack of folders on Anne’s desk. “Found exactly what I was looking for.”

Leo returned the smile. “Glad to hear it.”

“Thanks for letting me in,” I said as I slipped past him and back into the hallway.

“Happy to help,” he responded.

I just nodded.

I was hoping what I’d found would help.

Help solve the mystery of who was responsible for Arthur’s death.
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“You’ve been staring at your phone for fifteen minutes.”

Megan, my roommate, was not exaggerating.

I’d broken into Anne’s office two days earlier and hadn’t managed to act on the information about Mary’s past residencies. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I hadn’t been able to find the time. A mini-conference on Friday had sucked away most of my time, especially because Anne had insisted I immediately share everything that had been discussed at the event. Her excuse was that she wanted to be engaged and involved in every aspect of Oasis Ridge, and that a debriefing right after any event meant that the information discussed would still be fresh in our minds.

I begged to differ. She wanted her employees in her office, telling her everything they’d learned or shared, so she wouldn’t feel left out.

Megan sat down at the kitchen table with a powdered donut and a steaming cup of coffee. Like me, she was still in her pajamas, and her long dark hair was pulled back in something that sort of resembled a ponytail.

She yawned and then tried to peer at my phone. “What are you reading?”

“Addresses,” I replied.

She bit into her donut. “Addresses? Where are you going?” Her eyebrows lifted. “You’re not moving, are you?”

“Of course not.” 

Megan and I had it good in the little house we shared. Almost too good.

The tiny two-bedroom house belonged to Megan’s uncle, and he’d agreed to rent it to her at a staggeringly low price. Rent-control places didn’t exist where we lived, but it sure felt like it did for us.

She shoved the last piece of donut in her mouth and washed it down with a generous gulp of coffee. “What are your plans today?” she asked.

It was Saturday in late summer. I stole a glance out the kitchen window. The sky was blue and cloudless, and with any luck the humidity would be tolerable. It would be a good day to sneak down to the beach, to park a chair in the sand and slather on sunscreen to protect my fair skin and just enjoy the sound of the waves as they gently lapped the shore.

But reality won out. Because I knew I had laundry to do and groceries to shop for and dry cleaning to drop off. Bills to pay, a package to mail, a bathroom to scrub down—it was my week—and a bedroom that sorely needed a good cleaning.

And I also needed to call the places I’d captured in the photo of Mary’s application.

Megan kicked my foot with hers. “Are you even listening to me?”

“What?”

She rolled her eyes. “I asked what you were doing today.”

“Errands,” I said, running through my mental list again. “Chores.”

She wrinkled her nose. “That’s no fun. You should come with me and Dylan.”

“Where are you guys going?”

“Gonna hang out at his friend’s house. They just put in this amazing pool in their backyard. Even has a waterslide.”

I was tempted. Water on a hot summer day, and without the crowds that would come with a trip to the beach, sounded far better than cleaning and running errands.

I sighed. “I wish I could.”

“You could.” She stood up with a smile. “You’re just choosing not to.”

“I’m choosing to be responsible.”

“Whatever,” she said breezily. “Life is short, Sunny. Have fun while you can. Because before you know it you won’t be planning activities for senior citizens. You’ll be doing them.”

I just shook my head. Like Denise, Megan had a flair for the dramatic.

She was also the most carefree person I’d ever met. Her life consisted of spending time at the beach or with her boyfriend, raking in good money waitressing at a touristy restaurant in Destin, and doing whatever she pleased in her ample amount of free time. No college degree, no loans, no worries.

The complete opposite of me.

I envied her.

I pushed away from the table, too. I’d eaten a donut and a banana before she’d gotten out of bed, and had already drained two cups of coffee. 

“Guess I better get started,” I said.

Megan was already headed down the hall toward her bedroom. “I’ll text you Raul’s address.”

“Who’s Raul?”

She chuckled. “The guy with the pool, silly.”

I’d already forgotten. 

But I hadn’t forgotten about the other addresses and phone numbers already in my phone. In the form of a picture.

Mary’s old addresses.

I did have a lot to do...but I could definitely make time for that.

*
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BY FOUR O’CLOCK, ERRANDS had been run, dishes were done, and I’d finished up the last of my chores.

The only thing left on my mental to-do list was staring me in the face.

Literally.

Because I was back at the kitchen table, a glass of water in one hand, my phone in the other.

My pictures were open, the image I’d captured from Mary’s file zoomed in on so the phone numbers of her past places of residence easily viewable.

I set down my water and picked up the pen sitting on top of the pad of paper I’d brought to the table. I jotted down both numbers, leaving space between each of them so I could record notes.

I’d formulated a rough plan to get the information I wanted. I just hoped it would work.

I took a deep breath and dialed the first number.

A woman answered on the first ring. “It’s another day in paradise at Paradise Palace,” she chirped.

“Good afternoon,” I said. “My name is Sunny Springfield and I’m calling from Oasis Ridge.”

There was a moment of silence. “Okay.” The word was a little dragged out.

I forged ahead. “I’m the...activity director at Oasis Ridge, and we’re conducting a resident satisfaction survey.”

“A what?”

“A satisfaction survey.”

“For your own residents? I’m not sure how that relates to Paradise Palace.”

I pressed my lips together. I’d expected a nice, friendly receptionist to patch me through to someone, not a person who would give me the third degree.

“May I speak with someone in administration?”

The woman paused again. “We don’t typically share information with our competition. Our public activity calendar is available on our web site.”

“I understand,” I gritted out. “I’m actually not calling about your activities.”

“I’m not following.”

“I’m doing a survey that relates more to the emotional health of our current residents,” I said. “So that we can plan activities that best addresses their needs.”

“Oh?” She sounded faintly interested.

“I understand a former resident, Mary Uhlrich, lost her fiancé while living at Paradise Palace.”

“Mary?” The receptionist sounded like she recognized the name, so that was a plus.

“Yes. Is that something you would be able to confirm? She noted it on the form she filled out for me, and I’m just doing some checking.”

“Mary was not engaged to Stuart,” the woman said firmly. “Not by a long shot.”

“Excuse me?”

The woman chortled. “Oh, Mary stuck to him like flies to honey but poor Stuart didn’t want anything to do with her. Folks around here still say he might have upped and died just so he could get away from her.”

My hand moved furiously across the pad of paper, trying to record as much as I could of what this woman was telling me. Now that I wasn’t considered a threat, trying to steal their activity secrets, she was suddenly an open book.

“You’re sure they weren’t engaged?”

“As sure as I’m talking to you,” she replied. “But not for her wont of trying. She was always chasing after Stu. Poor man, may he rest in peace. Literally.”

I thanked her and ended the call.

That was not the information I’d been expecting to hear. 

I’d been under the distinct impression that Mary had been engaged before. That’s what Earl had said. And he’d heard it straight from Mary.

I glanced at the other number I’d written down. Maybe her actual fiancé had lived with her at this place. Maybe Earl had gotten the timeline wrong.

I reached for my phone again and punched in the new number.

I tried a different approach this time.

“Hi, my name is Sunny Springfield and I’m a research student conducting a survey on geriatric relationships.”

The woman who answered was not enthused. “Uh, okay.”

“Is there someone I could talk to about that?”

“Sure. Valerie is our assistant director and she’s in today. I’ll put you through.”

The line went to classical music. A minute later, Valerie picked up the call.

I gave her the same spiel, adding a few more details, and crossed my fingers in the hopes that I sounded legit. 

She bought it. “Certainly, I’d be happy to help.”

“To the best of your knowledge, have there been any marriages or engagements at your facility in the last two years?”

“I don’t believe so, no.”

“No?” I repeated.

“We are a small community, just under five hundred residents.” 

I swallowed. What did that make Oasis Ridge? A nano community?

“I believe I would remember if residents had met and either become engaged or gotten married within our community,” she told me. “That would be such a wonderful thing to celebrate!”

She was definitely more upbeat and positive than the receptionist I’d spoken to at Paradise Palace.

“That’s funny,” I said slowly. “Part of my research has had me speaking to elderly residents in the area. I was pretty sure a woman I spoke with said she had lived at Eternal Springs...and that she’d been engaged while living there.”

“Is that so?” Valerie said. “May I ask who you spoke with?”

“Her name was Mary...” I paused, hoping it sounded like I was trying to remember her last name. “Ah, here it is. Mary Uhlrich.”

“Mary?” Valerie gave a short laugh. “Mary was not engaged. Not while she was here, anyway.”

“I’m sure that’s what she said...”

“Perhaps she is misremembering,” Valerie suggested. “It happens as we age.”

“Maybe. She sounded pretty sure, though.”

“I remember her, and there was no engagement I was aware of. She had taken an intense interest in one of the gentlemen living here, but I’m positive they were not engaged before he died.”

“Died?”

“Yes, poor man. Passed away in the dining room during a meal. Heart attack, by the looks of it.”

My heart began to race and my hand was suddenly slick with sweat. I somehow managed to mumble a goodbye and hurriedly ended the call.

I dropped the phone to the table and stared at the notes I’d scrawled on the paper, but my mind was focused entirely on something else.

Every man Mary had pursued or taken an interest in over the last two years had died.

And one had met the exact same fate as Arthur Griggs.

Which led me to one startling conclusion.

Mary wasn’t a possible suspect in Arthur’s death.

It looked like she was the suspect. 

Period.
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It was Monday morning and Denise was in my office five minutes after I sat down behind my desk. I was immediately wary. She never came in this early.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

She pushed my door closed and then settled herself in the seat across from me. “You know why I’m here.”

I did, as much as I wanted to feign ignorance.

“You find any of those extra details you said we needed?” she asked. “You were barely here on Friday so I didn’t get a chance to get an update.”

“I was at a conference,” I reminded her. “And then I had to go in for my debriefing with Anne.”

She made a face when I mentioned her name. “Does that mean you didn’t have time to look into it?” Her hands were in her lap and she twisted them nervously.

I was once again conflicted. I knew she would freak out the minute I mentioned what I’d learned about Mary, but keeping it to myself was making me a nervous wreck.

“You know something,” she announced.

I blinked. “What?”

“I can see it in your eyes.” She leaned closer, her eyes narrowing as they locked on mine. “What do you know? Tell me.”

I sighed. She’d made the decision for me, because there was no way she was going to let me out of her laser beam stare without spilling.

I closed my eyes and sighed. “I found out some new information about Mary.”

“What about her?”

I told her what I’d learned in my conversations over the weekend, and what I’d witnessed between her and Earl on Thursday night.

Denise practically bounced out of her chair. “We are calling the police right now. She’s the one. The one who killed him!”

I was glad she’d thought to close my door because the level her voice was reaching would definitely be audible out in the hallway.

“Shhh,” I said, bringing my finger to my lips. In a low voice, I said, “Sit back down. Please.”

Her frown was deep but after a moment’s hesitation she dropped herself back in the chair.

“I know it all seems pretty damning,” I admitted.

“Seems?” Her eyebrows shot to her hairline. “Honey, this is about as solid of evidence as you could get.”

But it wasn’t, and I had realized that on my way into work that morning. 

Yes, the information I’d uncovered pointed to Mary as someone the police would definitely consider a person of interest. But they still didn’t prove anything.

“What about the leaves?” I said to Denise.

“What about them?”

