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Chapter 1
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“So, what are you dressing up as?” Georgie asked her sister as they drove through rows of cornfields.

“For what?” Aleta replied.

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that,” Georgie huffed.

“Oh, Georgie, I think that it is about time I admit that I am too old to dress up for Halloween.” Aleta said. “Can’t I just enjoy the fall colors and football season and chili simmering in the crockpot without succumbing to the pressure that comes with picking a costume to dress up in?”

“As your older sister, I’m going to say no,” Georgie pinched her lips together.

“Two minutes, Georgie. Our entire life you’ve been telling people you are the older sister and it is by two lousy minutes,” Aleta chuckled. “And I don’t even know how true that is. If my memory serves, I don’t think mom ever talked about who came first. It’s always been you saying you came first.”

“She did say it. You were just always too busy thinking of yourself, like you are now,” Georgie replied. “I can’t believe you’d make me dress up for Halloween all by myself.”

“You always know that Stan will dress up with you. That was one of the cornier things he was always happy to do.”

“I can’t rely on my ex-husband to show up for trick-or-treaters. He might have to work.” Georgie pointed to a big billboard with a pumpkin-headed scarecrow painted on it. “That’s where we’re headed. Apple Harvest Orchard. Besides, Stan always wants to have a sexy theme like Hugh Hefner and a Playboy bunny or Han Solo and Princess Leia Slave Girl.”

“And what do you want to dress up as?” Aleta asked.

“Something scary. Halloween is the spooky time of year. The sun goes down earlier. The classic movie station runs scary movies all month. Witches, pumpkins, skeletons, black cats.”

“Can I just remind you that last year you decided to have your zombie theme and a couple of the parents trick-or-treating complained you looked too gruesome.”

“I was a zombie cowgirl. My face was blue and I had red lipstick on. Hardly what would induce nightmares.”

“For you and me, of course not. But for three-year-olds dressed like Thomas the Tank Engine or The Little Mermaid, it was a little over the top.” Aleta smiled, “Can’t you just wear a Halloween sweatshirt and call it a day?”

“And look like an old lady? Never.”

“Georgie, we are getting up there.”

“Speak for yourself. You’re the older sister.”

Aleta gasped and rolled her eyes. 

“I know what would be perfect! Bette Davis in Whatever Happened to Baby Jane. I’ll be Baby Jane and you can be her crippled sister. She wears normal clothes.” Georgie grinned and repeated for emphasis, “That would be perfect!”

“The normal sister is in a wheelchair.”

“I know a guy. A client. I painted a picture of him and his ferret, Reggie. His mother had passed and he kept her wheelchair.” Georgie smiled. “I know he’d let me borrow it.”

“Eww. Why is he keeping her wheelchair?”

Georgie looked out the windshield for an answer but came up with nothing. So she shrugged. “A keepsake?”

“Sort of a morbid keepsake.”

“Well, who knows, Aleta. Maybe he has his best memories of his mother while she was in the wheelchair. It might have been a very special time where they bonded and really communicated not just as son and mother, but as friends.”

“Or, he’s gone all Norman Bates and the wheelchair is just one of the many props he uses behind closed doors to wheel her dead carcass around the house,” Aleta shook her head.

“Hey, that would be a good theme, too. Norman Bates in his mother’s clothes and Norman Bates’ real mother all dried out and kindling-like.” Georgie nudged her sister with her elbow, “Good one, Aleta.”

“I wasn’t trying to come up with ideas, Georgie.”

“But isn’t that always when genius strikes?” She pointed down a desolate gravel road flanked by tall, crinkled corn stalks. “That’s the way to the Hopper’s farm.”

“Oh, your mega-client. How is that going?”

Georgie had met the Hoppers at the local farmers market. The tiny event had grown from just a few stands in a parking lot to a good-sized stretch of canopies. There were fresh fruits and veggies, handmade soaps, fresh herbs, as well as antiques, clocks made from slabs of tree trunks, and tie-dye shirts. At a small booth with hand-painted stemware, Georgie featured some of her pet portraits.

One of her clients, Mae Reese, painted unique designs on glasses and goblets she found at thrift stores. She had a Persian cat that Georgie did a stunning rendition of in charcoal pencil. As part payment of her fee, she made Georgie an offer she couldn’t refuse.  “We can share a booth, and maybe that will help us save some cash and get exposure at the same time.” 

Georgie jumped at the chance. She always thought the booth space at the market was too steep for anyone looking to make just a few extra dollars. But she wanted to showcase her artwork. This was a win-win, even if she just got one new client. And did she.

The Hoppers owned a farm where they raised corn and soybeans. They had a small stable of animals that were more like family than livestock. It included a milk cow, a goat, a horse they rescued from the glue factory, some ducks, and a prize-winning pig by the name of Cleopatra. They commissioned Georgie to do pictures of them all.

“I just finished a great painting of Dorsey, their horse. They rescued him from a farm that was going bankrupt. He’s like a faithful dog. He rubs his head against both the Hopper’s heads when they come near him. He jumps up and down when Mr. Hopper comes to the stable. It’s really something to see.”

“And how many more animals do they want you to paint?” Aleta asked.

“Well, let’s see.” Georgie tapped her chin, then repeated the long list of animals to Aleta.

“They named their pig Cleopatra?”

Georgie laughed. “They did. I have to say that for a pig, the animal really is exquisite. I’m looking forward to painting her. She’s got these fantastic folds over her face like a bulldog, yet she’s as pink as a seashell. Very beautiful.”

“So how many times did you have to drive out here?”

“A handful of times. That’s how I saw the signs for the apple orchard. My gosh, how long has it been since we went to an apple orchard?”

“I think kindergarten,” Aleta laughed.

“This is something we should make a yearly tradition of.”

“Didn’t you ever take the kids?”

“Those three monsters loose to pick their own apples?” Georgie huffed. “No way. I think they went with school once or twice.”

“Is that a sign for the turn-off?” Aleta pointed to a sign coming up on their right. As they got closer, they saw a sign advertising Betty’s Bed & Breakfast.

“It’s got to be coming up soon,” Georgie said as they drove. 

It took a matter of minutes after passing the final row of cornstalks for the fall finery to emerge on both sides of the road. It was as if they suddenly drove into an autumn painting filled with rustic orange, brilliant gold and rich red leaves on the trees and blanketing the ground. Poised against a gray sky, the colors bloomed across the trees, lining the roads and back against the rolling hills as far as the eye could see. 

Finally, a quaint wooden fence appeared on either side of the road. Bright orange pumpkins dotted the ground every couple of feet leading up to the sign that read “Welcome to Apple Harvest Orchard”.

There were arrow signs pointing this way, indicating where the public parking was located, which was the way to their general store, their hayride route and a map of their cornfield maze.

“This is exciting!” Aleta beamed. “How many apples do you think we need?”

“I don’t know. I say we pick until we can’t carry any more,” Georgie laughed. “We’ll make apple pie, apple cake, oh, and apple breakfast bars. I saw a recipe on the Internet. I can make a little apple sauce for Bodhi.”

“That dog is the epitome of spoiled.”  

“A little apple sauce with no sugar will be a nice treat for him. He doesn’t like to be left out,” Georgie said. “He sat so still for a drawing I did, I got every wrinkle and whisker just perfect. I tried watercolor for the first time. It was fun.”

“I don’t think there is a pug owner in the state who has as many pictures of their dog around their house as you do,” Aleta smiled. “Do you know what Bodhi will be going as for Halloween?”

“Stan says a bumblebee. But I think that is too cliché,” Georgie waved her hand and shook her head. “It depends on what Auntie Aleta and mommy will be going as. If we went as Mother Bates and her sister, we could put an aluminum foil showerhead on his harness!” Georgie gasped and clapped her hand over her mouth.

“Okay, I’ll admit that sounds very cute,” Aleta said grudgingly.

They followed the directions from the workers in the orange vests, who waved them into a large gravel lot and showed them where to park Pablo, Georgie’s ancient Volkswagen bug, at the end of the row. 

“Do you think I’ll need my sweater?” Aleta asked.

“Well, let’s see. You’re wearing your thickest LL Bean wool pants, a turtleneck with a coordinated flannel shirt and your waterproof, insulated duck boots. I’m suffocating just standing next to you.”

“Very funny,” Aleta shut the door, leaving her sweater behind. “What about you? Expecting to see a catwalk down one of the rows of apple trees?”

“For your information, I’m wearing last years red rubber gardening boots. These leggings are actually made for horseback riding and my sweater was found in the men’s department of the Salvation Army thrift store.”

“And your rabbit fur vest?”

“It’s faux, and I got it from a lady who had me paint her Maltese two years ago.” Georgie said, lifting her chin as she slung a red purse across her chest. 

“Two years ago? How come I never saw it before?”

“I forgot I had it. It was buried in the back of my closet.”

“Jimmy Hoffa is probably buried in the back of your closet. You have too many clothes.”

“I didn’t know there was such a thing. Look,” Georgie pointed. “I think that’s where we check in and get our baskets. Uh oh! They have some ghosts outside the entrance. Look, a witch. I think that might be a zombie. Oh dear, I do hope that isn’t too scary for you. I didn’t bring my smelling salts.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of being annoying?”

“Nope,” Georgie linked her arm through her sister’s. They walked to the entrance, laughing as a delicious fall breeze gently blew from the northern side of the orchard carrying the sweet smoky smell of burning leaves.
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“All right, ladies. Here are three baskets for you,” said the young girl wearing an Apple Harvest Orchard sweatshirt and blue jeans. “You just fill these up, we’ll weigh them when you are finished, and you pay as you leave. However, we encourage sampling, so feel free to taste one or two varieties along the way.” She smiled, showcasing deep dimples. 

“Thank you. We will,” Georgie replied as she grabbed two of the empty baskets and handed the third to Aleta. “You want to go grab a cider before we get started?”

“That sounds like a very good idea.” 

The sisters walked through the general store that not only had bushels of apples to buy but also bright orange pumpkins and decorative corn stalks. It was almost impossible not to enjoy the smiling scarecrows and Halloween signs that read Eat, Drink and be Scary, Trick or Treat or Something Witchy This Way Comes.

There was a small courtyard with seats and tables right next to the sign that read “Fresh Apple Cider”.

“I’ll get the cider,” Aleta said as Georgie took a seat. 

She went up to the window, and the next thing Georgie knew, her sister was smiling, laughing and hugging the man serving her the cider.

“I hope she gets it for free with all that hoopla,” she muttered to herself. 

After almost ten minutes, Aleta returned with two hot ciders and slices of pumpkin pie.

“Yikes. What was that all about?” Georgie asked.

“That was Marvin Singer. He was a client of mine for many years,” Aleta gushed.

Marvin wore an Apple Harvest Orchard sweatshirt just like the young lady at the entrance, except his was stained, ripped and frayed like it had seen several very rough seasons. His head was bald, but he had a snow-white halo of hair around the sides and back of his head.

“He got an inheritance from some family member that was pretty significant; then we did a few things with it, making him quite a comfortable nest egg.”

“That’s nice. It has to make you feel good to see an old client who is happy with your work.” Georgie took a bite of pumpkin pie, “Is he married?”

“Why, are you looking for a new beau?”

“Bite your tongue. I was thinking for you.”

“He’s a widower,” Aleta said. “He and his wife had been married for over thirty years. She died a few years before he came to me. The guy has been living on his own for a while.

“That should make you feel proud that you helped him in his golden years.”

“It does. He said he’s very comfortable and works four different seasonal jobs throughout the year just to stay busy and get out of the house. This is his third year at Apple Harvest Orchard.”

“What a great idea. Just seasonal jobs for every season.”

“Yeah, I thought so too. He said that he might have to look for a new fall gig because there were rumors going around that the owners of the orchard were going to sell.”

“That would be too bad,” Georgie finished her pie in three bites.

“How’s the pie?” Aleta teased.

“It’s good.” 

The sisters chatted for a little longer before taking their bushels and heading out to the orchard. The crisp air held the sweet smell of apples. Just a short distance from the apple orchard’s general store was rows and rows of apple trees. The ground was covered with leaves. Thick, brown branches were loaded with fruit. Beneath their boots, the path was soft and moist.