“Where would Mary have gotten them from? How did she know they were poisonous?” I asked. 

Denise shrugged. “No idea. The police can figure that out.” She reached into her pants pocket and pulled out her cell phone. She’d switched cases, to a gold glittery one, and it sparkled like a thousand tiny crystals in her hands.

I sprang out of my chair and reached across the desk, ripping it out of her hands.

“What are you doing?” she practically screeched. “Don’t be taking my phone!”

“I’m not taking it.” I swallowed. “I mean, I am. But only for a minute. We can’t make a rash decision here.”

“Oh yeah? Watch me.” She lunged for the phone but I wheeled my desk chair backward, just out of reach.

Denise emitted something that sounded like a low growl.

“Just hang on,” I pleaded. “Hear me out. I don’t want this to come back and bite us in the rear. Both of us.”

“And how would that happen?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I said, “Do you need this job?”

She frowned. “Of course I need this job. I got bills to pay, don’t I?”

“I do, too,” I told her.

“What does that have to do with having a murderer on the loose?”

“Look, we have to be careful about flying off the handle here. Jumping to conclusions.”

Denise was shaking her head, opening her mouth to object.

“What happens if we report this and tell the police what we suspect about Mary...and we’re wrong?”

“But we’re not.”

“We don’t know that for sure,” I reminded her. “And if we’re wrong...all hell would break loose. For us. For Oasis Ridge. Who would want to live here if they find out employees go around falsely accusing residents of crimes? And who would want to keep us employed for doing such a thing. Not Anne.”

Denise blanched. 

And I smiled.

Because I could tell my words were sinking in.

“We just need a little bit more,” I said.

“A little more what?”

“A little more information. Evidence.”

“And where you gonna find that?” she barked.

I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to admit that to Denise. Not when I had her so close to agreeing with me. 

“I have a couple of ideas,” I said. “But what I need from you is a promise that you won’t go running to the authorities until I say so.”

“What, so you just get all the time you need to dig around and expect me to stay quiet? There is a murderer walking these hallways.” Her voice was rising again and I brought my finger to my lips, trying to quiet her down. “I can’t work under these conditions for much longer.”

“What conditions?”

“The stress.” She ran a hand over her forehead. “It’s killing me. All I think about is who might be next. Flora? Walter? Billie?”

My pulse quickened at the last name. I didn’t want to think of anything bad happening to one of my favorite residents.

“Or will it be me?” Denise whispered dramatically.

I chewed on my lip, mostly so I wouldn’t break into a grin. She should have really been an actress.

“Two days,” she declared. 

I stared blankly at her.

“I’m giving you two days.” She pushed herself out of her chair. “And then I’m calling the cops.”

She must have noticed my hesitancy because her expression hardened. “Take it or leave it.”

“Fine,” I said with a nod. “Two days.”

“And then I’m calling in SWAT, the FBI, whoever will answer,” she told me. “They can turn this place upside down for all I care. So long as they figure out who killed Arthur.”

I leaned back in my chair. “Fine,” I muttered.

She marched around the desk and held out her hand.

“Now gimme my phone back.”
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I’d told Denise I had ideas to pursue, to convince her that we needed more time before going to the authorities.

It was a lie.

I thought about the situation on and off throughout the day, between popping in at different activities, finalizing the calendar I was currently working on, and sending off reports for Anne to approve.

And I kept coming up empty-handed.

Sure, I could go and talk to Mary, ask her about her supposed fiancés and demand to know why she’d lied to people about being engaged. But that seemed like a rather combative way to go about getting information, and I wasn’t convinced she would be forthcoming about anything if she really was the one who had poisoned Arthur and now knew she was under suspicion for doing it.

What did that leave me?

I didn’t know. It wasn’t like I went around trying to solve murder mysteries in my spare time. Heck, I’d barely been able to figure out directions on how to build the IKEA furniture that filled my bedroom at home.

I skipped meals again, despite the fact that Lola had dropped way down on my suspect list. I was still a little uneasy about eating food in the dining room, and probably would be until we’d either given up on Arthur’s case or we’d found the person responsible for spiking his food.

By the time five o’clock rolled around, I was ready to leave. I knew I was one day down on my countdown calendar with Denise, but I was also starving and I knew that looking for new clues would be a lot like looking for a parking spot close to the beach on the 4th of July. I wasn’t going to find any.

With my office safely locked and my purse slung over my shoulder, I headed out into the hallway.

And froze.

Because twenty feet ahead, two women were engaged in a heated conversation.

Ruth and Mary. 

As quietly as I could, I unlocked my door and slipped back into my office. I stayed close to the hall, my ear parallel to the doorframe, and strained to hear what they were saying.

“—fault for ruining my chances,” Mary was saying.

“My fault?” Ruth squeaked. 

“If you hadn’t been so dogged in your pursuit of him, he would have been able to concentrate on me!” Mary exclaimed. “And we could have gotten married!”

“You are so daft,” Ruth told her.

“I am not.” I could hear the anger in Mary’s voice. 

“Arthur liked my attention,” Ruth said. 

“You are the one who is daft,” Mary retorted. “He tolerated you.”

Ruth let out a little gasp. “Tolerated?”

“He didn’t want to hurt your feelings.” Mary sniffed loudly, and I could imagine the prim expression on her face. “He didn’t want to throw our engagement in your face.”

“Why, I never—”

“But he was never interested in you,” Mary continued in a steely voice. “Despite your attempts to seduce him.”

My eyes widened. Seduce? Unwanted images flashed through my mind and I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to make them go away. Those were pictures I did not want to see. Ever.

“It’s not my fault Arthur dragged his feet over you,” Ruth snapped. “Maybe he came to his senses. Realized he didn’t want to be coerced into a relationship. And realized the last thing he wanted was to marry a psychopath whose only goal in life was to find a man to marry.”

It was Mary’s turn to gasp. 

I debated stepping out into the hallway and putting an end to their fight. It was looking like a very real possibility that it would soon devolve into hair pulling and scratching.

“Well, at least I didn’t scare a man into getting a restraining order!”

I stayed put. A restraining order?

“That...that was all a misunderstanding.” Ruth sounded defensive. “Even Dexter would say that.”

I straightened. Dexter? Dexter Levine?

I knew Dexter...or at least I knew of him. He was a resident at Oasis Ridge, very active in the drama club I’d started. 

Was he the Dexter these two women were talking about?

And if so, what had Ruth done to him that was so bad he felt he needed a restraining order?

I didn’t know, but I was determined to find out.
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As luck would have it, the Oasis Ridge Players, our very new drama club, was scheduled to meet Tuesday morning.

So I made sure that activity was on my list of things to do when I got to work the next day.

Dexter Levine was not hard to find. A rotund man in his mid-seventies, he was the first person to embrace my idea of a drama club and had scrawled his name on the sign-up sheet the very first morning I’d set it out at the announcement table.

And today, he was in full costume, a very accurate—albeit older—representation of Teddy Roosevelt. With pince-nez glasses and a pasted on Walrus moustache, and dressed in a tweed sports coat and khaki pants, he mostly looked the part. However, Dexter’s hair was a silvery brown, and thinning on the top, with several age spots visible underneath his careful comb over.

Still, it was a valiant effort.

Dexter was standing in front of the small group of people gathered in the room, engaged in a monologue that I assumed was a speech given by the former president.

He spoke eloquently, and with an accent that made Roosevelt sound slightly British, but he received a rousing round of applause when he finished. He grabbed his walker and made his way back to his seat just as Billie took the stage. I immediately guessed who she was. With her red hair recently curled and sporting red lipstick and a polka dot dress, it was easy. Lucille Ball.

I wanted to take a seat and watch the performance, but I had much more pressing matters at hand, matters that demanded my attention.

I waved to Dexter. He gave me a questioning look, and I motioned him over. His progress was slow, especially because he kept ramming his walker into the various obstacles in his path. I made a mental note to ask the custodial staff to create some more space between the tables to accommodate the various equipment the residents required in order to stay mobile. If Dexter was having difficulty maneuvering the room with his walker, I could only imagine how hard it might be with something like a wheelchair.

Dexter eventually made his way to where I was standing and I pointed to the hall. “Can I talk to you out here for a minute?”

If he thought the request was odd, he at least didn’t show it. I stepped out of the room and waited as he pushed the walker over to where I was standing.

“Did you see my performance?” he asked. His normal voice was a little nasally, with no trace of an accent.

“I did,” I told him. “You were an excellent president.”

He puffed up like a peacock and gave a slight bow. “I’m glad you were able to see it. Next week, I think I’ll be doing a brief performance as Abraham Lincoln. He always was my favorite.”

That would be a little harder for Dexter to pull off in the looks department, but I just grinned. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Silence descended on us and I knew I needed to tell him the real reason why I was there. 

“Say, Dexter, I was just curious as to what you know about Ruth Simpson.”

The color drained from his face. “What?”

“Ruth Simpson,” I repeated. “I—”

But he cut me off. “Is she here?” he asked, his eyes sweeping from side to side as he scanned the hallway.

“No, but—”

His shoulders sagged with relief, but then he immediately stiffened. “She’s supposed to keep her distance. She’s not coming up here, is she?”

His reaction took me by surprise. Dexter seemed genuinely...scared.

“She’s not coming here,” I said, doing my best to reassure him. “I promise.”

“She’s not supposed to come near me or communicate with me.” He gave me a suspicious look. “She didn’t send you with a message, did she?”

I shook my head.

“Good.”

“I understand you have a...a restraining order against her?”

He gave an emphatic nod. “Had to. To protect myself.”

I couldn’t imagine what someone like Ruth could do to a man Dexter’s size. Sure, he was a senior citizen, but he was tall and robust, and seemed to be in mostly good health. Well, if you didn’t count the walker against him.

“Protect yourself how?”

He cringed. “From her attention. Her affection. She pursued me like a lion attacking one of them gazelles.”

It wasn’t the best analogy, since I was pretty sure Ruth didn’t want to snap Dexter’s neck or take out his jugular, but I got the meaning. 

“She...pursued you?”

He rolled his eyes. “Did she ever! I was fearful of my life because that woman would not take no for an answer!”

What I was gathering from this conversation was that Ruth had demonstrated some dogged behavior. Not deadly.

“Boy, was I ever glad when she shifted her attention to Arthur,” Dexter said. He’d pulled a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and was wiping it across his forehead.  “It really is a shame what happened to him.”

The hairs on my neck stood up. Did he know something I didn’t?

“What happened to him?” I asked cautiously.

He frowned. “Why, he died, Miss Sunny. Last Monday. Did you not know this?”

“Yes, I knew that,” I said.

His frown deepened. “Then what did you mean?”

I couldn’t explain it, even if I wanted to. The last thing I needed was for residents like Dexter—especially residents like him, who tended to overdramatize events and situations—to be clued in on the idea that Arthur’s death might not have been by natural causes.

“I don’t know,” I said hastily, giving him a non-answer that I hoped he wouldn’t question.

“It is a shame,” he repeated. He was still wearing the Roosevelt glasses, and his eyes widened behind the lenses. “Because now that he’s gone...” He swallowed audibly. “What if Ruth renews her interest in me?” 
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I was on a mission.

A mission to find Mary.

My conversation with Dexter had confirmed what she had said during her and Ruth’s overheard conversation, but it had also shaken my conviction that Mary was the one responsible for poisoning Arthur.

It was still a possibility—I wasn’t ready to take anything off the table just yet—but this new development with Ruth gave me a reason to chat with Mary. Something specific to talk to her about...and something that would probably go over far better than asking her if she had any access to or knowledge of poisonous plants.

I mulled all of this over as I dealt with some paperwork in my office, and knew it was the best option.

It was almost eleven o’clock, and I knew the dining room would be opening soon. The smell of cooked meat and onions was heavy in the air, and I went through my mental list of possible dinners Lola would be cooking. I sniffed the air. Probably Salisbury steak.

Definitely not one of my favorites.

I strolled past the Gathering Room, taking note of the residents seated on the couches and at the tables. Billie was there with Flora, and she waved enthusiastically at me.

I waved back.

“Come sit with us, Sunny!” she yelled from across the room.

I approached her table. The bright red lipstick was gone but she was still wearing the polka dot dress. 

“You looked great at drama,” I told her.

Billie patted her curls. “Dead ringer for her, don’t you think?”

“Absolutely.”

“You didn’t stay for my performance.” She gave me a slight frown. “Hot date with someone?”

I smiled and shook my head. “I was talking to Dexter.”

“He’s quite a good catch,” she said, nodding. “He could be my beau.”

“You like Dexter?” 

She smiled coyly. “What’s not to like about him? He’s handsome. Charming. And he makes a fetching Roosevelt, don’t you think?”

I chuckled. “That he does.”

I glanced toward the dining room, making sure Mary hadn’t arrived yet. I wanted to talk to her before she found a table, figure out a way to pull her aside so we could chat in private.

I caught Billie looking at me with narrowed eyes. “What are you looking for?”

She was still shrewd; I’d give her that. Nothing seemed to get past her.

“Oh, I was just looking for Mary. Have you seen her anywhere?”

Billie nodded. “She was at the pool last time I saw her.”

I almost left without saying goodbye.

“Wonderful,” I said. “I...I’m going to see if I can catch her before dinner.”

I hurried off before Billie could ask more questions.

The pool deck was empty. 

But the pool itself was not.

A lone woman was wading through waist-high water, windmilling her arms as she did so. A white swim cap clung tight to her scalp, and her floral swim dress billowed out from her body underneath the water. Two other residents were sitting at a table, wrapped in towels and holding their swim caps, their white curls flattened to their scalps.

“Mary?” I said to the woman’s backside.

She turned. So did the women at the table as they stood to go.

I waved to the residents as I made my way to the edge of the pool.

Mary eyed me with a friendly but wary smile. With the late afternoon sun shining down on her, the heat tinging her skin pink, she looked almost radiant. She immediately reminded me of a movie I had watched years ago, where these senior citizens find a magical swimming pool that serves as a sort of fountain of youth.  Our pool at Oasis Ridge definitely looked as though it’d just had some sort of restoring effect on her.

“Hello, Sunny.” Mary was crouched down, just enough to keep her shoulders level with the water.

I decided to cut right to the chase. “Listen, I don’t mean to pry or put my nose somewhere it doesn’t belong, but I overheard your conversation with Ruth when I was leaving my office yesterday.”

Shock registered on Mary’s face. “You did?”

I nodded. “It sounded like it got pretty heated.”

Mary pursed her lips and nodded. 

“Is there anything I can do?” I asked.

“Like what? Kick Ruth out?” Mary asked hopefully.

I smiled ruefully. “I’m afraid that’s not exactly in my wheelhouse. But I can do my best to help mediate, if that might help.” Refereeing disputes between residents was absolutely not part of my job description, so I felt compelled to add a little more. “My goal here at Oasis Ridge is to provide activities and events that all residents can enjoy. I would hate it if there were personal issues standing in the way of residents feeling like they could participate.”

It sounded reasonable, believable. 

I hoped.

“There isn’t much to do, I’m afraid,” Mary responded. “I’m just hoping it will all die down. The whole sorry mess of events. Ruth will turn her attention elsewhere and time will heal my wounds. It always does.”

I thought about Dexter and his concern that Ruth would return to stalking him now that Arthur was gone. And I thought about Mary’s other words just now: time would heal her wounds. 

What wounds? She’d said she was over Arthur. I’d heard the words myself.

“Do you miss him?” I asked. “Arthur?”

She moved her hand through the water, creating small ripples around her. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “I miss what I thought we could be. I miss what I wanted. But the reality? I don’t miss that.”

“What do you mean?”

Mary was frank. “Ruth was right. I was the one that pushed for getting married. Arthur was never very enthusiastic about the idea.” Her lip quivered. “I just...we got along, and we enjoyed spending time together. I thought marriage was a logical next step.”

Maybe at her age, it was. Maybe companionship was enough to support the idea of entering into a marriage. 

But it was clear that Arthur hadn’t thought so.

“I hated asking over and over again, thought—about getting married. Arthur always found ways to turn me down or hold me off.”  She smiled. “Very bruising to the ego, even at my age and with all that I’ve experienced.”

“His death was unfortunate,” I said.

Her eyes filled with tears. “I’ll never forgive myself.”

My breath caught in my throat. “What?”

“For leaving him.” She lifted a hand out of the water to wipe away a tear sliding down her cheek, but then realized her hand was wet and thought better of it. “I went to the ladies room and by the time I came back he was...gone.”

We’d already discussed this once before, but it didn’t matter. She had opened the dialogue and if there was new information to be had, I wanted it.

“He’d not shown any signs of being sick?” I asked.

Mary shook her head. “None at all. Which is why the whole thing was such a shock. One minute he was there, waiting for me at the table, eating his food and complaining about it like he always did.” She smiled tearfully. “And the next, he was gone.”

“I’m sorry,” I said gently.

Her sentiments and emotions sounded so genuine that I was having a hard time considering her a potential suspect. She was behaving just like anyone else who had recently lost a dear friend.

Can I tell you something?” Mary said suddenly. “Something private? A secret, if you will.”

My pulse ratcheted up a notch. What on earth did she want to tell me? Maybe the assumptions I’d just made were all wrong. Maybe the weight of what she had done was becoming too much to bear and she needed to tell someone.

“Of course,” I said, as confidently as I could. “You can tell me anything.”

Mary glanced down at the water. “This keeps happening,” she whispered.

“What keeps happening?”

“The men I like, the men I’m involved with...they keep dying.” She drew in a shaky breath. “And I know, we are at that age where death is always in the shadows. But there have been three men, Sunny. Three men that I thought I might marry. And all of them have died.” 

I didn’t know what to say.

She looked back up at me. Tears streamed down her face. “Is it me? Am I cursed or something? Maybe God just doesn’t want me to get married.”

There was nothing contrived, no artifice, in what she had just told me. Instead, she had laid herself bare, even attempted to blame herself for the demise of the men in her life.

I tried to soothe her. “You shouldn’t blame yourself.”

“But I do,” she admitted. “I’ll tell you something else, too. Earl Lipinski proposed to me the other night.”

I hoped my feigned look of surprised at least appeared genuine. “He did?”

She nodded. “We are friends, and he’s been very comforting to me these past few days. He knew how much I wanted to get married, so he offered himself. I couldn’t do it. I...I didn’t want the same fate to befall him.”

I let her words sink in. Mary didn’t sound like someone who might have had a hand in any type of foul play. No, she sounded like a woman who was sad and worried, who felt like she was somehow responsible for what had happened to these men.

And it was pretty clear to me that she absolutely wasn’t.

“I’m sorry this has been so hard on you,” I said. 

And I was. She was just a lonely woman, looking for a partner to spend the remainder of her life with, for someone willing to stand up and say that they belonged together. It was a ritual she wanted to experience, and I couldn’t fault her for that.

But I also knew I couldn’t fault her for something else, either.

Mary hadn’t killed Arthur Griggs. 

I was almost sure of it.

“It has been hard,” she said. “But I’ll get over it. I always do.” She blinked a couple of times, almost a test of sorts to see if the tears had stopped. They had. “Now I just need to steer clear of Ruth until she finds someone else to torment. Although, honestly, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”

I thought about Dexter’s reaction earlier, when he thought Ruth might be nearby.

“Is she that bad?” I asked.

Mary’s eyes widened. “Worse. She did everything she could to get Arthur’s attention. Sent him lingerie that she told him she would wear for him. Baked him all kinds of goodies. Left suggestive photos for him.”

I was cringing as she rattled off the list. Definitely TMI.

“When none of that worked, she went ballistic. Threatened to ‘take care’ of us both.”

My radar went up. “Take care of you? How?”

“I have no idea,” Mary said with a shudder. “And I didn’t want to find out. I just figured I would lay low. I thought once Arthur and I were married, she would set her sights elsewhere. If she’d let me marry him.”

“Let you?”

She nodded. “I kept going back to what she said to Dexter. Well, what he said she said.”

“What did he tell you?”

Mary’s eyes locked on mine. They were wide with fear. “She told Dexter that if she couldn’t have him, she would make sure no one else could, either.”
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I left Mary, but I wasn’t on my way to confront Ruth.

I was looking for Aidan.

I had a plan. Sort of.

But I needed Aidan if I had any hope of being successful.

First and foremost, I needed a master key. I knew that several of the aides had keys in their possession around mealtimes so they could easily escort guests to the dining room. Locked doors made it more difficult—and more time-consuming—for them to get everyone there in a timely manner, so Anne had decided to keep a few keys available at the front desk for health care attendants to use.

We were getting close to lunch time, which meant Aidan might very well have a key on him. If he did, that meant I could get into Ruth’s apartment. Which led me to the second part of my plan.

I knew that Ruth’s apartment was filled with a variety of plants, and I’d made an attempt to see if I could match the leaves found on Arthur’s plate with any of the plants in her home. Considering I didn’t know the first thing about houseplants, I had obviously failed miserably. 

But Aidan would know what to look for.

And I had a sneaking suspicion that we would find the plant that had poisoned Arthur.

After my conversation with Mary, and the fight I’d overheard the night before, I was now convinced that Ruth just might be the person responsible for Arthur’s death.

She had a motive—a strong one, judging from what I’d seen and heard. She had a history of threatening behavior, if my interaction with Dexter was any indication. She’d been present when Arthur died. All that was missing was the physical evidence linking her to the actual crime itself. 

If Aidan could find the plant in Ruth’s apartment, I was pretty sure that would seal the deal.

I scanned the halls, looking for Aidan. Mohammed, another aide, walked by pushing a resident in a wheelchair. He smiled and the frail woman he was pushing offered a feeble wave. I couldn’t quite place her name.

I saw a flash of white down the hallway as someone disappeared into a room. Aidan. It had to be.

I hurried toward him.

And ran right into Denise, who was stepping out of the employee bathroom.

She looked at me with raised eyebrows. “You’re in an awful big hurry,” she said. Then in a low voice she added, “You ready to call the police?” 

“Not quite,” I told her. 

“You don’t have much time left,” she chided. “And you already know who did it!”

I just shook my head. “I’m almost ready. Just looking at a couple things.”

Denise’s eyes lasered into me. “I’d stick around and give you the third degree but I gotta get back to the dining room. We’re serving soon.” She gave me a pointed look. “You ever gonna eat there again?”