Bouncing back and forth between the rows were children shouting happily as they stretched and reached for apples. Adults watched them as they talked, laughed, and enjoyed the peaceful setting. Scattered throughout the orchard were more pumpkins, hanging ghosts, and scarecrows.

“What apples do you want to pick?” Aleta asked. 

“Well, part of me says don’t mess with tradition and grab some Granny Smiths for the pies. Red Delicious would also be a good contender. But those Honey Crisps are calling out to me. I think they would add a wonderful tanginess instead of the tartness of the grannies.”

“You’ve really thought this through,” Aleta said.

“We’re talking about apple pie here, Aleta. This is not a topic to be taken lightly.” Georgie pointed down the row of apples. 

“Maybe we should mix them up,” Aleta bounced her eyebrows.

“Sometimes you astound me with your brilliance,” Georgie gasped and grabbed her sister’s arm. “I think that sounds perfect.”

During their hunt for the perfect apples, Georgie and Aleta talked about their kids, about what they’d watched on television, about books they wanted to read, desserts they were planning to try. They reminisced about William, Aleta’s wonderful husband who had passed away from cancer several years ago.

“He would have loved this,” Aleta mused. “Wandering down the rows of trees and watching people. He’d probably just pick an apple and eat it while he walked and let you and me do all the picking.”  

“Probably. Stan would be busy trying to get me to climb a ladder so he could check out my backside,” Georgie grumbled, making her sister laugh.

“That’s not a horrible thing for a husband to do,” Aleta assured Georgie.

“A husband, no. An ex-husband? It’s a little annoying.”

“Well, Georgie, when you dress the way you do, you are sort of asking for it,” Aleta laughed. “You can’t begrudge a man who acts like a man.”

“Thanks for not being on my side.”

“I can’t help it. I like Stan and I think you guys should get back together. Maybe not get married again, but start slow. Courting.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. I’d get the feeling he’d be undressing me with his eyes all the time.” Georgie tugged at the collar of her vest, pulling it across her bosom as if she were not comfortable revealing too much skin.

“Well, it isn’t over until it’s over,” Aleta laughed.

Just then, two women came stomping past the Kaye sisters.

“I can’t believe they would do something like that. There are children here.” One woman with a hot pink headband said to her scowling friend who was dressed head to toe in denim. 

“I know. I remember when Halloween used to be a fun holiday. When did it get hijacked by horror?” Denim jacket asked, angrily.

Georgie took a step towards the woman and was about to speak, when Aleta pulled her back. 

“No, Georgie.”

“Didn’t you hear what she said? Hijacked by horror? Does she know the history of the holiday?”

“There is one thing being familiar with kids wearing scary masks to scare away Satan’s minions. It’s another to see gory zombies or killers with chainsaws.”

“I didn’t see a single chainsaw when we walked in.”

“No, neither did I, but we haven’t seen the whole place.” Aleta added a few more apples to her bushel.

“Well, let’s pay for our apples and explore the grounds. I’d like to see the rest of the place, wouldn’t you?”

Aleta nodded. It was with some skill that they managed to carry three bushels toward the checkout. Aleta carried one basket slung over her left arm while Georgie had another one slung over her right arm. The twins shared the load of the third basket, carrying it between them. As they headed back in the direction of the general store, they heard a scream. Then another and another.

“What in the world is going on?” Aleta asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s coming from where that big barn is,” Georgie pointed to the bright red structure that had a crowd quickly growing around it.
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“What’s the problem?” Georgie asked, looking around for an injured person, or a fire, or something to explain why there were people gasping and running away, and even crying. 

One teenager nudged his buddy and pointed up.

“That’s a dummy,” the one boy said.

“No. It isn’t. Look at the hands,” his friend replied.

“Whoa! That is a real dude!” 

Georgie and Aleta both looked up to see the body hanging from the peak of the barn. With all the Halloween decorations scattered throughout the orchard, he was certainly easy to miss. As much as Georgie liked a ghoulish décor, even she had to admit a man hanging from a noose was a little on the morbid side for the orchard. 

Within minutes, the chugging of a cherry picker could be heard as it approached the barn. A man in blue jeans and an Apple Harvest Orchard sweatshirt was steering it using the joystick on a panel in the basket he was riding in.  The basket was on a long arm that could stretch up almost thirty-five feet in the air. 

Carefully, the machine was maneuvered under the body. Slowly, the accordion-style arm stretched up towards the hanging body. The man could be heard gasping and then choking as he struggled to cut the body loose. Gravity pulled it into the basket with the man, and the body dropped with a sickening thud.

By this time sirens were fast approaching from the road Georgie and Aleta had driven down.

“This is the kind of stuff that happens on television,” Georgie whispered. By this time, many of the people who had come to the orchard for a day of fun were quickly darting off to their cars, leaving their bushels of apples, or pumpkins, or gourds behind. Even the two boys, who were, at first, morbidly interested, had opted to join their family, quickly explained what seemed to be happening and followed their mothers back towards the parking lot.

As the cherry picker maneuvered to a safe area away from the remaining visitors, a dozen people in Apple Harvest Orchard shirts came running from several directions. Most of them had walkie-talkies, having probably been stationed at various places on the property to assist visitors. Now, they were all collected near the barn, none of them talking but instead just looking on in shock.

“I wonder how long he’d been up there?” Aleta asked.

“Oh man, I hadn’t even thought of that. It could be a lot more gruesome than we realized,” Georgie said as she inched her way closer to the action.

“You are going to try and look, aren’t you?”

“Aleta, a man hung himself in a very public place. Most people who really want to off themselves do it privately. This guy was sending a message, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, a message that he didn’t want to live anymore.” Aleta was ready to be on their way to the General Store.

“I think it was a little more than that.”

“I hate to say it, Georgie, but people want attention for doing the most ridiculous things. Why should suicide be any different? He probably documented everything leading up to the actual hanging. I’d put my money on a broken heart. Someone broke-up with him and he saw no reason to go on. That happens a lot.”

“You could be right,” Georgie nodded. “Wait here. I’m going to inch my way up and see what I can hear.”

“You’re going to see what you can hear?”

“You know what I mean,” Georgie shushed and slowly, but expertly, inched her way almost into the inner circle of employees that were around the body that had been carefully laid on the ground by the man operating the machine. Only one woman was crying. She was an older lady about Georgie’s age. The rest looked like they were in shock. 

Looking at the face of the person pulled from the peak of the barn, Georgie guessed he hadn’t been there too long. There were no bug bites that she could see, and even though he was up high, ants might have found him. Plus, his clothes were clean, except for some dirt around the elbows and shoulders. But, if he did this himself, he probably got a little dusty getting up to the peak of the barn. 

His face was blue and swollen. His lips jutted out like he’d gone a couple rounds with a heavyweight fighter. Sadly, his eyes were bulging open, staring off into forever, seeing nothing of the pain of the people around him. What he was seeing now Georgie shuddered to think.

Shutting off the part of her that thought of her own children at times like this, Georgie tried to focus on anything that might shed some light on the situation. 

The rope was a regular rope found in every barn in America. He had scratches on his neck. Georgie couldn’t tell if they were from the rope or something else, but she made a mental note of them.

“How could he do this?” one woman whispered.

“I don’t know,” another replied.

“Has anyone contacted Xabat or Charlotte?” another man asked.

“I just called the police,” one girl replied. 

“I don’t think I can do it,” a man standing next to her said.

“Mike, maybe you should do it,” a woman suggested, looking at the man who’d just cut down the body.”

“I don’t think I can.” 

Good for you, Mike. Georgie thought, reasoning it would hardly be fair that he had to call someone and let them know about this nightmare.

“I’ll do it, Mike,” a handsome woman with short black hair and weathered skin patted him on the shoulder, pulled out her cell phone, and walked away from the group. It was obvious, from her body language, that she was having a hard time relaying the message. Georgie felt bad for her and casually shuffled her way back to Aleta.

“Did you hear anything?”

“Not really. These people all liked whoever this fellow was. They are all in a state of shock,” Georgie said, just as a slew of police cars pulled up along with an ambulance. It was a little too late for that.

Before long, the officers had thinned out the crowd. Most of the police were questioning the employees, including the man who cut the poor fellow down, a few bystanders who first noticed the gruesome decoration, and a couple of people who watched the event unfold. 

Georgie looked around the area. The pumpkins and spider and ghost decorations looked depressing after all this. The gloomy sky added to the heaviness of the situation. Funny that the sound of tractors in the distance, and maybe a couple of cawing crows, was all she could hear. People were talking. Some were crying. But other than that, she was sure she could hear a needle falling in a haystack.

“This is going to be tough,” Georgie leaned over to Aleta. “This place is how many acres long? There could be clues anywhere.”

“You’re saying that like you believe it’s a murder and not a suicide,” Aleta mumbled, so as not to be overheard. “What makes you think it was foul play?”

“A couple of things are suspicious. But, that over there, is a dead giveaway,” she pointed to a familiar figure that was slowly approaching.

“It’s funny how you and Stan keep finding each other in the strangest places,” Aleta tilted her head to the left and folded her arms across her chest.

“That didn’t take long,” Georgie said, and then pinched her lips together and looked her ex-husband up and down, shaking her head in disbelief. “Since when does your precinct cover this suburb?”

“I should have known I’d find you two here,” Stan said, as he stepped up to give his ex-sister-in-law a peck on the cheek. “Aleta, you look like you’re ready for some cooler weather.”

“I wasn’t ready for this,” she said, pointing to the body and then patting him on the shoulder.

“And Georgie, you’re looking lovely as usual.”

That was it? Usually Georgie got some kind of double entendre or at least a look loaded with desire from her ex-husband. But this was all business. Georgie wasn’t sure she liked this new type of greeting from Stan.

“As for why I’m here,” Stan continued without missing a beat, “The sheriff’s department at this end of the county paired up with my precinct as sort of a sister-precinct for some of the more intricate crimes. Or when half the staff is off on vacation, like they are now.”

“Stanley? Do you mind if I get started?” a female voice came from behind the trio. “I don’t want to get in your way like on the Hollis case.”

Stan chuckled and blushed for a moment.

Georgie was not amused.
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“Before you get started, Maggie, come here for a second,” Stan said, smiling more at Aleta and avoiding Georgie’s curious gaze.

“Yeah?” the woman who joined them chirped happily, flipping her shoulder length brown hair behind her. It was streaked with silver and she wore almost no make-up. Her cheekbones were high and her brown eyes twinkled.

“Maggie, this is my sister-in-law Aleta Kaye. Aleta, this is Maggie Hoffentop.”

“Hi. It’s nice to meet you,” Aleta replied politely as she sized the woman up.

“And this is Georgie, my ex-wife,” Stan said, flatly.

“Hello,” Maggie said extending her hand to Georgie.

“Hi, Maggie. Nice to meet you,” Georgie accepted her hand, pleasantly.

“She’s the new crime scene photographer. She’s shadowing me on a couple of cases while she gets used to how we do things at the Ninety-Sixth.”

“Really?” Aleta said, sensing her sister’s uneasiness.  

“So far it’s been quite a ride. But Stanley’s very patient as I learn the ropes. It’s not exactly what I expected when I got my degree in art, but it pays the bills,” Maggie smiled.

“Georgie is an artist, too,” Stan said, making Georgie’s blood boil. “She paints pet portraits.”

“How cute,” Maggie added. Even Aleta had to roll her eyes. What was Stan doing? Didn’t he see this going south right off the bat? “Where did you go to school?”

“I’m self taught,” Georgie said. “I was too busy raising our three children when Stan left to dig for gold to go to college.”

“Stan. I think one of your officers is looking for you,” Aleta pointed at a random couple of uniformed policemen and smiled.

“Oh, okay. Well, I better... I mean we better get back to work,” he looked at Georgie and raised one eyebrow quizzically. “We’ll talk later... right?”  

Georgie smiled but said nothing. Maggie, perhaps sensing the tension that had suddenly come up and had nothing to do with the dead body, nodded and left with Stan.

“Take it easy,” Aleta said, slipping her arm through Georgie’s.

“Can you believe that?” Georgie hissed.

“They just work together, Georgie. It just means they work together.”

“Really? How cute. Where did you go to school? And Stan telling her I paint pet portraits.”

“Well, Georgie, that is what you do.”

“Aleta don’t tell me you didn’t hear the condescension in his voice. Didn’t you hear it? Because I heard it and I’m not prone to hearing things.”