“What? Of course.” The heat rushed into my cheeks. “I’ve just been busy,”

She harrumphed. “Busy avoiding the dining room because you’re worried about getting poisoned.”

“That’s not true!” But I knew how feeble my protest sounded.

She set her hands on her hips. “Tomorrow, Sunny. Then we call.”

I nodded. 

She strode toward the dining room, but not without glancing over her shoulder a couple of times, fixing me with a disapproving glare.

I waited until she disappeared into the dining room and then sprinted down the hallway, hoping the person I had seen was indeed Aidan.

I breathed a sigh of relief when he stepped out of a resident’s apartment. I’d found him. But then I stopped. He didn’t seem to be accompanying anyone to the dining room.

He greeted me with a smile.

“Is everything okay?” I nodded toward the door he was closing.

“Oh, yeah. Miriam said she had a big breakfast so she isn’t going to lunch.”

“So where are you headed now? Do you have any more residents to check in on?”

Aidan pocketed the keys he was holding.  “She was my last one.”

I was sure my face lit up at the news. “Really?”

He cocked his head, looking a little puzzled by my reaction. “Uh, really.”

“Okay, that’s good news. I needed to hear that.” I clapped my hands together. “Look, I sort of need a favor.”

“A favor?”

I nodded. “You have the master key, right?” My eyes zeroed in on his pocket.

He patted his pants pocket. “Yes. Why?”

“I need you to let me into Ruth’s room.”

His eyes narrowed. “What?”

“We need to get into Ruth’s room. You and me.”

“Me?” He was staring at me like I’d sprouted a second head. “Um, I don’t exactly know what’s going on but I can’t just break into residents’ apartments...”

I nodded. “I know. And trust me, I wouldn’t ask under normal circumstances. But what’s going on isn’t normal.”

His eyes rounded. “Is she okay? Ruth?”

“She’s fine,” I said. “I mean, as far as I know.” I sighed and rubbed my hand over my face. “What I’m about to tell you is going to sound crazy. But I need your help. And I need it quick.”

His expression hadn’t changed and I was tempted to look in a mirror to make sure no new appendage had sprung up on my body.

I lowered my voice to a whisper, even though we were the only two people standing in the hallway. “Remember the leaves I gave you last week?”

He gave a slight nod.

‘”And remember how I said I found them on vacation?”

Another nod.

“Well, I didn’t. They were found here.”

“They were?” His eyebrows lifted. “Let me guess. In Ruth’s room?”

“No. On Arthur Grigg’s dinner plate.”

He covered his hand with his mouth, stifling the expletive he muttered.

“I don’t know anything for sure,” I said quickly, “but I’ve been trying to figure out if it was some kind of accident. Or suicide.” I paused. “Or murder.”

Aidan’s hands were on his hips and he was blowing out quick breaths. A sheen of sweat coated his forehead. “Holy crap, Sunny. Why didn’t you tell me all of this before? And better question: why haven’t you gone to the police?”

“It’s a long story.” He frowned and I added, “I’ll tell you it, I promise. But right now I just really need to get into Ruth’s apartment.”

“Can’t you ask Anne?”

I looked at him in horror. “Are you serious?”

He apparently thought better of his suggestion because he nodded and said, “Yeah, that probably isn’t the best idea.”

I glanced behind me. “Please, Aidan. It’ll take five minutes, tops.”

His hands drifted to his pockets and he stood there for a minute, his hands shoved deep, looking at me uncertainly. But then I heard the jingle of keys as he pulled them free.

“Fine,” he said with a sigh. “But you better explain everything the minute we get there.”
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Three minutes later, we were standing in front of Ruth’s apartment.

And Denise was with us.

“You gonna tell me what’s going on?” she hissed.

Ruth’s apartment was upstairs, which meant Aidan and I had no choice but to take the stairs near the dining room, especially because the elevators were filled with residents going to lunch. Denise must have seen us.

“I’m looking for new...details,” I said, remembering the words I’d used the other day when I’d convinced her to give me a little more time.

“At Ruth’s apartment?” Denise asked. “But...but you said it was Mary!”

“I never said that. I told you what I’d found out about her but that I wasn’t totally convinced. Which is why I wanted more time...”

Aidan interrupted us. “Can we hurry up?”

Denise fixed him with a stare. “I didn’t know you were in on this, too.”

“I’m not in on anything.”

Denise sniffed. “Well, you are now.”

I smiled reassuringly at Aidan, who was beginning to look a little pale. “Go ahead,” I said, doing my best to sound encouraging. “Open the door.”

He hesitated but eventually pulled out the key. I waited, my hands clenched tight as he inserted the key into the lock. It turned and he pushed the door open.

“What the...?” he said as I nudged him into Ruth’s apartment.

He surveyed the plant-filled living room with wide eyes. “How many plants does she have in here?” he asked.

“Uh, a lot.”

He approached a credenza filled with lush greenery and purple and pink flowers. “So many,” he marveled. “She has quite the green thumb.”

It appeared as though he’d forgotten the reason why we were standing in Ruth’s apartment.

“The leaves.” I touched his arm to get his attention. “Do you see the plant in here? The monkhood thing?”

Aidan immediately sobered. He straightened and then began a slow walk of the living room, his eyes drifting slowly over every plant.

He pointed. “There,” he said, his finger aimed at an innocuous-looking flowering plant sitting on top of a low bookshelf. Two succulents flanked either side of it, both with delicate pink petals.

Aidan crossed the room and lifted the planter it was in, and I had a momentary flash of a Catholic church I’d gone to once, a funeral, and the priest had lifted the goblet of wine with complete and total reverence. The way Aidan was holding the planter was oddly similar. 

“This is it,” he announced.

I was by his side in a flash. “You’re sure?” I examined the leaves but realized within half a second that I had no idea if they were a match or not. 

“Yes,” he said firmly. “This is a monkhood plant.”

Denise clapped her hands. “Well, that seals it. I don’t know what else you found out about Ruth but if she has this thing growing in her room, then she’s the one who did it.”

Aidan was still holding the plant, but now he was frowning. “Are you telling me that Ruth purposefully planted monkhood leaves in Arthur Grigg’s food? To kill him?”

“It sort of looks that way,” I admitted. 

He blew out a breath. “Why?” he finally asked.

“It’s a long story.”

“You said that in the hallway.” He gave me a pointed look before glancing at the watch strapped to his wrist. “Guess what? I have time.”

“Well, I don’t,” Denise barked. “I gotta get back to the dining room and serve them residents their lunch.” She yanked her phone out of her pocket. “I’m gonna call the police so they can start getting this mess sorted out.”

“Denise, wait.”

She glared at me. “I am done waiting. You said you needed more info and you found it. You are literally holding the murder weapon in your hands. It’s time to let the police sort out the details.”

“I will,” I said. “Just...we need to slow down. I want to make sure.”

Denise looked like she was ready to strangle me. “What on earth do you need to know? What more do you need to find?”

A shadow crossed the room and a voice asked, “What are you doing in Ruth’s apartment?”
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I’d never seen Denise move so fast when she saw Earl Lipinski standing in Ruth’s doorway.

“Earl,” I said, hoping the surprise in my voice sounded pleasant as opposed to alarmed. “What are you doing here?”

His eyes raked over all three of us. “I asked first.”

Denise was standing next to Aidan, her back toward us, blocking him from view. When she spun back around, she was holding his ID lanyard, a triumphant smile on her face. “We found it!” she announced.

Earl furrowed his bushy brows. “Found what?”

“His ID,” Denise said, waving the lanyard in the air. “He dropped off some meds for Ruth earlier this morning. Didn’t you, Aidan?” She nudged him with her elbow.

He blinked. “Uh. Yeah.”

“Realized he lost his ID and thought it might have been here in Ruth’s apartment. He knew she would be headed down to the dining room for lunch and he didn’t want to disturb her meal.”

Earl’s gaze bounced from me to Denise. “Why are you two here, then?”

I spoke up. “I noticed Ruth’s door was open. I thought she might have forgotten to close it. Or maybe that it didn’t latch when she left. You know what the heat and humidity can do to the doors sometimes.”

“And you?” Earl asked Denise.

Her eyes widened. “Uh, I was helping him.” She pressed herself closer to Aidan. “He’s...he’s a little near-sighted.”

“Where are your glasses?” Earl asked Aidan.

“He wears contacts,” Denise said quickly. “And one tore. Right?”

Aidan looked like a deer caught in the headlights but he somehow managed to give a faint nod.

I smiled brightly at Earl. “What are you doing here? Looking for Ruth?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Just here to water her plants.”

This was unexpected. “You take care of her plants for her?”

Earl chuckled as he walked into the apartment. “Hardly. I had a large vegetable garden at my old house. Lots of flowers, too. I miss growing things and when I found out how many plants Ruth had, she invited me up to see them. She told me I could come by and take care of them, help her water and such, if I wanted to.”

“Why don’t you have your own plants if you like them so much?” I asked. 

“Cat,” he said bluntly. “I have a cat that thinks every indoor plant is her own personal pasture.” He brightened. “But Ruth planted some grass for me.” He pointed to one of the windows in the living room, and I noticed a few small plant pots with tender green shoots sticking out of them.

“That’s grass?” I asked.

He nodded. “She doesn’t want me to take them until they fill out a little. Otherwise Molly will just tear the roots right out.”

It was probably safe to assume Molly was the name of his cat. 

“I see,” I said. I glanced around the room. Denise was sweating bullets and Aidan looked a little sick to his stomach. “Well, we’ve found the ID so I guess we should get going. Denise, they probably need you in the dining room.”

Earl picked up a small plastic watering can tucked under one of the end tables. He walked it into the kitchen. “I’ll let myself out,” he told us.

He turned the faucet on, his back toward us.

There was nothing left to do but leave Ruth’s apartment.

As soon as we were in the hallway, the apartment door pulled closed, Denise whirled on me. 

“I am calling. Now.”

Aidan was standing next to her, his eyes wide as he gazed down the hallway. “Now might not be the best time,” he murmured. 

“And why is that?” she snapped.

Wordlessly, he pointed.

We looked toward the staircase. Something that looked an awful lot like smoke was billowing slowly toward the ceiling.

“What in the world—?” Denise said, but she was cut off.

Because every smoke alarm in the building had suddenly chimed to life.
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I’d always wondered what I would do in a life or death situation.

Would I panic? Be paralyzed by fear? Dissolve into hysteria?

With sirens wailing and plumes of smoke rising to the second floor, I did none of those things.

Instead, I ran straight to the source. The dining room.

Of course, I don’t know if that was exactly heroic. Foolish was probably a better word to describe my actions. But Denise and Aidan followed suit, with Denise surging ahead, screaming, “The residents! We have to save the residents!”

I lifted the hem of my shirt to cover my mouth and nose as we descended the stairs. The smoke wasn’t burning my eyes, which was a good thing, but it was still hazy enough that it made it difficult to see.

Patty, one of the other dining room staff, was already guiding residents toward the front entrance. She had one on either side of her, her arms looped through theirs.

I skidded to a stop in front of her just long enough to ask, “What happened?” 

“Kitchen fire.”

I nodded and then hurried into the dining room, scanning the tables to see if anyone was still seated inside. The smoke was already beginning to dissipate, and I wondered if that meant the fire had been extinguished or if the smoke had simply shifted direction.