“Okay, maybe just a little, but that woman is going to have an extremely tough act to follow if she’s going to try and date your ex-husband.”

“Do you think they are dating? Who does that? Who dates people they work with?” Georgie clenched her jaws. “And did you see that handshake? Limp. Like holding on to a dead fish. She’s probably one of those Earth-mother types who talks to trees and gets mad at kids for taking rocks or feathers as souvenirs from a nature preserve. You know the type.”

“I do and you might be right. Or...” Aleta said carefully.

“Or what?”

“Or she might be a nice lady that Stan is attracted to. As his first and only true love, you should be happy for him.”

“How could he be attracted to her?”

“I don’t know, Georgie, some people like spinach. But it was pretty obvious from the way he was behaving that there was something going on between them. Maybe not a full-on romance, but an interest, for sure.”

“This is too much. Come on. Let’s get a closer look at that body.” 

Stan stood looking at the body the staff had laid out a few feet from the barn entrance. Maggie had disappeared inside the barn in order to get pictures of the steps, the inside, and the remaining ends of the rope.

Georgie was careful not to stand too close to Stan. She didn’t want to seem clingy, or even remotely interested in him or his weird photographer friend. In fact, she would have preferred that Aleta take the reins on this one and ask all the questions, but that wasn’t going to happen.

“So, who is he?” Georgie asked Stan. Her words felt like blocks of wood in her mouth, and she couldn’t even be sure it was her voice that was speaking. 

“His name was Tony Beaumont,” Stan rubbed his stubbly chin. “He was the fiancé of Veronica Slute, daughter of Xabat and Charlotte Slute. They own this orchard.”

“Oh no,” Georgie felt bad. She couldn’t tell how old the man was since the hanging had altered his features. But judging by his hands, she didn’t think he could have been that old. “Have the future in-laws seen this yet?”

“No. Not yet. According to the staff they’ve been notified. Xabat was out in the orchard and Mrs. Slute was at the house doing paperwork. They’re on their way.”

“What do you think?” Georgie asked, watching her ex-husband’s expression. When he turned to her, he smiled. It was a weird smile that held no lustful longings and no smart-ass remarks. It was like a pod person had replaced him.

“Georgie, I think you should know that Maggie and I...”

“Are getting married? Great. Now, I’d like to know your thoughts about poor Mr. Beaumont here,” she snapped, without missing a beat.

“No! What? Are you crazy? No, we aren’t getting married. Come on Georgie. You go from zero to eighty in two seconds, making it impossible to talk to you.”

“Yeah, well, at least when you want to talk to me, I don’t just head off for the Rocky Mountains with a pick, an ax and a gold sifting pan.” Her words were like daggers.

“See, I wanted to do the right thing, but there you go. You’re going to punish me for leaving you. I get it. But I’ve been back from California for a long time. I’ve made my intentions clear and you’ve said no. What am I supposed to do, Georgie?” he shifted from one leg to the other. He was wearing his prospecting cowboy boots and faded jeans that fit him just right.  

Looking him up and down, Georgie grumbled to herself, realizing that she wasn’t being reasonable. It wasn’t her fault that she was behaving this way; it was something about Stan’s blue eyes, so big and beautiful. “Stan, it doesn’t matter. Whatever you are doing is between you and her. I’m not part of it.”

“Georgie, of course you are. You’re the mother of my beautiful children. We’ve spent so much of our life together.”

“And just enough of it apart to know that works better.” Georgie was furious. She wanted to make a scene there and air all of Stan’s dirty laundry, but what good would that do? It would just make for an awkward situation that was much worse. As petty as it sounded, he brought this on them, not her. She didn’t want to be to blamed for any of this argument if she could help it.

“Maggie and I have gone out a couple times. Nothing serious. Just two people enjoying each other’s company.” He shook his head and looked down at the ground. “I just thought you should know. That’s one thing, Georgie. I’ve never lied to you in all the time we’ve been together, or apart. I don’t ever plan on starting.”

“Fine. So tell me, Honest Abe, what do you think happened here?”

“I think there was a death,” Stan ground out. 

Before Georgie could think up a smart come back, Maggie emerged from the barn. 

“Excuse me,” she bustled in front of Georgie and took Stan by the arm. “Stan, I think you should see this.” She pointed to the barn.

“What is it?” Stan asked as she tugged him into the old red structure.

“It’s just something strange, the way the rope is tied,” Maggie whispered in Stan’s ear, but Georgie could still hear her as she followed them into the barn.

“It’s okay. Georgie’s been to more crimes scenes than I can count. She knows the protocol,” Stan said, without looking at Georgie. Once inside, the smell of hay and dust and fertilizer was even stronger. Maggie pointed up the steps to the opening where the man had hung himself.

“Oh,” Maggie sounded disappointed that Stan wasn’t sending Georgie away. 

Once they were all on the landing, Maggie pointed.

“Well, I don’t know if this means anything, but do you see how this rope is tied? I thought that looked a bit suspicious.”

Georgie looked at the rope but didn’t see anything odd about it. What she did see were some strange marks on the floor by the edge of the window Tony went out from. She stooped down and thought they looked like drag marks. 

In her mind she tossed around a couple of possibilities. Tony could have had second thoughts a minute too late and kicked at the edge trying to get a foothold. Or maybe he sort of took a running jump, and when he swung back and forth, his feet hit the wooden floor. 

As she leaned over the edge of the opening, Georgie looked straight down. She felt nothing but a severe case of vertigo. After taking a deep breath she inched her way backwards into the safety of the landing. 

“No. I think that rope would have been fastened that way anyway,” Stan said.

“Oh. Well, I just thought I’d ask,” Maggie snapped a couple more pictures. 

“I’m going to get back to Aleta,” Georgie headed towards the ladder she had climbed to get up to the loft. 

“Georgie, I’ll need to talk to you about that thing we were discussing,” Stan said.

“No. I think I can manage on my own. You go ahead and keep doing what you’re doing,” Georgie forced herself to reply with a smile.

Once she was back on the ground, she searched around and saw Aleta standing by the ambulance. A hysterical young girl was in the back crying loudly, muttering to anyone and everyone who was nearby.
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“I can’t believe this is happening.” The woman at the ambulance sobbed over and over. Her cheeks were soaked with tears. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail but strands were coming loose around her face.

“Did you have any idea he was in any pain?” Aleta soothed before Georgie approached.

“No. No. We were going to get married. Our wedding was in two months,” the girl vehemently cried. “I don’t believe he’d do this. They won’t let me stay with him.”

“Honey, they have to take all kinds of information and pictures. I’m sure they’ll let you ride with him to the... coroner,” Aleta shook herself mentally at her choice of bad words. “What is your name, honey?”

“Veronica. Veronica Slute. This is my parent’s orchard. Tony and I met here when he took a job helping with the pumpkin patch. Tony had a green thumb. He could make anything grow. Why would he do this?” she continued to talk but was making very little sense. Aleta thought that was to be expected. The girl was obviously in shock. 

“My name is Aleta. My sister and I were here to pick apples. Do you have a sister or anyone you can call?”

“My mom is on her way. She was up at the house. It’s on the other side of the orchard. She’s probably running the entire way and she’s got health issues.”

“You’d be surprised at the strength mothers have when it comes to their children,” Aleta said. “Would you like me to wait with you until she arrives?”

“We had plans,” Veronica cried while looking at Aleta. “We were moving to Seattle. We were going to be a little family. He wasn’t perfect all the time, but he was perfect for me.” Her eyes were drowning in tears. “He was perfect for me.”

“It’ll be all right, honey,” Aleta took her hand just as a woman came running from the general store yelling.

“Veronica! Veronica!”

“Mom!” Veronica left Aleta and ran to her mother. 

Georgie slowly approached Aleta who had tears in her eyes.

“That poor thing,” Aleta jerked her chin up.

“What did she have to say?”

“They were engaged. Supposed to get married in two months. He wouldn’t do this. The usual things people say when a tragedy like this happens.” Aleta looked at Georgie who was dry-eyed and rather ruffled. “What was that all about in the barn?” 

“Little Miss Photographer wanting to play detective. I think she just wanted to get Stan alone and didn’t realize that I was part of the team.”

“That had to be a little uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, a little,” Georgie turned around to see Stan heading towards the body that was still lying on the ground. Maggie hovered around taking pictures of anything and everything. Georgie saw Stan carefully pull something from the victim’s pocket and drop it into a plastic evidence bag. “I wonder what that is he’s got there?”

“I don’t know. Laundry list maybe?” Aleta suggested.

“Why would someone who knew they were going to kill themselves have a laundry list?” Georgie wrinkled her nose.

“Good point,” Aleta shrugged.

Stan stood up and made his way to Veronica and her mother. Georgie stood a little to one side but listened closely as Stan introduced himself, showed them his badge and began to ask a couple of questions. 

“Was Tony on any medication of any kind,” Georgie heard him ask.

“He took Xanax. Uhm, and sometimes he had bad migraines that he took pills for. But he had a stressful side job. He was trying to make a name for himself as a graphic designer and so he had tight deadlines and difficult clients,” Veronica said. 

“Can you think of any reason he might want to kill himself?”

“No! This is a mistake! He’d never do that!” Veronica started to cry again.

“Detective, do we really need to go through this right now? My daughter is in shock.” Charlotte Slute stepped in. She was wearing jeans and a Halloween sweatshirt with elaborate pumpkins, glitter and sequins sprinkled randomly over it, making it sparkle.

“Veronica, I will need to talk with you further,” Stan handed her a business card. “Would you please call me as soon as you are able to?”

She took the card and with her mother’s protective arm around her walked back towards the general store.

Stan walked up to Georgie and Aleta after Veronica was safely out of earshot. He had a piece of paper in his hands that he’d pulled from Tony’s pocket.

“What have you got there, Stan?” Aleta asked.

“It seems to be a suicide note. It isn’t much but it says good-bye,” Stan said, looking at Georgie. 

“Is it addressed to Veronica?” Georgie asked.

“He didn’t address it to anyone,” Stan replied.

“Well, that’s damn peculiar,” Georgie said. “He’s supposed to marry that girl and he doesn’t have the decency to address his good-bye letter to her.”

“That is weird,” Aleta concurred.

“I’m thinking this was an adverse effect of some medication. You never know how someone’s medication will act with a simple antihistamine or ibuprofen,” Stan said. “I don’t like having to tell them this but I’m afraid that is what happened. I won’t know for sure until the autopsy. But that’s my guess right now.”

Maggie called to Stan to let him know she’d gotten all the pictures she could of the body and the area. So, Stan gave the paramedics the green light to go ahead and take the body to the coroner’s office.

They loaded Tony onto the gurney and covered his head with a sheet. But, as soon as they loaded him onto the back of the truck, Veronica came running from the General Store. 

“No! You can’t take him! You can’t!” she screamed. Her mother was crying and running slowly trying to catch up to her. Before she could throw herself in front of the covered body, Stan grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back. She tried to swing and scratch but Stan held the woman tightly. The paramedics came with a shot of something that would calm her nerves. She fought and screamed and cried until her mother got close enough to take hold of the girl’s hands. She nearly collapsed with grief, crying into Stan’s chest as he patted her hair.

Georgie didn’t want to like Stan right now. Watching him act so kind and understanding in this poor girl’s darkest moment made him look like a hero. She was aggravated with him and his new crime scene photographer. 

“Cover me,” she whispered to Aleta who stared at her in surprise.

“For what?”

Before Aleta could stop her, Georgie climbed into the back of the ambulance. She pulled the sheet back and saw the horrible ring around his throat. His eyes were still not shut. But that wasn’t what unnerved Georgie. Instead, it was the scratches around his neck.

“You poor thing,” she said. He had obviously tried to get out of the noose by clawing at the rope after it was too tight around his throat. She looked at his fingers and saw something strange around his wrists. It looked as if they had been restrained. There was slight bruising around them that didn’t come from the rope but something thinner; some kind of twine maybe.

“What are you doing in here?” one of the EMT’s asked, catching Georgie in the back of the ambulance.

“He was so beautiful,” she pretended to sob. “An old soul. Too delicate for this world. A butterfly in a sandstorm.” She blubbered as she eased herself out of the back of the van. “You’ll be missed, Tony. You’ll be missed.”