“I think everyone’s out,” Aidan told me. 

He was right. All of the tables were deserted. Through the haze, I found the clock on the wall. It was just shy of noon, which was when lunch was typically served. That meant most of the tables would have been full, or at least filling up.

“Where is everyone, then?” I asked.

Denise pointed. “Looks like they’re all outside already.”

The front door was just visible from where we were standing, and I could see a cluster of residents standing in a semi-circle around the entrance to the building. Some of them were standing behind their fellow residents in wheelchairs, their own hands firmly wrapped around the handles. My heart swelled. These residents had assisted their friends, helped them get outside.

Anne appeared in front of us, almost like a deadly apparition. “What in the world is going on?” she demanded.

I stared at her. What did she think had just happened?

“Looks like there was some type of fire,” Aidan offered.

“Yes, I can see that.” Her frown was deep. “Where are the residents?”

Denise pointed again. “Out there.”

Anne swiveled in that direction. The alarms in the building had already gone silent but a faint siren sound was growing closer. 

Fire trucks, responding to the call.

Anne glanced into the empty dining room but made no move to enter. “Anyone know where it started?”

Aidan arched an eyebrow. “I assume the kitchen?”

Her eyes narrowed behind the bright orange glasses she was wearing. They matched her red and orange-patterned blouse, which seemed like a weirdly apropos outfit for what had just transpired in the building.

Denise folded her arms. “Didn’t you hear the alarms going off?” she asked Anne. 

“Of course I heard them,” Anne snapped.

“And you’re just now coming to see what happened?” Denise couldn’t hide her incredulity. “Your office is literally across the hall.”

Denise pulled herself up, clearing her throat as she did so. “I...I was in the ladies room.” Her face was turning a startling shade of red. “I came out as fast as I could.”

I was not Anne’s biggest fan, but even I felt a little bad for her. Denise, however, apparently did not feel the same way. 

She gave Anne a withering look. “Well, it appears all the residents made it out just fine.” I could hear what she’d left unsaid. Without your help.

Anne took a deep breath. “I’m going to see how everyone is doing.”

“Good idea,” Denise muttered.

Anne walked toward the entrance.

And I heard yelling from the kitchen. 

“I don’t know how this happened!” someone wailed.

Not someone.

Lola.

I made my way toward the kitchen. The smoke was almost all gone, and I could see Lola standing in front of the industrial-sized oven, a fire extinguisher still held limply in her hand. Soot coated the top of the cooktop, but otherwise the damage seemed remarkably minimal, especially considering the amount of smoke that had filled the dining room and drifted up toward the second floor.

Denise pushed her way past me. “What happened in here?”

Lola was breathing heavily, her chest heaving up and down. She lifted the fire extinguisher, sort of pointing it at the range. “Dishtowel caught fire.”

A dishtowel had created all of that smoke?

Tears filled Lola’s eyes. “It was an accident.”

“I’m sure it was.” Denise was immediately sympathetic. She rushed to her side and put an arm around the distraught woman. Lola stiffened but didn’t pull away. “The fire truck just got here.”

“What?” Lola looked panicked. “Why? I put it out! It’s fine!”

Aidan and I exchanged glances. Why was she freaking out?

“I’m sure it’s standard procedure,” Denise said, frowning slightly. 

Lola dropped the fire extinguisher on the counter. It landed with a loud clank. 

“Are you alright?” Denise asked.

Lola started to nod but it soon turned into a hard shake of her head. “I...no.” She turned and fled.

“Poor thing,” Denise murmured. 

I was staring at the door Lola had run out of. “How do you figure?” 

“She’s clearly upset.” Denise gave me a stern look. “Have a little sympathy.”

I wasn’t sure why I should feel sorry for Lola, especially if she’d been negligent and had left a dishtowel on a burner. But I kept my mouth shut.

Denise clucked her tongue as she looked around the kitchen. “It could have been worse,” she said. “Much, much worse.”

Two firefighters rushed into the kitchen. One didn’t look much older than me. The other was probably in his early forties, with graying brown hair. 

“Looks like you had a bit of a fire,” the older one said, looking at me. I didn’t know why he assumed I was the one responsible.

“Not me,” I said quickly. “The cook.”

They looked to Denise. 

“Not me, either,” she told them. “She stepped out. She told us what happened, though.”

I took a few steps back and Denise approached the range with the firefighters, pointing out what was left of the dishrag and the soot that covered the range. Miraculously, the stainless steel appliance looked remarkably intact, and there appeared to be very little smoke damage to the room. The air, however, was probably another matter.

“What do you think is up with Lola?” I said in a low voice to Aidan.

He shrugged. “Probably just feels bad about the fire. She might not be cooking in here anytime soon, and I don’t even know if it’ll be safe for the residents to eat in the dining room, either.”

“Really?” I looked at him. “Just because of a small fire?”

He nodded. “I’m not an expert, but we had a small grease fire in my house growing up. Burned up the range and put all these noxious chemicals in the air from the burnt plastic. We were out of our house for weeks while it was cleaned.”

I gaped at him. “Seriously?”

“Yep. I imagine regulations might be even stricter for facilities like this,” he said. 

I cradled my head in my hands. “Oh, wow. I had no idea.”

“I could be wrong,” he cautioned. “It looks like the damage was pretty minimal. But still, they might need to do some air monitoring to make sure the air is safe, especially based on our population.”

I nodded. 

He glanced toward the front of the building. “I think I’m going to head outside, see how everyone is doing. You feel like coming?”

I hesitated. I did want to check on the residents, but I also thought someone should probably check on Lola, too. Her reaction made a little more sense now in light of what Aidan had just told me.

“I’m going to see if Lola is okay first,” I said. “Then I’ll be out.”

“Good idea.”

“Can you make sure Billie is alright?” I asked. “She’s...” I swallowed. I didn’t want to admit she was my favorite.

But I didn’t have to. Aidan just grinned and said, “Of course. I’ll find her, make sure she’s fine.”

He left and I went in search of Lola.

She wasn’t hard to find.

She was standing in the hallway, about twenty feet away from the back entrance to the kitchen. She had a phone to her ear and she wasn’t speaking.

I immediately wondered who was on the other end of the line. Her husband? Her best friend? I realized I knew absolutely nothing about her life outside of Oasis Ridge, but then again, she probably didn’t know much about me, either.

I stood and waited, unsure what to do. Standing there without her knowing felt a little like I was spying on her. Eavesdropping. But I also didn’t think it would be appropriate to announce myself, especially when she was so clearly in the middle of a conversation. And a part of me didn’t want to walk away, for reasons I couldn’t quite explain.

“You don’t understand!” she erupted.

I jumped and then quickly clamped my hand over my mouth, trying to muffle my startled squeal.

Thankfully, she didn’t hear me.

She just kept talking.

“I am screwed,” she said loudly, to whomever it was she was talking to. “I thought I was out of the woods!”

She was quiet for a minute, listening.

Then, “First that evil Arthur tried to get me canned, and now I have to deal with this. How is it that I take care of one problem and then another one pops up? Huh? Explain that to me!”

My mouth dropped open.

I was fixated on one thing Lola said, one thing that brought me right back to what I’d been thinking about before the smoke had blown me off course.

I’d been convinced Ruth was responsible for poisoning Arthur. Everything seemed to point to her.

But after what Lola had just said?

Now I wasn’t so sure.
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I hustled back to the kitchen before Lola could see me.

My heart was racing, and not from the spike of adrenaline the fire had created.

No, it was because I was fixated on Lola’s words.

Denise was still talking with the firefighters, and to my surprise, Anne was now standing with them. She spoke animatedly, using her hands, pointing to the stove and the wall closest to it. 

“...a professional cleaning crew is already on the way,” Anne was saying. “I’m confident we’ll have this kitchen back up to speed in no time.”

The older firefighter nodded. “It’s a good thing you had who you did in the kitchen. They managed to put this out before any real damage could occur.”

Anne’s smile looked forced, fake. “Indeed. We are very grateful for Lola’s heroism.”

I raised my eyebrows. Heroism? For putting out a fire she herself caused?

Denise noticed me. 

“It looks like everything is under control here,” she said. “I’ll go tell the residents we’ve ordered pizza for lunch and to head either poolside or to the activity room. We should be able to accommodate everyone between those two locations.”

“You’re ordering pizza?” I asked.

“No.” Denise jerked a thumb at Anne. “She is.”

She grabbed my arm and propelled me out of the dining room.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m going to tell them their cheese and pepperoni are on the way,” she said. “But first I’m gonna make sure you call the police. Don’t you go thinking I forgot what we were doing before all hell broke loose.”

“Wait.”

“No,” she barked. “No more waiting.” She lowered her voice and hissed, “We know Ruth did it!”

I stopped, yanking my arm out of her grip. We were almost to my office. “No, we don’t,” I said firmly.

Her brow furrowed. “What are you talking about? We found the plant!”

“Lola was on the phone.” I wasn’t going to beat around the bush and I wasn’t going to keep anything from her, either. “She said something odd.”

Denise folded her arms. “Oh yeah? Like what?”

I told her.

Her reaction was much the same as mine had been. 

Until it wasn’t.

“Let’s call the police and report them both,” she announced.

“What? No.” I shook my head.

“Maybe they worked together,” Denise said. She threw her hands up. “Maybe they worked with everyone. Maybe every single person in this building had a hand in killing that man. All I know is we need to report it. Now.”

“Denise!”

We both turned to look behind us.

Anne was hurrying in our direction.

“Oh, Denise, the pizzas are here,” she said. She looked a little frantic. “I need your help with getting it served. The last thing I need is for our residents to burn themselves handling hot cheese.”

“Hot cheese?” I echoed.

Anne nodded. “The cheese on pizzas can be extremely hot, especially for those with fragile skin.” 

I was pretty sure delivery pizza was going to be lukewarm, at best.

But I wasn’t about to say something that would prevent Denise from leaving me alone.

“You’d better go,” I said sweetly. 

Her eyes were like daggers. Friendly daggers, but daggers, nonetheless. “We are not done,” she warned. “This conversation is not over.”

Anne’s gaze flickered with concern. “Is everything alright?”

Denise opened her mouth but I talked over her. “Everything is just fine,” I said, smiling brightly. “Isn’t that right, Denise?”

“For now,” she practically growled. She stormed off, ready to intercept the dangerously hot pizzas.

“I have a restoration crew on the way,” Anne said to me. “Looks like a good wipe down of the kitchen is needed, and they’ll bring some fans and air ionizers to make sure the smoke particles are removed. We should be ready to serve breakfast in the morning, but dinner will have to be brought in. Probably sandwiches. I don’t recall what activities we have scheduled today but they may need to be modified.”

I hadn’t given a second thought to the schedule, and not just because of the fire.

“Of course,” I said with a nod. “Whatever we need.”

“I’m going to make sure everyone is situated with lunch.” She pursed her lips. “We may need some extra help today with the residents. There are bound to be a few who are out of sorts because of the kitchen mishap. I assume you’ll be willing to help as needed?”

I bristled at the suggestion that I might not be. “I’m always willing,” I said, forcing a smile. “I’m heading to my office but just say the word and I’ll do whatever needs to be done.”

She gave me a curt nod, and I didn’t know if it was just her way of trying to look professional or if she was upset with me for some reason.

Either way, I didn’t really care.