She slowly staggered to Aleta who was standing there with her hand on her hip. The EMT slammed the back door of the ambulance shut and, within seconds, it was pulling out of the parking lot.

“Way to cover me,” Georgie snapped at her sister.

“What was I supposed to do? As soon as you hopped in, the guys were on their way back to the truck. I had nothing.”

“Well, it’s all right, because I saw a few interesting things on that body. Let’s go inside,” Georgie insisted. She looked at Stan who was standing next to Maggie. She was showing him some of the images she’d taken. 

Georgie thought it was ridiculous how close Maggie was standing to Stan. If she got any closer, they’d be wearing the same shirt.  Every few seconds she touched his arm affectionately. It was aggravating.

“Good idea,” Aleta said. She didn’t like how that Maggie woman was acting either, but she wasn’t sure if she really was unlikable or if it was because she wanted to take her sister’s side.

The store was almost empty. Georgie took a seat at the small courtyard as Aleta went to her friend and got them two more ciders. But it took even longer than it had the first time. When Aleta came and sat back down, her eyes were wide.

“Well, I got a little information for you, too,” she said, leaning across the table so she and Georgie could speak quietly and not be overheard. “You tell me yours first.”

Georgie proceeded to tell Aleta about the odd marking on the body and that she wasn’t sure it was a suicide.

“Well, according to Marvin, everyone knew Veronica’s fiancé,” Aleta inched even closer. “She is apparently a real sweetheart of a girl. Tony was known to be a hothead. Every once in a while he’d help here at the orchard. He wasn’t a regular employee. I don’t know if they even paid him, but he’d wear the sweatshirt and do what he was told. However, he and Veronica had some pretty ugly arguments in front of not just the staff but visitors as well.”

“Well, to be fair, it can be hard not to make a scene sometimes when you are dealing with a guy who gets under your skin,” Georgie confessed, thinking of some of her more public disagreements with Stan.

“Of course. But these were bad arguments where he’d call her names. Sometimes he’d pull her by the arm. Marvin said that a couple of the stronger guys who work out in the orchard had to step in and split the two up before things got out of hand.”

“But, an abuser doesn’t usually commit suicide,” Georgie added. “Their narcissistic behavior prevents it.”

“Right. But, Marvin said that after the incident with the outside workers, Tony went to see a doctor. He was put on anxiety medication and he was a totally different dude. Plus, his reputation as a graphic designer was starting to pick up some steam.”

“So, it doesn’t sound like a guy who’d want to off himself.”

“No. But Marvin said that in addition to the anxiety meds, Tony had been taking a painkiller for an accident he had when he fell off the ladder at one of the trees in the orchard.”

“Did he say what kind of painkiller?”

“No. All he knew was that, in passing, Tony had said he needed to take one of his painkillers. Just casually mentioned falling out of the tree and hurting his shoulder a little bit.”

Georgie nodded, “So you think it was a bad combination of drugs?”

“I’m saying that it’s a definite possibility.”

“Well, that’s pretty heavy stuff. The autopsy report will certainly confirm if it was drugs. I’m just not sure about those marks on his wrists. They didn’t look normal and there was no explanation for them.”

“I can see your point.”

“So, what do we do now?” Georgie looked at Aleta.

“I don’t know.”

“I do.”

Before Aleta could say Trick-or-Treat, Georgie had reserved a room for them at Betty’s Bed & Breakfast. They left the orchard grounds without speaking to Stan.
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Betty’s Bed & Breakfast was down a gravel road, not very far from the Apple Harvest orchard. When the ladies arrived, they pulled up in front of what looked like a castle. 

“Are you sure this is the right place?”

“Does that sign say Betty’s Bed & Breakfast?” Georgie pointed at a lovely plaque affixed to the front of the house. 

“It does.” 

They both walked to the front door and used the insanely large doorknocker that had the face of an English bulldog with the round ring used for knocking in his mouth.

The door opened and a man in black pants, knee high riding boots, a sword, and a hat with a huge plume sticking out of it, answered the door.

“The ladies Kaye, I presume?”

“Yes,” Georgie hesitated. 

“Welcome to Betty’s Bed & Breakfast. Please, come inside. Warm yourselves by the fire.” Georgie and Aleta stepped into the foyer and gasped. The floor was covered in elegant slabs of smooth stone. There were empty knight suits flanking every door. Just across from the fireplace was a long dining table with eight chairs each with embroidered seat covers and high backs. There were two silver goblets on the table as well as a plate of what looked like chocolate chip cookies.

“I am your host, Sir William. Lady Betty will be back shortly. A short jaunt to market in search of spices keeps her away, but only temporarily,” Sir William smiled proudly.

“Well, Sir William. We had no idea what to expect when we called. Thank you for making accommodations for us so quickly,” Georgie nodded.

“It is our absolute pleasure to assist any weary travellers by offering them good food, a soft bed and perhaps even lively conversation,” Sir William boasted. “However, if solitude is what you crave, we have a small library upstairs you are welcome to. The grounds are particularly lovely this time of year, and there is a Jacuzzi just outside the back terrace that is very relaxing and very private.”

“Well, sign me up,” Aleta smiled.

“If you’ll just follow me we’ll get the King’s documents signed and get you to your room.”

After a few more flowery sentences and an invitation to a splendid dinner of lamb chops, the ladies were left alone in their room. And what a room it was.

“Do you believe this?” Georgie gushed.

“I would have never expected this in a hundred years. Betty’s Bed & Breakfast is amazing.”

The ladies would be sharing a California king-size canopy bed that was covered with pelts of fur. The pillows were down-filled and the extra blanket was silk on one side and crushed velvet on the other. Magnificent imitation Persian rugs covered most of the floor that was made of the same stone as the dining area. The bathroom was constructed of smoothed stones along the floor and walls, making it look like the Kaye twins had stumbled into some fairytale. A bear-clawed tub was next to the shower that had a total of eight jets coming from random parts in the rocks.

“I don’t even want to know how much this place cost,” Aleta gasped. “But I’m using that shower and, as soon as I’m done with that, I’m taking a hot bath in that tub.”

“I don’t even want to leave the room,” Georgie said, turning on the television and flopping down on the big bed. “Do you mind if I have the side by the window?”

“No. Do you mind if I go see what’s in the library?”

“Go nuts. I’ll be right here.”

Aleta left the room and headed down the hallway where Sir William had said the library was. There was a sign on the sliding glass door that read Shhh...the fairies are sleeping. Aleta slid the door open and began to look at the books. The medieval theme carried through to every book on the shelf. There was the Lord of the Rings Trilogy, all the Harry Potter novels, and dozens of stories about King Arthur, books on magic, fairies and dwarfs, dragons, and dozens of others ranging from the Black Plague to the Black Night.

“Hello?” came a pleasant voice startling Aleta out of her trance. “You must be Miss Kaye.” The woman was dressed in a lavender maxi dress with a corset.

“Milady,” Aleta curtsied. “I presume you are Betty, Mistress of the house.”

“I am,” she laughed. “But you don’t have to talk that way. My husband takes his role as Lord of the Manor very seriously.”

“This house is amazing. My sister and I were expecting a little farmhouse with squeaky floors and the smell of mothballs. Instead, it’s like we’ve gone back in time.”

“Well, I am thrilled you like it. And I hope you enjoy your stay. I brought some cookies for you both and also bath salts that I forgot to put in your bathroom.” She handed the items over to Aleta who thought they both smelled like heaven. “What brings you up this way? We don’t usually get many walk-ins. Most people make their reservation several months in advance.”

Aleta gave Betty the condensed version of what happened at the Apple Harvest Orchard.

“You’re kidding!” Betty gasped. “We had the castle booked for several months in anticipation of that wedding. We got to know the family well. I think I better give them a call in a couple days. Yikes.”

“Did you know Tony and Veronica well?”

“You know, Charlotte was doing all the planning. She was thrilled her daughter was getting married. And, as far as I knew, she adored Tony. They were really sparing no expense for the big day. Oh, I do hope they can get their deposits back.”

“Do you think that was what was putting the Orchard in financial trouble?” Aleta asked.

“The orchard wasn’t in any trouble,” Betty shook her head. “That place is making money hand over fist. I heard talk that they were going to buy a few more acres and expand the pumpkin patch. No. No financial trouble there.

“That’s good to know. My sister and I came up to spend the day and just fell in love with the place. We live kind of far away and wanted to go back tomorrow, since everything was cut short today due to the tragedy. Can you suggest anywhere we might be able to buy some essentials? You know ladies our age can’t go a day without our night creams and lotions.”

“Of course. I don’t blame you,” Betty nodded. “If you continue down this road out front, you’ll run into a small stretch of town. There are some shops there. A couple of pubs that serve food. A drug store for any additional toiletries you might need.”

“That’s fantastic. I’m sure my sister and I will need to pick up a few things,” Aleta said, “I should get back. Georgie has the tendency to get in trouble when I’m not with her.”

“Of course,” Betty smiled. She had a cherubic face and her hair was in a loose bun, making her look the part of a peasant girl. “If you are interested, I’m not sure how into it you want to get, but downstairs in the cellar, there are dozens of costumes for knights, handmaidens, princesses and queens and just about everything in between. You are more than welcome to dress up and take a few pictures of yourselves. There are also board games down there. Check the library of movies, but they all follow the theme of the castle. And, that is also where we keep the wine. A bottle is down there if you guys would like to have a nip before bed. If you require anything stronger, Shakey’s Liquor Store is down the road.”

Aleta laughed and thanked Betty again before returning to the room. Georgie was already in the shower.

“Hey, I found out some interesting things from Lady Betty.”

“Yeah, well, go ahead because I am never getting out of this shower. Do you know the stones in the floor are heated?”

“What?”

“Yes. That little switch over there heats the FLOOR!” Georgie shouted. “How am I supposed to go back home after this? My home with its plaster walls and cold, harsh floors.”

“I’ll call Emily and have her check on Bodhi and Freckles.”

“Tell her thank you,” Georgie shouted, as she stood in the middle of the shower while beads of water gently pelted her body. Her mind took a slight respite from the Tony Beaumont death and she just enjoyed herself. As soon as she started to consider what could have made the marks on Tony’s wrists, Georgie’s memory flashed back to Stan.

‘Ugh,” she growled. What could he possibly see in her? She was a Plain Jane, if ever there was one. And that nonsense about the rope? What was she trying to prove? Didn’t Stan tell her about the cases they’d solved together? Apparently not. And that made Georgie mad.

She wondered if he’d spoken about their children or if he’d mentioned going west to the mountains to dig for gold. Or did she just get the squeaky-clean version of him being divorced and working full time as the head detective of the Ninety-Sixth Precinct.

Where did he take her? Did they have romantic dinners by candlelight? Did he take her dancing, something he only did with Georgie on their wedding day. Did he buy her little gifts? Did she spend the night?”

“Hey, don’t hog all the hot water!” Aleta shouted into the bathroom.

“Whaaa? Oh, yeah. I’m done.” Thanks to Stan, she was no longer enjoying her shower. She grabbed a luxurious robe from the hook on the door and wrapped it around her full figure. It didn’t close very well, but it was only Aleta with her. Everything about them was identical except chest and hip size.

“Are you going to take a bath, too, Chesty?” Aleta teased, as Georgie tried to cover her bosom better.

“No, you go ahead.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

Georgie, you can’t fool me. It’s that Maggie woman, isn’t it?”

“Aleta, what’s the matter with me? I expected Stan to understand that I was going out with Obby. But, for some reason, him going out with someone else seems more like a countermove than a legitimate search for love.”

“I don’t think Stan will ever love anyone but you, Georgie,” Aleta said. “But you did meet Obby, and you guys have a lot in common. You both love art and all things artistic and creative. You speak the same language. I think that’s what is going on with Maggie.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I think she and Stan had police work as their common bond.”

“But, I have helped Stan solve some of his crimes. I’ve even beat him to it,” Georgie harrumphed. “If he thinks he’s going to find another me, he’s off his rocker.”

“Don’t you see? You are the litmus test. If a woman can be sleuthy enough and be creative and sexy and smart on top of it, he will have a comparable substitute for the real thing.”

“But Maggie isn’t sexy,” Georgie said, matter-of-factly.