All I wanted to do was lock myself in my office and try to figure out what the heck was going on with Arthur’s case.

I let myself into my office and closed the door behind me.

I sank into my chair, sighing on my way down.

Arthur’s case.

I couldn’t believe I was referring to it as a case.

I wasn’t a detective.

And I still had absolutely no idea what had happened to him.

There were lots of dots to connect; this, I knew. I pulled a sheet of paper from my printer and picked up a pencil. Quickly, I jotted down what I knew about what had happened to Arthur, and who might have been responsible.

Should I have been working instead? Yes.

Should I have gone out to the pool or up to the activity room to make sure everyone was being taken care of with their new makeshift lunch? Probably.

Should I have tried to plan some impromptu activities for the residents, to keep them engaged and their minds off the disruption to their typical routine? Absolutely.

But still I sat there, my hand flying across the paper.

The way I saw it, there were three suspects. Well, four, actually, if I considered the one alternative Denise hadn’t ever mentioned.

Mary had been with Arthur the night he died. And she’d had a motive of sorts, if I believed that she was truly so mad at him over refusing to get married that she’d decided to kill him. 

But I had a hard time thinking this, especially after my conversations with her. Sure, she was upset that things had stalled out with Arthur, and she’d tried to move on and even feign indifference, but my most recent conversation with her had signaled to me that she hadn’t felt vindictive toward him. And now? Now she was just...sad.

Ruth felt like a stronger suspect. She had motive and she had access to the plant that had been found on Arthur’s dinner plate—even though she didn’t seem to know the first thing about the plants she had growing in her apartment. She’d also been at the scene of the supposed crime, since she’d volunteered to help serve when Patty was out sick. She really was the most logical choice if I had to name someone I thought most likely to have done the deed.

But then there was Lola.

The words I’d just overheard out in the hallway replayed in my head. She’d referred to Arthur as evil. And she said she’d taken care of him.

I stared at the pad of paper, thinking. That sounded pretty ominous to me, and it was about as close to a confession as we had. She clearly had motive, and she had access to Arthur’s food. She was there on the evening he died. The only piece was missing was her access to the plant.

But I remembered what I’d read about the plant when I’d searched online after meeting up with Aidan. It was a common plant in gardens. Granted, the sites did say that it could be difficult to grow in this part of Florida due to the hot summers, but it wasn’t impossible. Maybe Lola had some growing in her house or in her yard, too. 

I sighed. There was the fourth option, too, the one that I’d already thought about but that Denise hadn’t seemed to consider.

Maybe Arthur had done this to himself.

Aidan had said the leaves were supposedly bitter, so wouldn’t he have tasted it? He was always complaining about the food, so a newfound nastiness would probably have been a source of contention for him, to the point where he might have refused to eat it.

But if he’d purposely laced his food with the express intention of killing himself? I imagine he would have forced it down despite how awful it had been to tolerate.

It was definitely something to consider, but there was one big thing missing with that particular scenario.

Motive.

Why would Arthur have wanted to kill himself? There had been no evidence that he was sick or suffering from any type of mental or physical ailment. And even though he hadn’t wanted to get married, I doubted he would have taken such extreme measures simply to avoid tying the knot.

I rubbed my eyes. I was missing something.

I just didn’t know what.

Frustrated, I shoved the sheet of paper aside. 

I wasn’t just frustrated with the case.

I was frustrated with myself.

I did indeed need to focus. But I needed to concentrate on my real job instead of pretending to be a detective. 

And I needed to decide exactly what to do about what we did know, because I was well aware that Denise would be knocking down my door as soon as she had a free minute, demanding we call the police.

I reached for the closet file on my desk, determined to lose myself in something other than Arthur’s possible poisoning. A distraction might be good. Might help me focus my mind elsewhere so that when I came back to it, I might see it with fresh eyes. And I might have a better idea of how to handle Denise.

I scanned the contents of the folder. It was for a game night coming up in a couple of weeks, an idea I’d come up with called “Guess Who.” The idea was pretty simple. Residents who were interested in participating submitted a short bio with bullet points about their lives. Players would use these clues as a scavenger hunt of sorts, gathering them and trying to guess who each person was before they ran out of clues and ended up at that resident’s apartment. I loved the idea for its simplicity, but also for the connections it had the potential to create. Residents would learn more about each other, which was always a plus when living within a community-based environment, and they would also be on their feet or wheeling around in search of clues. Physical activity was something I often tried to encourage, but my options were limited, especially since Anne was always worried about injuries and liability. 

I thumbed through some of the sheets that had been turned in. There was one from Mary, and I read through her bullets carefully. She was a former schoolteacher. Forty-five years of teaching elementary-age children. She used to decorate cakes as a hobby, and then as a side hustle. Her pies and cookies had won blue ribbons at the county fair. No mention of a husband or any children. I now knew why.

Ruth’s form was next. Her list was long, mostly jobs she’d done. She really had been a jack-of-all-trades. Waitressing, of course. But she’d sold real estate. Taught ballroom dance. And worked as a tax preparer. 

She’d also been married four times.

I almost smiled. This did not surprise me.

I picked up the form underneath hers. It belonged to Earl Lipinski. 

I scanned his info, noting he was widowed and had both children and grandchildren. There was a mention of his love for gardening, which he’d told us when he’d found us skulking around Ruth’s apartment. I skimmed his work history.

I paused.

Re-read a sentence.

And then stopped cold.
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I went to the last person I should have gone to.

Denise.

I was headed to the pool, intending to check there first before heading up to the activity room, when I saw her in the dining area.

“Why aren’t you serving pizza?” I asked breathlessly.

“I’m grabbing napkins,” she said. She motioned to the cardboard box in front of her. “Residents didn’t like using the paper ones the pizza place brought so I’m moving these for dinner tonight.” Her eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be avoiding me for as long as you could.”

She lifted the box and started toward the exit. 

I blocked her.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I swallowed. “I...I found something.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you did. Probably something that points to yet another person, so we conveniently can’t call the police quite yet. Am I right?”

I wrung my hands. “Yes,” I admitted. “And no.” I shook my head. “I don’t know if it’s important or not. It feels important.”

“You know what I think?” she said. “I think we let the police figure all that out.” She huffed out a breath. “Which is what I have said from day one!”

“I know, but just hear me out.”

She glanced down at the box. “I need more, don’t I?” she said, mostly to herself. “We’ll need some for people eating in the activity room, too.” She turned and headed toward the kitchen.

I followed her.

“Denise, wait.”

She didn’t stop.

“Denise,” I said again.

She spun around. “I’m done listening. The only thing I want to hear you say is you’re calling the police. Because this needs to end.”

“It’s about Earl,” I said.

Her brow puckered. “What?”

“Earl,” I repeated. “Earl Lipinski.”

I could see in her expression that she didn’t want to ask.

But I knew she heard the desperation in my voice.

“Fine,” she said with a sigh. She settled the box on her hip. “What about Earl?”

I opened my mouth to answer.

But someone cut me off.

“Yes,” a man’s voice said. “What about me?”
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I let out a tiny scream.

Earl Lipinski was standing directly behind me.

He gave me a curious but friendly smile. “Is everything alright?”

I was speechless.

Denise, however, was not. “Don’t mind her,” she said, nodding at me. “She’s just babbling.”

I swallowed a couple of times, trying to regain my composure. All I could see were the words Earl had scrawled on the Guess Who activity sheet, the words that were now causing me to look at him in fear.

His eyebrows drew together, a look of concern on his face. “You don’t look so good,” he told me. “Is it the fire? Do you need to sit down?”

Wordlessly, I shook my head. 

He took a step toward me, and the man I’d always thought of as sort of a thin Santa Claus suddenly looked ominous.

“It was you,” I whispered, my eyes feeling like they were going to pop out of their sockets. 

He cocked his head. “What was me?”

“Sunny.” The warning in Denise’s voice was audible.

“You killed him, didn’t you?”

He sort of chuckled. “What?” He glanced uncertainly at Denise. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”

It was Denise’s turn to shake her head.

“You wanted to marry Mary because you’re in love with her,” I said. “Didn’t you?”

“Of course I love her,” he said agreeably. “She’s a dear friend.”

“No. You love her.”

He’d said so, right on the form he’d filled out. It wasn’t a bullet point, but rather something he’d erased from the bottom corner of the sheet of paper. Something that was still visible, in the right lighting and if one looked hard enough.

Mary Lipinski.

He’d written her name...but giving her his surname. 

It was something I’d done dozens of times in middle school, crushing on a boy and writing out my first name coupled with his last name. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He laughed nervously. “Maybe you have smoke inhalation? Can that make you delusional?” he asked, to no one in particular.

“You love her,” I insisted. “Admit it.”

“You are delusional. She was in love with Arthur. I only proposed to her because I knew how much she wanted to be married. And that...that man wouldn’t do it.”

“But you were in love with her first,” I said. “And you got mad at her when she turned down your proposal the other night.”

Denise had set the box down and was watching the exchange between us, her expression clouded, her lips set in a firm line.

“I got upset because she was denying herself something she wanted,” he countered.

But there was something else that I’d seen on his form.

Something that made me absolutely positive he was the one who had poisoned Arthur.

“What about the plants in Ruth’s apartment?” I said. I was feeling bolder now, the fear I’d initially felt upon seeing him abating a little.

“What about them?”

“Sunny,” Denise said again.

I held up my hand. “Earl had access to Ruth’s plants.”

“Uh, so did Ruth,” she said with a frown.

“But she didn’t know what any of them were!” I looked at my friend, pleading with her. “Don’t you see?”

“No,” she said frankly. “I don’t.”

“He’s a retired botanist.” Denise just stared at me. “He worked for years for a pesticide company. If anyone would know what was growing in Ruth’s apartment—and how to use it—it’s him!”

What I was saying finally seemed to register with Denise, because her eyes grew as round as saucers and her mouth dropped open.

I looked triumphantly at Earl.

He didn’t bat an eyebrow. “No one will believe you,” he said calmly.

“Of course they will.”

“No, they won’t.” His voice was pleasant; he was even smiling. “Not when I tell them I saw the two of you in Ruth’s room. Without Ruth’s knowledge.”

“So?” I said. “The staff here often go into residents’ rooms. And we had a valid reason for being in there.” I tried to forget that we’d fabricated our reason.

“And that I heard you discussing what you did to poor Arthur,” he continued, as if I hadn’t said a word. “Denise here was the one who slipped the leaves in his food.”

Denise gasped.

“And you...” Earl was still smiling but his eyes were cold. Hard. “You were the one who orchestrated it. Because you’d heard the rumors that Arthur was moving on to you next...after he was done with getting Lola fired. Everyone knew how much he hated all of the stupid activities you planned.”

I drew back as if he’d slapped me. His words stung, and not just the terrifying accusation he’d just fabricated.

I parroted his earlier words back to him. “No one will believe you,” I said weakly.

“Of course they will,” he argued, still smiling. I wanted to rip it off his face. “I’m a resident here. I pay good money and they can’t afford to lose me. But you?” He looked down his nose at Denise before turning his derision to me. “Dining staff and a lousy activity director so wet behind the ears that she can’t plan a single thing residents enjoy? You guys are a dime a dozen.”

My heart was hammering out of control.

I couldn’t look at Denise because I knew what she was thinking.