“Maybe not to you.”

“Maybe not to a red-blooded American man like Stan.”

“Well, he must see something in her he likes. He let her paw him in front of everyone like they were in high school,” Aleta shuddered.

“You saw that? Why didn’t you tell me you saw that?”

“Because, Georgie, I wanted to reserve my judgment and make sure I didn’t dislike her for my own reasons and not because my sister was feeling blue about her.”

“Well, let’s not talk about her anymore. Tell me what you learned from Lady Betty.” Georgie turned the water on in the bear claw tub for her sister, “It’ll take about an hour to fill this up, so you’ve got time.”

The ladies laughed as they ate the chocolate chip cookies and dropped some of the sea salts into the massive tub. Aleta told Georgie about the other rooms in the house and about the Slute wedding guests staying at the castle for Veronica’s big day.

“They also said the orchard is making money.”

“Really?” Georgie held up a towel to give her sister privacy as she climbed in the tub. Then, she pulled a small ottoman into the bathroom to sit on as they continued the conversation.

“Crazy money,” Aleta continued. 

“Okay, so Marvin was wrong about the place getting sold if it’s making money. Unless, there was another reason why they wanted to sell,” Georgie grabbed another cookie and took a bite. “Or, maybe they never intended to sell.”

“What do you mean?”

“Say they decided not to give raises this year, or Christmas bonuses. A perfect reason would be that the orchard was struggling,” Georgie coughed as a piece of cookie went down the wrong pipe. “I doubt your friend knows more than the rumors everyone knows.”

“Very true,” Aleta said with her chin just above the steaming water.

“I think we’ll just have to see what we can find out tomorrow,” Georgie said. “What should we do in the meantime?”

“I think we need to visit the cellar,” Aleta suggested.

“What’s in the cellar?”

“You’ll see,” Aleta smirked. 
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After Aleta’s bath and Georgie taking a quick nap, the ladies headed downstairs to the cellar. Except for the modern carpeting and a widescreen television, the walls were covered with wood, huge paintings in elaborate gold frames depicting vast country scenes that would be found in Ireland or England, and elegant tapestries hanging from the rods.

There were several sconces glowing along the walls. Another rectangular table with a bench on either side sat behind the modern leather sofa and love seat that faced the television. A small fireplace was nestled in the corner of the room and the kitchenette set into one wall was home to a mini fridge, a sink, a cutting block in the middle and a wrought iron wine rack that was locked.

There was one dark room off the kitchenette that Aleta pointed to saying, “Let’s explore in here.”

“What’s in there?” Georgie asked.

Aleta walked in and flipped on the light. It was the most elegant walk-in closet, home to elegant maiden dresses, suits of faux armor, chainmail hoods, velvet capes, jester caps and dozens of props like wands, shields, swords and crowns.

“This is insane,” Georgie chuckled.

“Lady Betty said we can put on the costumes and take our picture if we wanted,” Aleta sounded especially interested in enjoying the bottle of wine that was sitting on a low shelving unit filled with soft slippers. “There. She said there’d be a bottle of wine. Come on, sis. While we’re here, let’s have some fun. For tomorrow, we solve a murder.”

“When you put it that way,” Georgie went into the kitchenette to retrieve the corkscrew. “I’m in.”

The ladies giggled like they did when they were children playing dress-up. They dressed as pub wenches, as knights, and settled on finishing the bottle of wine as princesses in velvety robes that pooled around their feet with crowns of glittery crystals and glass stones.

“Get one more picture, Aleta,” Georgie posed with her wine glass. 

“That’s a good one. You should use it for your Christmas cards,” Aleta said as she snapped her phone camera.

“I wish I had Bodhi. He’d look so cute.”

“Oh, he would. The little pampered pug prince that he is,” Aleta concurred.

“Still, I can’t figure out the angle of this dramatic suicide at the orchard.” Flopping down on the leather couch, Georgie sipped her wine. “Doesn’t it just seem wrong to you.”

“Well, if we could find out what the autopsy says, we might have a better idea of what really happened.” Aleta took a seat on the floor and sat cross-legged. “It might be hard to believe, but the guy might have really just killed himself... in the most horribly public way imaginable.”

#
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THE NEXT DAY, THERE was a skeleton crew working at the orchard. The schools had canceled many of the field trips. Georgie and Aleta were able to park at the very front of the huge grass lot where they’d parked yesterday.

“I can’t believe you are wearing that shirt,” Aleta grimaced. 

“What are you talking about? It’s festive,” Georgie grumbled, as she tugged at the hem.

“It’s a little blatant.”

Georgie stretched out the shirt in front of her, looking down. It was a soft gray with a set of fangs and the words “Careful, I bite” written across it. Not to mention how daring the V-neck dipped.

“Is that Stan?” Aleta pointed to the unmistakable silhouette of her brother-in-law standing in front of the big red barn.

“Is that the photographer?” Georgie jerked her chin in the same direction. “Didn’t she take enough pictures yesterday?”

“Down, girl.” 

“I can’t help it, Aleta. I might have gone out with Obby a couple times, but I never waved him in front of Stan like this.”

“That is true,” Aleta let out a big sigh. “Do you want to go in the other direction, or do you want to swallow this medicine in one horrible gulp?”

“Open wide,” Georgie adjusted her blouse and smoothed it down the front.

Stan did a double take as he saw Georgie coming.  

“You’ve definitely caught his attention,” Aleta whispered. “And it looks like you’ve caught the attention of the photographer, too.”

Georgie saw the look on Maggie Hoffentop’s face when she walked up to Stan.

“How did I know I’d see you here?” Stan said, his eyebrows raised as he looped his thumbs through the loops on his belt.

“We didn’t get a chance to get our apples yesterday, and both of us wanted to get a few pumpkins to decorate our houses with,” Georgie said. 

“Is that so?”

“Yeah, that’s so,” Georgie put her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the right. “Why? Do you think I’m lying?”

“No. Of course not,” Stan looked at the ground like a dog that accidentally chewed up a slipper.

“Stan, did you find out anything from the autopsy?” Aleta rushed in. 

“They haven’t finished yet,” He smiled at his ex-sister-in-law.

“What a terribly public way to die,” Aleta said as she looked up at the loft.

“That’s not uncommon. Especially when people are taking medications that screw up their thinking,” Stan said. He looked at Georgie.

“I wonder what those marks were around his wrists?” Georgie mumbled. 

“How do you know about those?” Stan asked. It made Georgie feel good to see him surprised.

“I saw them when they brought the body down. Any idea what might have caused those?” Georgie took a deep breath, opening her eyes wide and leaning in closer to Stan.

“We aren’t sure. We’ve got a couple of people saying he had been helping pull a tractor from the mud a few days ago and wrapped the rope around his wrists for a better grip.” Stan ran his hand through his hair, as if he wanted that to be the cause for the marks. But it was obvious he didn’t quite believe it.

“You don’t think that’s the case?” Georgie asked.

“I can tell by your face that you don’t either.”

Georgie smirked and shook her head. She gently poked Stan in the chest before continuing her questions, “What about the mother? Did you get a chance to speak to her?”

“Yeah. She had nothing but wonderful things to say about Tony. Whether or not she actually meant them, I don’t know. The shock of this kind of situation makes people not want to speak ill of the dead,” Stan answered.

“Did she mention anything about conflicts or public displays of aggression between the two?” Aleta asked.

“She never said anything like that. But, they did just find the guy hanging from their barn with a noose around his neck. You’d have to be pretty cold-hearted to air out dirty laundry at a time like that,” Stan said. “Charlotte did say that Veronica and Tony were leaving the orchard. Going west to start a life together out there. She said her daughter’s heart just wasn’t into the orchard anymore.”

“That happens,” Aleta replied. “Not all children want to follow in their parent’s footsteps.”

Georgie and Stan nodded and then looked at each other.

“Look, Georgie,” he stepped up close to her and leaned towards her ear. Aleta, familiar with this maneuver, took a few steps back and gave them some privacy.

“Stan, are you and Maggie dating?” Georgie couldn’t stop the words. Her brain wasn’t thinking as she said them. Stan’s cologne had intoxicated her for the moment and she let the words tumble out.

“We’ve gone out a few times,” Stan admitted, quietly.

“Okay,” Georgie said. Although no one would ever know it, her heart cracked for a moment. “Well, you don’t have to keep that a secret from me.” She looked up into his cool blue eye and managed to smile.

“This wasn’t how I wanted you to find out,” he replied.

“It’s okay, Stan,” she lied. “She seems very nice.” Georgie lied. She didn’t think Maggie seemed nice, at all. In fact, she thought she seemed like a dingbat.

“You’d like her Georgie. If you gave her a chance,” Stan added.

Like hell I would. Georgie smiled as the thought raced through her mind.

“So, have you spoken to anyone else about Tony’s condition?” Georgie asked.

Stan smirked and shook his head. He stuffed his hands in the back pockets of his jeans and stood there in front of Georgie. “Is that all you have to say?”

“What else am I supposed to say, Stan?” she asked, with her own hint of attitude. 

“You can’t ask me anything about her? You can’t even pretend to be interested? Georgie, Maggie and I are dating, and I would, kind of, like your blessing.”

“Oh, I see,” Georgie smirked. “You mean like the blessing you gave me when I said I was going to go out with Obby? Is that the kind of blessing you are looking for? Because I don’t get jealous, Stan, it’s unbecoming.”

Aleta heard that last comment and held her tongue. She’d never give up her sister’s secrets, but, at the same time, if Stan didn’t see this was rubbing Georgie the wrong way, he was either blind or he was enjoying the attention a little bit too much. Neither reason set well with her.

“Come on, Georgie,” Stan kept his voice down. 

“I’ll tell you what. Tell me where you guys are registering and I’ll be sure to pick you up a nice set of knives. Or, maybe you’d like matching prospector’s hats. You won’t have to leave her behind to raise your kids.”

Stan could never win as long as that wound was still open. And, from the sound of Georgie’s voice, it was as raw right now as it had been the day Stan left. Part of Aleta thought that it was a sign of just how much Georgie had loved this man. His leaving in search of gold, and to find himself, was a betrayal she couldn’t comprehend, even after all these years. And now, in Georgie’s eyes, he had the audacity to step out and actually try and be happy with someone else? Who did he think he was?

Stan looked at the words on Georgie’s shirt as if he were reading them for the first time. Without saying another word, he turned and walked towards a couple of people he had asked the manager of Apple Harvest Orchard to talk to.

“That could have gone better, I think,” Aleta whispered. As if on cue, Maggie went rushing up to Stan who shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. 

“Like I didn’t see her out of the corner of my eye lurking around here trying to get an earful,” Georgie clenched her jaw. Aleta had seen it, too, and had thought of rushing over to distract Maggie from the dramatic scene unfolding, but before she could, it was all over. Aleta couldn’t help it. There was something about Maggie that she didn’t like. It wasn’t because she was getting in between Georgie and Stan; it was something else. But, Aleta thought this was something she’d keep to herself. Stan was a big boy and not her responsibility. He wasn’t Georgie’s responsibility, either. Not anymore.
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“So, what do we do now that you and the head detective are not speaking?” Aleta asked.

“I think we should go talk to the mother. Charlotte is her name. I saw her at the ambulance with Veronica. I think it would be a nice gesture to check in on her,” Georgie said, tugging at her sleeves.

“Not a bad idea. The house is through the main store and out the other end somewhere,” Aleta slipped her arm through Georgie’s. “Do you want a piece of pie, or some cider? I’ll get some from Marvin.”

“I’m not hungry,” Georgie said, as they strolled towards the main barn that was the Apple Harvest Orchard gift shop.

“You’re not hungry for pie? Okay, you need to spill it,” Aleta ordered while squeezing her sister’s arm.

“Spill what?”

“You know what, Georgie. Stan going out with Maggie bothers you more than you care to admit, doesn’t it.”

At first Georgie pinched her eyebrows together, but then she looked at Aleta and nodded her head yes.

“Why?”

“Because, for one, she’s not good enough for him. A crime scene photographer? He will get up in the morning and talk to her about work over coffee. He’ll go to the station and face work. When they have dinner, they’ll talk about more work. And, before bed, he’ll be sleeping next to still more work. He’ll never get a break.”

“You think they don’t have anything else to talk about but the job?”

“It’s obvious that is the only thing they have to talk about. She’s not his type. She’s his co-worker. They are mistaking having the job in common with having things in common. But, it’s all they have.”

Aleta was surprised at what Georgie was saying.

“You know how nice it feels when someone understands your passion. That’s why I like Obby. He understands the art world and why I love to paint and draw and see other artist’s work. But, would I want to talk about that all the time? No. Would I learn anything being around a person so similar to me? No. Would the flame fizzle fast? Absolutely.”

“Why Georgie, you surprise me.”

“What?”

“That makes perfect sense,” Aleta replied. “I thought you were going to go on about how Stan never liked very skinny women and that he needed someone to snap back at him and argue. Not a woman who lets him take charge all the time.”

“That, too,” Georgie pointed out. 

“Well, it will only be a matter of time before Stan figures this out himself.” 

“I shouldn’t have snapped at him,” Georgie admitted. “But it’s just so obvious to me that they don’t fit. I don’t even think they have what it takes to be good friends. She’s kind of clingy, at least that’s the impression I get.”

“Are you going to say you are sorry to Stan?”

“No. I’m not sorry. But I’ll smooth things out with him,” Georgie shrugged. “He is the father of my children.”

“And what beautiful children they are,” Aleta replied.

“We did make some pretty babies; I’ll give him that,” Georgie smiled, broadly.

They crossed through the gift shop and came out the backside that faced the orchards, pumpkin patch and a couple more barns.

“I don’t see any farm house,” Aleta said, looking in the distance.

“Maybe it’s off down one of these rows of apple trees?” Georgie pointed. “She had come running from the house when Veronica was at the ambulance, crying. It did take her some time to get there. Let’s head off in this direction.”

“That’s as good an idea as any,” Aleta said as they started their journey.

After fifteen minutes, they’d still not run into any farmhouse.

“We are going to get lost.” Aleta picked an apple and polished it on her sleeve.

“We are not. We’ve been walking a straight line,” Georgie replied.

“Look how far away the gift shop is,” Aleta jerked her thumb behind her.

Georgie turned around and looked. It had become considerably smaller in the distance, but she just shrugged.

“Maybe we should just go back to the gift shop and ask. We could walk all the way there and she’s not even home. Maybe, she’s out making funeral arrangements.”

“Yikes, Aleta. That’s morbid.”

“Well, Georgie, it’s got to be done. I’ll be making your funeral arrangements when you die.” 

“That’s a scary thought. You’ll probably have me propped up in a recliner with a paint pallet in my hands.”

“Do you really think I’d be so tacky?”

“Yes,” Georgie replied, without hesitating.

“No. You’ll be in a casket like normal people,” Aleta nodded her head. “It’ll just have racing stripes and red and purple flames on the sides.”

Georgie laughed out loud.

“Okay, this journey is getting ridiculous. I’ll find that farmhouse,” Georgie pointed to a ladder propped up against an apple tree.

“What are you going to do, Georgie?”

“I’m going to climb up in that tree and get the lay of the land.”

“You are not! You can’t climb that tree!” 

“Aleta, we used to climb trees all the time when we were kids.”

“The key words being when we were kids,” Aleta replied.

“Hold the ladder for me.”

“I will do no such thing,” Aleta folded her arms over her chest.

“Aleta! Hold the ladder!” Georgie ordered.

“I won’t do it.”

“As I am the older sister, I am telling you to hold the ladder.”

“Again with the older sister! Two minutes, Georgie! TWO! You were born two minutes before me!” Aleta shook her head. “And I am not going to help you get up that tree so you can get stuck, or worse, fall and crack open your head.”

“If I fall, it will be your fault, because you won’t hold the ladder,” Georgie harrumphed as she proceeded to start climbing. Aleta rushed to the bottom to hold the ladder in place.

“This is not good. The last thing the Slute’s need is for a patron to fall and get hurt, or killed. Even if that patron is taking her own life in her hands and just screaming for trouble to find her.”

“Would you quit your squawking?” Georgie looked carefully at the branches and stepped up on the thickest one. She held on tightly as she tried to scan the land.

“Do you see anything?”

“No. I have to go up higher.” 

“Georgie, please. This isn’t funny anymore. Let’s just go back to the gift shop and ask directions. I’ll buy you a gift.”

“Aleta, relax. I’m just going to go up one more branch and, if I can’t see, I’ll come down.”

“Oh, Lord. Please forgive my lunatic sister before she breaks her neck for all of her past indiscretions, and for the hate in her heart toward Maggie... what was her last name?”

“Huff-n-puff,” Georgie replied.

“No. It was Hoffentop,” Aleta continued. “See how she is, Lord? So please have mercy on her soul after she falls out of this tree and kills herself.”

“I’m not going to kill myself,” Georgie growled as she pulled herself up one more branch.

“Not intentionally, I’m sure.”

“I can’t see anything from here. If you weren’t such a worrywart, I would go up a little higher, but no. Aleta is having an episode, so time to come down the tree.”

“I’ll show you an episode, Georgie Kaye,” Aleta snapped.

“Hey! What are you two doing over there?” a male voice came from behind the two women. They froze.

“Visitors are not allowed to climb the apple trees!” he barked.

“We’re sorry,” Aleta jumped in. “My sister has a condition and, well, it just sort of got the better of her.”

“Aleta?” Georgie hissed as she slowly started to descend the tree.

“My name is Aleta Kaye. This is my sister Georgie,” Aleta said, still holding tightly to the ladder as the man approached.

“I’m Xabat Slute.” The letters X-A-B-A-T were stitched over the pocket of his denim shirt. “This is my apple orchard. I’ve had enough bad news around here. The last thing I need is another person getting hurt.”

Xabat was a large and muscular man for his age. The farming life had obviously kept him in shape. Unfortunately, it had wreaked havoc on his head and left him with just a few salt and pepper strands of hair in a horseshoe pattern.

“My sister suffers from Capgras Syndrome,” Aleta whispered.

“What?” Xabat squinted at Aleta like she was the fine print of a contract.

“It’s a rare disorder where a person thinks that a family member has been replaced with an imposter,” Aleta replied, calmly. “Her therapist recommends nature therapy when she starts to have her doubts about me. She is to immediately submerse herself in a natural setting. Hence, the adventure up your tree. Are you feeling better, Georgie?” Aleta shouted.

“Yes, Aleta,” Georgie’s cheeks were red with embarrassment, as much as exertion. Xabat took over holding the ladder then gently took hold of Georgie’s arm to help her down the last two rungs. “I’m feeling much better. Thank you.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better,” Xabat said. 

“How are you feeling, Mr. Slute?” Georgie asked, once her feet were back on solid ground. 

“Considering I just lost the best son-in-law a man could ever hope for. I’m doing okay,” he grumbled. “I just don’t understand it. I don’t know why he didn’t come to me. We were close, you know. Very close. I just wish I would have paid more attention. I keep wondering what would have happened if I’d asked him to work late or if I invited him to the house to help in the basement. So many what-ifs.”

Xabat was one of those old school type of men. He didn’t cry. He didn’t pout. Instead, he had a stoic expression that showed he had no idea why this had happened to him and his family.

“Some things just can’t be explained,” Georgie soothed. “It takes time to come to terms with not knowing why things happen.”

“He was on that medication,” Xabat said. “I think it messed up his brain. He would have never done something like this. Never.”

“What medication?” Georgie asked, carefully.

“Pain killers and something for depression. You know, they don’t tell you if these things can even go together. Side effects are sometimes worse than the symptoms.” He looked down at the ground, frowning. 

“Was he on the medication long?” Georgie continued to dig. With this information, she was starting to think that maybe Tony suffered from a bad mix of drugs as some people suspected. 

“Long enough, I guess,” Xabat replied, sounding exhausted.

“Maybe the police will have some answers for you soon,” Georgie said. “It isn’t much of a consolation, but sometimes it’s the best that can be done.”

“So true,” Xabat said. He smiled down at Georgie. “I like your shirt. It’s festive. I always loved this time of year. Fall and Halloween and all that.” 

“How is your wife doing?” Georgie asked before he could go. “I met her yesterday with your daughter by the ambulance.”

“How do you think she’s doing?” Xabat shook his head. “She’s a mess.”

“Please accept our deepest sympathies, Mr. Slute,” Aleta said, wrapping up the conversation. 

“Thank you,” he said, eyeballing Georgie’s shirt again before starting to walk off in the direction he was originally headed. “Please, don’t climb any more trees in my orchard. It’s dangerous.”

Georgie nodded and looked at Aleta who was blinking as she held back her devilish grin.

Within minutes, Mr. Slute was out of sight.

“He seemed pretty broken up about this,” Aleta said.

“Yeah. 

“Capgras Syndrome? You made that up,” Georgie whispered so as to not be heard. 

“Did not. It’s a real thing and I was just waiting for an opportunity to diagnose you with it,” Aleta smirked, tugging at the hem of her sweater. “And, that was one of the nicer afflictions I’ve got tucked in my belt. Just wait until I tap into the pool of lower intestinal abnormalities.”

“You think you’re so clever, don’t you?”

“As a matter of fact I do and...”

“Excuse me,” a female voice interrupted their chatter. “Excuse me. What were you talking to Mr. Slute about?”  

The Kaye Sister’s turned and saw a bleach blonde woman with heavy black eyeliner approaching them. She was wearing an Apple Harvest Orchard sweat shirt and tight-fitting blue jeans that were tucked into tall rubber boots.

“Excuse me?” Georgie asked.
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“Mr. Slute,” the orchard employee asked. Her brown eyes bore into Georgie and Aleta as she got closer. “What were you just talking to Mr. Slute about?”

“We were just asking him how he was doing, Miss...?” Georgie stared at the strange woman.

“Oh, I’m Paula Hemmingsworth. I’m the property supervisor. I work very closely with Mr. Slute and it is my job to make sure that there are no hiccups in the daily routine of things.”

“So, you must have had a heck of a day yesterday,” Aleta smiled but got a rather testy look back.

“Mr. Slute is a good man. He didn’t deserve this. I wouldn’t be surprised if Tony had planned to do this with the pure intention of causing problems for him.”

“Really? Why do you say that?” Georgie asked.

“Because, everyone knows that Tony was nothing but trouble. He was going to marry Veronica and sink his claws into the family business. Everyone knew that was what he wanted.”

“Is that so?” Georgie studied Paula. She was tan from being outside so much. She wore a gold watch with several bracelets around it and a gold chain around her neck. It seemed rather fancy for someone who was outside most of the time.

“Did you know that Tony was on medication?” Georgie continued.

“I would hope so. He had a terrible temper,” Paula looked around suspiciously and then took a step closer to Georgie. “I heard he also had some people he owed money to.”

Georgie watched Paula’s mannerisms. The woman was as high-strung as a poodle during a thunderstorm, fidgeting with the cuffs of her sleeves, flipping her hair behind her, shifting from one foot to the other. Georgie thought to suggest decaffeinated coffee but restrained herself.

“But, who knows what is rumor and what isn’t,” Paula chuckled nervously. “All I know is the guy was a tough row to hoe and I hope Veronica comes to see that sooner rather than later.” Her eyes widened as she nodded her head.

“How long have you worked at the orchard?” Aleta asked. 

“I was officially hired in March,” she nodded. 

“It must be wonderful to come to such a pretty place every day and call it your job,” Aleta said.

“I work very hard. Very hard,” Paula replied. “I just can’t believe this has happened. Xabat is such a nice man. He’s just a nice, kind man. He really is. This is just such a torture for him. You can tell by looking at his face. If you’d been here a week ago, just one week, you’d have seen how Tony acted. If he weren’t on medication, I really think he needed it and, if he were, they needed to up the dosage.”

“Was anyone here scared that Tony might hurt them? If he was as off center as you say. Has anyone else had any altercations with him?” Georgie wanted as many details as she could get. This was turning into a very bizarre story. 

“Not that I know of. But, then again, I don’t really talk with many of the other employees. I report directly to Xabat,” she said. “He’s the one who told me about Tony’s mood swings and his verbal abuse. After everything Xabat had done for him. Xabat is a very modest man. He won’t talk about all the kind things he’s done for people. Especially for Tony and Veronica.” Paula stood there like that should’ve been a good enough answer. It really wasn’t, but Georgie let it go. Paula acted like someone who didn’t have a lot of excitement in her life, and this was probably making her feel something like a celebrity. The police were interviewing people. The newspapers would be looking for a quote from someone. Chances were Paula Hemmingsworth probably had a couple dozen cats in her house and they would be getting this blow-by-blow drama for the next several nights.