It was probably the same thought that was running through my head.

Earl had a story that would work.

We all knew it.

It would be his word against ours.

And his version would win.

“So,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Who has a phone handy? We can call this in now and get it over with.”

“I do.”

The three of us looked at each other.

And then we turned, almost in unison, to see who was standing in the back of the kitchen.
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“Great. Another peon,” Earl grumbled.

Aidan didn’t hear him.

“What’s going on in here?” Aidan asked as he strolled toward us.

“Nothing,” Earl said. “I came in to see if I could offer any help. Isn’t that right, ladies?”

I stared at him.

“No. That’s isn’t right at all,” I said. To Aidan, I said, “He’s fabricating a story about Arthur. He’s going to tell the police we did it, but I have proof it was him.”

Oddly, Aidan didn’t seem surprised by this news.

Earl tugged at his collar. For the first time since he’d shown up in the kitchen, he looked a little uncertain. “I’ll say you were involved, too,” he warned Aidan. “You were there with them. The three of you were in on it together. And...and...” he sputtered. “And you’re planning to injure other people, too. You set the fire intentionally. I saw you! All of you!”

Denise gasped again. 

Earl smiled triumphantly. “All three of you will take the fall.”

Aidan’s smile was just as bright. “You sure about that?” He held up his phone and Earl froze.

“You see,” Aidan said, “when you asked who had a phone, I volunteered. But what I didn’t tell you is that I’ve been recording this whole time.”

“You have?” I asked, hope blossoming inside of me.

Aidan nodded. “I got everything.”

Earl growled. “Give that to me,” he demanded.

Aidan chuckled. “Not a chance.”

Earl went apoplectic, his face turning a startling shade of purple. His mouth opened and closed several times, almost as if he were a fish struggling to breathe. 

And then he lunged at Aidan.

For a man in his seventies, he moved with surprising speed and agility.

He apparently caught Aidan off guard, because Earl landed on him and Aidan flew backward, with Earl landing on top of him on the floor. 

“Give me the phone!” Earl barked as he struggled to rip it out of Aidan’s hands.

I watched in horror, frozen in place.

I could tell that Aidan wasn’t fighting back. He didn’t want to hurt Earl; this much was obvious. But if Earl got ahold of the phone and managed to erase the recording, what did that mean for me and Denise? And Aidan?

I had to stop him.

The question was, how.

I looked frantically around the kitchen.

There were pots and pans stacked on a wire rack, and I knew there was a drawer brimming with knives.

The problem was, I didn’t want to hurt him, either. I just wanted the phone safely out of his hands.

My eyes finally lit on something that just might work.

My hand closed around the canister sitting on the counter. The metal was cold, and the canister itself was surprisingly heavy.

I shifted it into position and aimed, and hoped it had enough juice left to do what it needed to do.

A stream of white burst out of the extinguisher and directly at Earl. I didn’t know if it was the force of the propellant or the surprise of being hit with it that made Earl roll off of Aidan.

But I didn’t care.

Because Aidan leaped to his feet and the phone was still clutched in his hand.

I released the handle on the extinguisher. “It’s okay?” I asked him. “The recording?”

He glanced at the screen. “It’s good.”

Denise clapped her hands and a wave of relief washed over me.

Earl rolled around on the ground, groaning, but it didn’t sound like he was hurt. It was a groan of rage, of frustration.

I slumped against the counter, the fire extinguisher still cradled in my hands. 

“You did it,” Aidan said. “You figured out what happened.”

Denise cleared her throat. “Now can I call the police?” She was holding her own phone above her head.

I managed a weak smile. “Yes. Now you can call the police.”
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THIRTY TWO
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We’d found Arthur’s real killer, but I wasn’t out of the woods yet.

It was the next morning and I was sitting in Anne’s office, waiting for her.

She’d summoned me to see her as soon as I arrived, which I’d dutifully done.

And she wasn’t in her office.

I tapped the floor with my shoe, my knee bouncing in nervous anticipation.

We hadn’t had a chance to speak for any length of time after the police were called. There were statements to give, for Denise, Aidan, and me individually, and then they spoke to us as a group, as well. Anne was brought up to speed, and she immediately immersed herself in damage control, making sure she had a handle on all the details that were available so she could control the information that was bound to be circulated within Oasis Ridge and in the larger community, as well.

To his credit, Earl had immediately confessed when the police arrived. 

And I had been right.

He’d been in love with Mary since the moment he saw her, and he’d patiently waited those first couple of weeks, wanting to give her time to get acclimated to her new surroundings before beginning the courting process. But by that time, it was too late. Mary had met Arthur and had gotten it in her head that he was the man she was going to marry.

Earl had been devastated. And he knew, if he could just get Arthur out of the way, that he might have a shot with her. He and Mary had become good friends, after all, and he knew the primary reason she wanted to marry Arthur was simply so she could experience that type of commitment before she died.

He did have a liking for gardening, and he had left behind a large garden of his own when he moved to Oasis Ridge. His desire to putter around Ruth’s plants was real. But when he spied the deadly plant growing in her apartment, an idea formed. 

He could use it on Arthur. Get him out of the picture for good.

And Mary would be his.

He’d planned everything to the letter. Chose a meal that he knew would have many ingredients, and that would have enough flavor on its own to potentially mask the bitter taste of the leaves. 

The one thing I hadn’t been able to figure out was how he’d managed to serve it to Arthur. How had he gotten it into the enchilada?

The answer came from Earl. When Mary stepped out to use the ladies room, he’d sat down to congratulate Arthur. Knocked Arthur’s napkin to the floor and while he was leaning down to get it, Earl had sprinkled the leaves in the enchilada sauce. Arthur had been none the wiser.

The fact that he’d succumbed so quickly to the poison was still a mystery, but Aidan later explained to me that if Arthur had any underlying medical conditions, it could have exacerbated the effects of the plant. We wouldn’t know for sure unless an autopsy was performed, and I didn’t know if that was even possible at this point.

But none of those things really mattered.

What mattered was the fact that the person who had killed Arthur was now behind bars.

And I, thankfully, was not.

However, I was sitting in a different kind of prison.

Anne’s office.

I heard the sound of her footsteps before I saw her.

“Sunny,” she said as she closed the door behind her.

I watched silently as she rounded her desk and sat down in her chair.

She was wearing purple glasses today, paired with a lavender top.

“So,” she said, squinting at me. It looked an awful lot like a frown. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” she barked.

I felt my cheeks warm. “Um, well, I’m sorry about staying quiet about all of this. I just...Denise found the leaves on Arthur’s plate and I didn’t want her to rush to judgment without knowing what was going on. And I know it was irresponsible and I totally understand if this is something you feel needs to be disciplined but I just really want to say that I love my job and—”

“That’s enough,” she announced.

I swallowed nervously.

“I was going to say how pleased I was that you kept this quiet,” she said quietly.  

I gaped at her. “What?”

She nodded. “This had the potential to damage our reputation, both among our current residents and the community at large. It could have created mass panic here, knowing that one of the residents had been poisoned. You kept it under wraps, and you worked diligently to figure out just what had happened.”

I was speechless. I swallowed a couple of times, not sure I was able to speak. “Are you serious?” I managed to croak.

She gave me another slight nod. “That’s the good news.”

My heart dropped.

“What I am not pleased about is that you kept me in the dark, as well.”

I scrambled for a reason to give her. “I know, and I’m sorry. I really am. I just...I didn’t want to worry you. You have a lot on your plate and—”

“Save it,” she said.

I stopped talking.

A minute of uncomfortable silence ticked by. I stared down at my hands and I was pretty sure Anne spent the time glaring at the top of my head. 

“I’m giving you a warning,” she finally said. 

I looked up. “A what?”

“A verbal warning.” She looked down her nose at me. “I could do more, you know. I could fire you.”

I felt my pulse ratchet up a notch. 

And not from fear.

“You could fire me?” I asked. “Really?”

“Of course. You kept me out of the loop and you kept a very important secret from me.”

I'd had just about enough of Anne's covering her own rear end while trying to hold my feet to the fire.

“I mean, I could go talk to the newspaper,” I said. “Or maybe the TV stations. I'm sure they'd be interested in hearing more about what happened.”

She blinked several times. “What?”

“I'm just saying,” I said. “There's going to be a lot of interest in this story. I could probably drum up some more.” I stared at her. “Especially if I'm not wanted here.”

Anne swallowed and looked away from me for a moment. “The verbal warning won't go in your file. I'd just like you to follow procedure. That's all I'm saying.”

“Follow procedure. Sure. But, to be clear, nothing will go in my file?”

She shook her head. “No.”

It felt like a small victory. “Then I'm sure I won't need to talk to anyone else about what happened here.”

“Terrific. Just stick to your job. That's all I'm asking,” she said. “No more sleuthing. If something like this happens again—God forbid—you come directly to me. Understood?”

I nodded again.

“Alright, get out of here and go do your job. And send that friend of yours in.”

I stood from the chair feeling like I'd won the battle.

Denise and Aidan were both standing in the hallway. Denise looked like she was ready to pass out and Aidan was sitting on the carpet, looking as though he was playing a game on his phone.

“You’re up,” I told Denise.

She gulped.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “She didn’t fire me so I’m pretty sure your job is safe, too.”

She looked hopefully at me. “You think?”

“I know,” I said reassuringly.

She took a deep breath, straightened the hem of her shirt, and headed inside.

The door clicked shut.

I glanced at Aidan, still sitting on the floor.

He looked up at me and grinned. “Everything’s cool?”

“I think so. For now anyway.”

He pushed up against the wall and worked himself into a standing position.

“You know, I never thanked you for saving my life,” he said.

“I didn’t save your life.

He shoved his phone into his pocket. “Yeah, you did.”

“Pretty sure you weren’t in danger of being crushed by Earl Lipinski.”

“Not crushed,” he agreed. “But his elbows and knees were so bony, I thought he might puncture a lung or a kidney.”

I chuckled. “Whatever. Besides, if anyone deserves to be thanked, it’s you.” I immediately sobered. “If you hadn’t recorded our conversation, yesterday might have ended very differently.”

He shrugged. “Right place, right time.”

“How did you know to start recording?”

“It was just a feeling I had,” he said. “I’d run some meds up to a resident and was going into the laundry area to grab some sheets for the guest room, since Walter has family coming in this week. I saw Earl lurking by the kitchen door. Just standing in the dining room, which I thought was weird. So I went around back and was just about to grab the sheets when I heard his voice in the kitchen. He sounded...I don’t know. Evil, I guess. And I don’t know what made me think to start recording...but I’m glad I did.”

I smiled. “Me, too.”

“You did good, you know,” Aidan said.

“We all did. At the end of the day, the right person is behind bars for what happened.”

“Yeah, but none of that would have happened if it hadn’t been for you.”

I frowned. “I’m not so sure about that.”

“It’s true. You kept digging. You thought there was more to the story and there was.”

He wasn’t entirely right. I’d originally thought Denise was off her rocker when she suggested something sinister might have happened to Arthur.

“I guess,” I said reluctantly.

“Don’t guess,” he said with a grin. “Know. Know that you’re not just good at planning activities here.”

Earl’s spiteful words played back in my head. 

“Eh, I’m not so sure I’m good at that, either.”

Aidan put his hand on my shoulder. “You are,” he insisted in a soft voice. “And you’re good at something else, too.”

I looked at him.

He smiled. “You’re good at solving mysteries, too.”

I responded with a slow grin of my own.

Because I realized he was right.

I was pretty good at solving mysteries.

––––––––
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THE END
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“This is a really big boat,” Grace said. She tilted her head back and looked skyward. “Like, probably the biggest boat ever.”

“It is not.” Will frowned. “And it's not a boat. It's a ship.”

Sophie adjusted her sunglasses and looked at her brother. “Aren't ships and boats the same thing?” 

Will’s frown deepened. “Have you ever heard of a cruise boat? No, I don't think so. They aren't the same thing.”

“I seriously hope you fall overboard,” Grace said as she dropped her own sunglasses down over her eyes.

“Another family vacation will be fun, you said,” Jake whispered in my ear. “A cruise will be exciting, you said.”

I elbowed him in the stomach. “Stop it. This is going to be fun and exciting.”

“Does everyone have their hand sanitizer?” Emily asked. Her long brown hair hid her face as she bent toward her purse, apparently searching for her own bottle. “You should have it at the ready.”

Will shook his head at his sister. “Oh my god.”

We were in Ft. Lauderdale, waiting to board the largest ship in the Circus Cruise Lines fleet, the Stupendous. We'd arrived from Minnesota the afternoon before and had crammed all six of us into a single hotel room for the night. A long day of travel and close quarters had made everyone a little grouchy as we waited in line to board the ship. Standing in the Florida heat moving at a snail’s pace wasn’t helping anyone’s mood, either.

I knew Will was probably right. The Stupendous most likely was not the biggest ship ever, but it was still a marvel to behold. Maybe seven stories high, and the length of it vast enough that it made me think I'd get tired trying to run from one end to the other. The sides of the ship were so white they sparkled, and the massive tail thingy at the far end was gleaming red. 

“Mom, is it the biggest ship ever?” Grace asked, still looking upward.

“Not the biggest,” I told her. “But this is the biggest one I've ever been up close to.”

She stuck out her tongue in the direction of her brother.

“Do you think we can refill the sanitizer bottles once we get on board?” Emily asked. She’d found her bottle and squeezed a few drops on her hands. “TSA took my giant bottle yesterday and I really don’t think this is going to last me the whole trip.”

“We will find some,” I promised.

“Or we'll all just start puking our guts out,” Will taunted.

“That's not funny, Will,” she snapped. “Norovirus is real, and people get super sick on these cruises all the time. I am not getting sick.”

He rolled his eyes and held his phone up to take a picture of the ship.

“And oh my god, am I hot,” Emily said. She lifted her hair off her neck and turned to look at me. “Is my makeup running?”

“No one cares.” Will turned around to take a selfie with the ship in the background. “Literally no one.”

“It looks fine,” Sophie said.

Emily whipped out her own phone to inspect her face.

It was July and it was hot. Jake and I had talked about taking one last family vacation before Emily left for college. We'd knocked around several options and places before we'd struck on the idea of a cruise. We'd never been to the Caribbean, and when we looked at the prices for five days and our rooms and food, we really couldn't find a better value. We'd settled on Circus pretty quickly because they had a good reputation among traveling families and their cruises lined up with the dates we'd cleared on the calendar to travel.

“I'm not wearing makeup, but my face will probably melt if this line moves any slower,” Jake mumbled.

I elbowed him again.

We were in a line to board the ship, everyone pulling their roller bags, and it was a slower process than I could've imagined. We'd already checked in at the terminal and been given our ID cards for the trip, then escorted outside to wait our turn to board. The heat and humidity were a bit stifling, but I was hoping everyone would appreciate all of that as part of the experience. 

Wrong again.

The line of passengers finally started to move slowly over the gangway that carried us off the concrete platform and onto the ship. Families and senior citizens and couples and nearly every other type of person imaginable were in line with us. There was an energy buzzing around as everyone moved closer to the massive white vessel. 

A woman in her twenties, dressed in bright white shorts and a bright white short-sleeved blouse, came up next to us in line. Her smile exposed teeth as blinding as her clothing. “Hi, folks. I'm Trinity, one of the photographers on the Stupendous.” She was like a cheerleader on steroids. “Where are you guys from?”

“Moose River,” Grace said. 

“She means what state,” Will said.

“It's in Minnesota,” Sophie told the woman. “We're from Minnesota.”

“Oh, nice!” Trinity exclaimed. “I'll bet it's nice to get out of all that snow, right?”

“Well, it's July,” Jake said. “So, no snow right now.”

“Oh, duh, of course!” Trinity said with a laugh. “Well, I'm totally glad you're here. So how about I get a picture of the whole fam so you have a souvenir of you guys right before your fabulous trip?”

“No,” Emily whispered in my ear. “I look awful.”

“Absolutely,” I said to Trinity and ignoring Emily. “We'd love that.”

Jake chuckled, shook his head, and moved to the other side of the kids.

“Everybody say STUPENDOUS!” Trinity said, angling her camera in our direction.

Grace and Sophie yelled it out, while the rest of us sort of mumbled it under our breath.

“Perfect!” Trinity said, as she checked the back of her camera. She touched what looked like a phone attached to her hip and a small slip of paper slid out of it. She held it out to me. “There you go. You'll find the photo store just off the main atrium of the ship, and your photo will be there sometime after dinner tonight. You guys have an awesome time and I'm sure I'll see you on the ship!” She waved and moved back down to the line.

“When you get it, don't post it anywhere, alright?” Emily said. She was suddenly attached to my side. “I don't want that posted.”

“I'm posting it everywhere.” Will grinned at her. “Snap, Insta, freaking everywhere.”

“Mom!” Emily said, already wound tight. “He can't do that! Don't let him do that!”

“Settle down,” I said. “Both of you. We don't even have the photo.”

“And it'll probably cost a hundred bucks to get it.” Jake raised an eyebrow. “That's how it works.”

“We're getting on!” Grace cried. “We're getting on!”

The tension was momentarily defused as we crossed the ramp and stepped through the opening in the side of the ship into what was, most definitely, the biggest open air atrium I'd ever been in.

All of us were looking upward.

“Holy crap.” Will was about as effusive as he'd ever been. “This is huge.”

It was huge. The glass dome at the top was probably the highest point of the ship, and I felt like an ant beneath it. People hustled around us in the marble-floored atrium, pointing and smiling.

Jake looked around. “Where do we go?”

I started to tell him I had absolutely no idea when a woman wearing a uniform identical to Trinity’s approached us. She had short blonde hair and the compact body of a gymnast. She held an iPad in her hands.

“Hi, folks.” She grinned at us. “Welcome aboard! We are so happy to have you!”

“Uh, thanks,” Jake said. “Maybe you can tell us what we should do now?”

She nodded knowingly. “I absolutely can. My name is Erica Donigal and I'm the activities director here on the Stupendous. If someone can give me their ID card, we can get you moving in the right direction.”

Will immediately handed her his ID, which bore a striking resemblance to a credit card. She smiled at him, took it, and slid it along the side of the iPad. She nodded again and handed it back to him. “Thank you very much, Will. I assume these other five people are with you?”

“Not the tall girl.” He pointed at Emily. “She just—”

I put my hand over his mouth. “Yes. We are all together.”

Erica winked at me. “I thought so. Okay, so it looks like we've got you booked in one of our family suites up on the Pacific deck.” Her smile widened. “You are going to love this room. It's amazing.”

I frowned. “Actually, I'm not sure that's right. I think we booked two adjoining staterooms.”

“No, we didn't,” Jake said, smiling. “It's the family suite.”

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“We need space.” He shrugged. “And the cost difference was negligible.”

Erica nodded. “You will most definitely have space. It's really the perfect suite for a family your size.”

I kept my gaze on Jake.

He shrugged again. “I went back in and changed the reservation. It's fine. Surprise.”

“I hate surprises,” I said.

“You will love this one,” Erica said. She glanced back down at her iPad. “Daisy, right?”

I nodded. “That's right.”

“Jake made a good choice,” she assured me. “When you see it, you'll be happy. And if you're not, come talk to me and we'll figure it out.”

I really did hate surprises, but I didn't want to start out the trip with an argument. With her or with my husband. “I'm sure it'll be fine.”

Erica produced a thick brochure from her back pocket. “And because I'm the activities director, I'm going to give you this. It's a list of every single activity on the ship this week. You name it, we've got it. There are schedules and locations; everything you need to know is in here.” She held it out to Grace. “Can you be responsible for this?”

Grace grinned at her and took it, nodding.

“Okay, so bear with me for just a minute while I go over a couple of things with you and then we'll get you to your room,” Erica said.

She spent the next several minutes going over the times and locations of the meals, where we could find the port excursion schedules, and several other odds and ends about safety. 

“Okay,” she said when she'd finished. “Any questions?”

I could tell my troops were getting restless. “I think you covered it all, and I'm sure if we have questions, we'll come and find you.”

“Excellent,” Erica said, and it seemed like she truly meant it. “Now, to get you to your fabulous room.”

She pointed across the atrium and instructed us to take the elevators up to our deck. From there, we'd see signs that were easy to follow and would get us to our room.

“Will our bags be up at our room?” Emily asked. “I have two.”

“She tried to bring eight,” Will mumbled.

She glared at him. “Three. I tried to bring three. But I only brought two.”

Before Erica could answer, a very tan man with slicked back hair and a puffed out chest stepped between us and Erica.

“Excuse me, ma'am.” He pushed his sunglasses on to the top of his head. “We need some help. We've got a room issue that I need you to take care of.”

To Erica's credit, she was unfazed by the interruption. “Of course, sir. I'll be happy to help you as soon as I'm done with this family.”

He turned around, taking notice of us for the first time, which seemed nearly impossible. “I'm sure they understand. This is very important.”

“I'm sure you understand you just interrupted us,” I said coolly, not caring at all for his demeanor.

“Yeah,” Grace said. “It's rude to interrupt. Mom says that all the time.”

He glanced down at her with the same affection one might have if they'd just stepped in gum. “Well, your mom probably got the right room. I did not.”

“That isn't our problem.” Jake didn’t snap, but it was close.

The guy looked Jake up and down. He seemed to puff out his chest a bit more when he realized Jake was taller than he was.

“Emily, your bags will be up at your room within the hour.” Erica offered her a reassuring smile. “They may already be there, but if they aren't, they'll be there within the next hour. If they aren't?” She produced a business card and held it out to her. “Here's my cell number. Text me and let me know and I’ll find them and bring them to you.”

Emily reluctantly took the card. Probably worried it had germs on it. “Okay. Thank you.”

“And with that,” I said, glancing at the still irritated man, “I think we'll let you deal with...this.”

The guy practically glowered at me. “What's that supposed to mean?” 

“Let me know if you need anything,” Erica said. “You're going to love the ship and the cruise!”

I looked at the jerk of a guy standing in the middle of us, then smiled at Erica. “I'm sure we will. Thanks for all of your help. We are all very excited.”

“She was nice.” Grace’s voice was a stage whisper as we shuffled along toward the elevator. She glanced behind her, then fixed the type of glare she usually saved for her brother on the man. In a louder voice, she said, “See you later, Mean Man.”

“Close,” he shot back. “You got the two Ms right.”
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