She stood there for a few awkward seconds, looking at Georgie, then Aleta, and then Georgie again. 

“Well, it was really nice chatting with you, Paula, Aleta said politely. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know where the Slute farmhouse is, do you?”

“It’s off that way. Why?” Paula’s eyes narrowed, suspiciously.

“We were going to go and check on Mrs. Slute,” Aleta replied. “I spoke with her when it all happened and wanted to check in. Sometimes, just a friendly word can ease some of the pain.”

“She doesn’t really talk to many people,” Paula offered.

“That’s okay,” Aleta said. “We aren’t going to stay but a minute.”

“Yes, we have to get to that thing,” Georgie ad-libbed. 

“Yes. We have a thing to go to and can only spare a minute.”

“Well, if you go back and take a left at the fence post, you’ll see it. But, I doubt Mrs. Slute will be seeing anyone.”

“Probably not, but we’d like to try anyway,” Aleta said, kindly.

Paula finally got the idea and said good-bye to the sisters. She dashed off into the orchard in the same direction Xabat had gone.

“What a weirdo,” Georgie whispered.

“Yes. A little peculiar that one was.”

“I’m not sure what to think about this. Mr. Slute is heartbroken over Tony yet this woman says Tony was a grade ‘A’ jerk who was abusive.” Georgie picked an apple from a low branch and polished it against her shirt before taking a bite.

“I think she’s a lonely lady and this is the most exciting thing to happen in her life, maybe ever,” Aleta said. “She probably doesn’t even talk with Mr. Slute that much.”

“You think she’s lying?”

“I think she’s exaggerating, Georgie. Nothing more than that,” Aleta answered. “But, it might not be a bad idea to tell Stan about it.”

“Are you pushing me to talk to him? After he has the nerve to bring another woman to a murder,” Georgie harrumphed.

“I’m just making a suggestion. You know you guys work these cases better when you are on the same team.”

“Aleta, have you lost your mind? We are never on the same team. I’m always trying to solve these before him and this case is going to be no different. And I don’t need some floozy crime scene photographer to do it.”

“So, should we go see if Mrs. Slute is home?” Aleta asked while rolling her eyes.

“We’ve come all this way. I’d hate to think we missed her because we didn’t try,” Georgie said. “I’m surprised I didn’t see the house from the tree.”

“You almost got us thrown out of here with your shenanigans. Lucky for you, no one will question mental illness for fear of a lawsuit,” Aleta griped.

“Nature therapy?”

“Hey, that was monumental quick thinking under pressure. And besides, I’ll bet that’s a real thing. Somewhere, someone is paying a therapist to tell them to go climb a tree,” Aleta said as they began walking back the way they’d come.

“You might be right, baby sister.”
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“That was a big bust,” Georgie whined as they drove back in the direction of Betty’s Bed & Breakfast.  No one answered the door at the farmhouse. But, Georgie was sure she heard movement inside. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not in the mood to storm the castle just yet. How about we go into town?”

“I think that sounds splendid,” Aleta sniffed. “To be honest, if I don’t taste another pumpkin spice, something or the other, it’ll be too soon.”

As they drove into the small part of town where they’d bought some extra clothes for the next couple of days, Georgie spotted a diner with a neon sign that read “Open 24 Hours”.

“What do you say?” she asked Aleta.

“It’s good enough for me.”

The place was well lit and half the booths along the windows were full. Georgie and Aleta found two stools at the counter open and took a seat.

“What’s good for dessert?” Aleta asked the waitress, who was a pretty young lady with braces and a tattoo of a heart in between her thumb and index finger.

“Well, we’ve got pumpkin pie, pecan pie, pumpkin spice pudding...”

Georgie looked at Aleta and was about to order her sister a slice of pumpkin pie with ice cream just to annoy her when she heard the words that stopped her in her tracks.

“...and chocolate caramel brownies.”

“Yes!” Aleta nearly shouted. “We’d like two chocolate caramel brownies each, please. And two coffees.”

“That was close. I was afraid we’d have to choke down a couple of pumpkin pie slices. Actually, I wouldn’t have, but I was going to order you one,” Georgie teased.

“You wouldn’t?” 

“For the Capgras Syndrome, yes I would,” Georgie chuckled. 

She and Aleta talked about the orchard and their meetings with Mr. Slute and Paula Hemmingsworth as the waitress delivered their brownies and coffee.

“This is delicious,” Georgie mumbled with her mouth full. “I’m glad we ordered two.”

“Me too,” Aleta said as she looked around the diner. “This place is really cute.” And right then, she was struck by a coughing fit. 

“Oh, my. Are you okay? Put your arms up,” Georgie instructed. 

Aleta did as she was told and put her arms way up and took a few deep breaths. 

“How embarrassing,” she stuttered. “It just went down the wrong pipe. I’m fine.” She cleared her throat and took a sip of coffee. “But that was scary. I think we should get our check and go.”

“Go? Uhm, well, okay. Let me use the bathroom first.”

“No,” Aleta put her hand on Georgie’s arm. “This isn’t the kind of place you want to use the bathroom. Let’s go back to the castle and you can put the heated floor on.”

“Don’t be silly. I’ll never make it,” Georgie giggled. “I’ll be right baa...” Georgie’s voice trailed off as she stared at the back of the diner.  Suddenly, it made sense that Aleta was coughing and trying to hurry her out the door. 

There, in the booth off in the corner, were Stan and Maggie sitting close to each other. To Georgie’s horror, they were holding hands.

“Georgie, let’s just go. Come on. We’ll leave a twenty on the counter.” Aleta rummaged nervously through her purse and pulled out a couple of bills. “Come on, honey. Let’s go back to the castle.”

“Okay,” Georgie looked away and missed seeing Stan pull his hand away from Maggie’s and look in her direction.  However, both sisters heard the conversation from the booth clearly, as if they had been standing next to it.

“Do you need to go talk to her?” Maggie seemed annoyed.

“No,” Stan said. “Besides, she’s leaving. I’ll talk to her some other time.”

“She has a very strange sense of style,” Maggie said. 

“She’s an artist. They all dress weird.”

“Successful ones, maybe,” Maggie snapped.

Stan slowly turned his head to look at his date.

“Maggie, I’m only going to say this once. Georgie is the mother of my children and put up with a lot from me. No one will ever say anything disrespectful about her while I’m around. No one.”

“I’m just saying there is a difference between acting like an artist and actually being one. That’s all,” Maggie shrugged as she blinked innocently at Stan. 

“Georgie is an artist. She paints. She’s even had some small gallery showings. Everyone loves her work.”

“I’m sure they do. Everyone loves a local artist.”

Stan stood up and watched as Aleta hurried Georgie out of the diner.

Part of him wanted to dash out after her, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. He knew his ex-wife too well.

“Are we getting dessert?” Maggie asked. “I just love all this pumpkin spice stuff this time of year. I can’t get enough of it.”

“You go ahead,” Stan took a deep breath. “Get what you like.”

#
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“GEORGIE?” ALETA RETURNED from the basement where Betty had left them another complimentary bottle of wine. “I’ve got something that might help.” She waved the bottle making her sister chuckle.

“I don’t think I want any wine. But thanks.” Georgie was sitting at the elegant little desk in the corner of their room and looking out the window.

“Are you all right?”

“I don’t know how to say this, but I’m fine.”

“Really?” Aleta set the bottle down and took a seat at the end of the bed.

“It’s a bit of a shock. Yes. Seeing Stan with someone else,” Georgie pinched her eyebrows together. “But, it’s none of my business. Plain and simple.”

Aleta worried the bottle in her hands, picking at the seal and the label. 

“I’m not trying to be rude, Georgie, but since when has that stopped you?”

Georgie laughed, “Maybe this will be the first time.”

“Well, I’m very proud of you. You are being very mature and very reasonable. Stan wouldn’t recognize this Georgie and I think he might be a little disappointed that you weren’t putting up more of a fight over him.”

“I think I’m too old for that.”

“No, Georgie. You’re not too old to fight. You’re too classy.”

“Remember that time in high school when that Michelle-girl got in my face because I was dating her best friend’s ex-boyfriend?” Georgie chuckled.

“Talk about sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

“You remember what happened to her nose?” 

Aleta started to laugh. “She slapped you first. It was self-defense.”

“I agree.”

“You probably didn’t need to pull her hair after you punched her.”

“Maybe not,” Georgie shrugged.

“And kicking her books down the hallway was probably not completely warranted,” Aleta laughed.

“I swear, I didn’t see them. I was just trying to get to class.”

“We aren’t going to have a repeat of that with Maggie Huff-n-puff, are we?” Aleta folded her arms and looked at her sister.

“My days of fighting over a boy are over. I like the idea of retiring undefeated,” Georgie pointed to the bottle. “Go ahead. Crack that bottle open. We’ll drink to high school bullies, and prom queens, and making out in the back seats of cars.”

“I never did that,” Aleta fussed.

“Do you ever worry about the ground opening up and swallowing you for lying so much?” Georgie giggled.

“Look who I’m being compared to? You had a new boyfriend every week until you met Stan,” Aleta said as she fussed with the corkscrew.

“You had lots of boyfriends, Aleta. Do you think I don’t remember? What about Lawrence Tucci? He was so cute.”

“We only dated for a summer.” 

“And there was Bernard Kline. That guy was a sweetheart.”

“Yes, he was a gentleman,” Aleta smiled.

“Felix Turner. I know, for a fact, that he wasn’t a gentleman. That was half the reason all the girls were after that guy. Come on. You didn’t make out with him?”

“No, Georgie. I wasn’t interested. I was looking for a husband, and Felix Turner was not husband material,” Aleta finally got the wine uncorked. “Shoot. I forgot the glasses.”

“Who needs them? Pass me the bottle,” Georgie took a sip. “This is nice. I like white wine better than red.”

“Me too,” Aleta said as she grabbed a glass from the bathroom. “We don’t have to be savages. We can share this glass.” She poured the wine, took a sip and smiled. “This is good.”

After a little more chatter about high school and boys, Georgie decided to make a bold statement.

“I often wondered what would happen if Stan decided to remarry,” Georgie sighed. 

“Hold on a minute!” Aleta pounced. “They were just at a diner, eating. We aren’t all aboard the love train. Come on, Georgie. What are you talking about?”

Georgie looked surprised at her sister’s reaction.

“I’m sorry, but I always thought you and Stan would get back together,” Aleta continued. “I’m always hoping for it. There will be a day when I’m not going to be around to keep an eye on you. You need someone, Georgie.”

“First, you aren’t going anywhere. I’m the older sister, remember? If anyone is going to go first, it’ll be me.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Aleta held up two fingers. “Two minutes, Georgie. Are you really saying those two minutes aged you that much?”

“Second, with the lifestyle Stan lives eating chili dogs for breakfast and laying around in his smelly recliner on his days off, he will probably beat us both to the Pearly Gates.”

“He didn’t do that when he was with you. I bet he’d change.”

Georgie laughed before she continued. “Third... and I know you hate to hear this but... I was the one with cancer.”

A hush fell over the room. Aleta’s bottom lip began to quiver.

“Don’t say it, Georgie,” Aleta whispered as she looked down at the wine bottle. “Don’t you dare say it.”

“I won’t say anything. We both know the facts,” Georgie smiled. 

It had been over five years since she had been diagnosed, treated and, so far, cured of breast cancer. They caught it early and were able to beat the little devil with medicine, and radiation, and lots and lots of prayer. But every once in a while, it would creep back into the forefront of their minds and present itself like an ugly, cruel distant relative that threatened to stay for an indefinite amount of time.

“So, let’s not talk about leaving or making sure we get babysitters for each other in our old age,” Georgie sniffed back a couple of tears. “Besides, there is just too much life to live, with or without Stan.”

“I don’t care what you say, Georgie. I just don’t care for that Maggie woman.”

“I didn’t say anything about her, Aleta. You are the one focusing on the poor woman.”

“There is something there. Something I can’t put my finger on. But it’s there. She’s not quite right.”

“To be fair, she does take crime scene photos. That is a very unique choice of subject matter. You’ve got to be a little off your rocker to want to snap shots of dead bodies all day, every day.”

“Gosh, when you put it like that, she sounds kind of cool,” Aleta laughed. “Maybe I’m the one with the problem.”

“Now that sounds about right. Sheesh. Where does one begin?” Georgie teased. 

For the rest of the evening the ladies laughed and talked about the past, about the future, and especially about Apple Harvest Orchard and the strange set of characters that were starting to make an impression on them both.
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Chapter 11
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“You look ridiculous,” Aleta scolded. “Don’t be surprised when birds come and nest on your head.”

“This is an adorable and practical cap,” Georgie argued. “I don’t know what your issue is. Someone took the time to sew on every fake orange oak leaf, every tiny plastic acorn, every branch of pips.”

“The only things missing are a couple of gourds and jack-o-lanterns. You remind me of a fall-themed Carmen Miranda with that thing on your head,” Aleta pointed at her sister. “And, I can’t say the rest of your ensemble is that far off from being a full-blown costume, either.”

“These are plain old black jeans, and this is just a ruffled blouse with a ruffled collar and balloon sleeves you can barely see underneath my awesome shawl.”

“Don’t you even think of climbing up a tree in that get up,” Aleta ordered as she tugged on her modest brown wool sweater.

“Fine. But I know you are jealous you can’t do this!” Georgie ripped off her shawl, twirled it around like a toreador enticing a massive bull, only to replace the shawl perfectly over her shoulders again.

“How long have you been waiting to do that?” Aleta asked without cracking a smile.

“A long time. But all that practice in front of the mirror paid off,” Georgie’s eyes were wide with excitement. “Want to see me do it again?”

“No,” Aleta chuckled as they headed towards the apple orchard. They had to park a fair distance back this time. Business was already back to normal after a day of grieving. They were hoping to catch Mrs. Charlotte Slute at the house and have a couple words with her, but as they made their way in that direction, they saw quite a few pieces of farm equipment blocking the path.

“Let’s give them some time and we’ll try again when no one will notice us going to the house,” Georgie said.

“What do we do in the meantime?”

“Let’s pick some apples for Betty. She’s been so good to us. I think she’d appreciate that.”

“Good idea, Georgie. But, only low hanging fruit,” Aleta rolled her eyes. 

As they walked into the orchard on a large and deeply rooted tree, they saw something carved into the bark. 

“Oh, look,” Aleta pointed. “It’s a heart. TB LUVS VS 4-EVR. Do you think that is Tony Beaumont and Veronica Slute?”

“To have another person with those initials would be pretty hard to find, especially in the apple orchard owned by your father. Yes, I think that is Veronica and Tony’s initials.”

“It’s sad. We don’t know anything but what has been told to us about Tony and yet here is this cute little statement they probably carved together.”

“Aleta, you are an old softy,” Georgie teased.

“Please. When you were Veronica’s age, if Stan spray painted your initials over a bridge, you’d be gushing and giggling all over the place about what a romantic thing that was.”

“Painting on a bridge is. It requires you to risk your life to do it,” Georgie harrumphed. 

“Why do I talk to you?”

“Because no one is as fun as me,” Georgie bumped her sister with her hip as they strolled further into the orchard. 

It was another gray day with a soft blanket of clouds overhead. There was more of a chill in the air this morning than they’d had all season. It carried the smell of burning leaves on it, making it feel like autumn had really arrived. Every couple of paces in the orchard, there were cute signs pointing visitors in the right way, small plaques that gave a brief history of the grounds, and even a couple of Halloween decorations like scarecrows or skeletons.

Georgie was jabbering to Aleta about how they should decorate their houses for the fall, when suddenly she stopped speaking all together.

“What is it? Georgie? Are you okay?”

“Aleta, what does that say?” She pointed to the biggest apple tree in this part of the orchard. On the trunk, freshly gouged, were more initials. Aleta walked up to the tree and squinted in order to read the letters aloud. XS luvs PH. 

“So?” Aleta said.

“How many people do you know whose name starts with “X”?

“None.”

“Think, Aleta. Who owns this place?”

“Yeah,” Aleta snapped her fingers. “Xabat. Sure. Isn’t that sweet?”

“Yeah for PH. Isn’t his wife’s name Charlotte?”

Aleta froze and stared at Georgie. 

“Xabat Slute loves PH,” Georgie tapped her chin with one hand while she reached up and picked a perfect apple with just the right amount of pistachio green and cherry red on either side of its smooth surface.

“No!” Aleta gasped then ran to her sister. “You don’t think it could be Paula Hemmingsworth?” She whispered the words then clapped her hand over her mouth.

Georgie slapped her hand to her forehead.

“Georgie, we could be totally wrong. These could be anyone’s initials. People carve their names and stuff on trees all the time. There could be a boy in the house named after his father who we’ve never seen before.” 

“There could be,” Georgie clicked her tongue. “I think we might want to talk to the property manager again, don’t you?”

“She’s not going to admit to anything, if it’s even her that we are talking about here. This could be a totally random, weird coincidence. You do realize that, right?”

Georgie adjusted her hat and fixed her shawl.

“I can count on one hand the number of people in my life who I’ve met whose names begin with “X”. That doesn’t change the fact that whoever he loves, her name isn’t Charlotte.”

“Maybe he has a pet name for her?” Aleta was trying to be hopeful.

“The last initial should be “S” then, right?”

“Okay, say you are right. What do you think Paula is going to say? She’s not going to admit to anything. Plus, she was a little batty when we spoke to her. Maybe she’s got some weird fantasy about Xabat Slute going on and he doesn’t even know this tree has their love carved into it.”

“That’s completely possible. It also explains why there was such a discrepancy in their stories. So, you see why we need to check it out?”

Aleta nodded and the women, forsaking their apple picking again, headed towards the gift shop. 

Along the way, they crossed paths with a few of the outdoor staff members and asked where they could find Paula Hemmingsworth. 

“Who?” most of the staff replied.

“The Property Supervisor, Paula Hemmingsworth,” Georgie repeated to half a dozen Apple Harvest Orchard employees.

“I’m not sure who that is,” one of the groundskeepers said.

“Oh, uhm, I think she works in the office,” an older woman working in the gift shop replied, in response to their query about Ms. Hemmingsworth. A pretty cashier nearby chimed in, “She’s Mr. Slute’s secretary, I think.” 

“I don’t know her,” a young man tending the barn shook his head.

The janitor, who was cleaning the courtyard in a haphazard fashion, had just scratched his head and looked puzzled. “The orchard has a property supervisor?”

“Now this is getting weird,” Aleta said as they walked into the gift shop. “None of the people who tend the property know who the supervisor is? That doesn’t make any sense. She said she worked here since March, right?”

“That’s what she said. Do you think your friend Marvin might know something about it?” Georgie nodded toward the concession stand.

“He can’t know less than the people we just spoke to.”

Georgie hung back as Aleta spoke with Marvin. It must have been very interesting since she leaned down on her elbow, stretching one leg behind her. After a few minutes, she came back with some coffee, her eyes wider than saucers.

“What? Tell me?” Georgie gushed.

“Marvin said that he has heard of this mysterious creature called Paula Hemmingsworth. He said that Bigfoot is seen more than she is. But yes, she does work here, and has some fancy title like Property Administrator or Property Manager. According to Marvin, all she does is march around every couple of days to yell at a few people and then she retreats to her office.”

“Where is her office?”

“Right next to Xabat’s office,” Aleta smirked.

“Okay, we know what we are dealing with here,” Georgie took a sip of her coffee. “This is good coffee. It tastes like they cooked it over a campfire.”

Aleta took a sip and almost choked. “Smooth,” she joked.

Just as Georgie was about to suggest that they go hunt down Xabat’s office, she saw a flash of bleached blond hair out of the corner of her eye. It was Paula, and she was hurrying outside while mumbling into a walkie-talkie.

“Can you keep up?” Georgie asked.

“You know I can.”

They ditched their strong coffee and followed Paula as she darted off into the orchard at a soldier’s pace.

“Is something on fire?” Aleta asked, starting to puff a little.

“Well, a liar’s pants are often on fire,” Georgie replied making her sister chuckle. 

“We don’t know if she’s a liar or not, yet.”

“Get ready to find out,” Georgie said, looking behind her to see how far they were from the gift shop. 

“What are you doing?”

“Just trust your big sister, Aleta, and follow me,” Georgie stepped off the main path Paula was walking down and onto a parallel path. Hurrying to pass Paula without being noticed, Georgie then started to yell.

“Help! Oh, hello! Anyone! Please help.” Georgie and Aleta waited. They heard mumbling, and as they kept calling every couple of seconds, finally it produced one Paula Hemmingsworth.

“Can I help you?” she looked at Georgie and Aleta like they were covered in some kind of catchy fungus.

“Oh, thanks goodness it’s you. Paula, right?” Georgie said as she tried to catch her breath.

“Yes,” Paula wrinkled her nose.

“Georgie Kaye. My sister Aleta. This is so embarrassing, Paula. We must have gotten completely turned around. We are lost. Can you point us towards the gift shop?”

“It’s just past down this road,” Paula said with a quick, unemotional smile.

“You’re kidding. Just down this row?” Aleta put her hand to her cheek.

“That’s it,” Paula replied.

“It’s tough getting old, Paula,” Georgie laughed loudly. “Hey, how are the Slutes feeling today? Have they heard anything from the police?”

“Oh, uhm, well Xabat is just so devastated. He and Tony were very close.”

“They were? I thought you said that Tony was abusive,” Georgie went right for the jugular.

“I never said that. Why would I ever say such a thing?” Paula snapped.

“I’m sorry. But you did. Yesterday,” Georgie shrugged.

Paula narrowed her eyes and for a minute. Aleta was sure Paula was going to let loose with a couple of punches in Georgie’s direction.

“Paula, we were wondering where we might find Mrs. Slute. She wasn’t at the house yesterday and we are hoping to talk to her today.”

“I told you she wasn’t there. I don’t know what she’s doing today. She never tells anyone her plans.” Paula flipped her hair behind her for the tenth time. “I don’t think she’s at home today.”

“That’s too bad. At times like this, it is very important to talk to people,” Georgie watched Paula who was fidgeting even more than she had been the day before. “Don’t you think so, Paula? You spoke with us yesterday.”

“And I told you that everything was fine with Tony and Xabat. They were so close, it was like father and son. It really was. But, that’s all I know.”

“I can’t help but think that is a little different from what you’d said yesterday. How come?” Georgie asked.

“I was upset. This is all so unfair to Xabat and me. I mean, to the whole staff. It has really devastated everyone. Tony was a good man. Really good. Xabat loved him.”

“I’m very confused,” Georgie kept prodding. “Were Tony and Xabat as close as you and Xabat?”

Aleta smacked her own head with the palm of her hand. This interview was over and there was going to be no coming back from it. Georgie had pressed the wrong button, and now Paula was going to be on to them. 

“I don’t know who you ladies are, but I do know that Xabat loved that boy no matter what. I wish you reporters and photographers would just get off the property and leave Xabat in peace. He hasn’t done anything.”

“We aren’t reporters,” Georgie tried to soothe the woman. The more Paula flipped her hair, the more Georgie was sure it was the equivalent of a spring being wound to the breaking point.

“Well, if you aren’t reporters, then you are some really sick old ladies to be snooping around after a man that experienced such a tragedy,” Paula huffed. “I’d suggest you get your apples and get out of here before I call security.” 

Paula stomped off down the row and off into the distance, leaving Georgie and Aleta there with their mouths hanging open. 

Suddenly, Georgie started to cough and pat her chest. “A fly just buzzed in my mouth,” she hacked.

“Did you see that? That was a guilty woman, if I ever saw one.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Georgie cleared her throat. “I swallowed a fly.”

“That’s what you get for letting your mouth just hang open,” Aleta teased. “Now, what are we going to do? She’s hiding something.”

“Well, she’s certainly not hiding it well. She’s obviously up to something with Xabat. Did you notice how she always talks about him but never mentions his wife? As if he’s the only one suffering.”

“Yes,” Aleta nodded. “But now, she’s going to tell Xabat about the crazy old ladies on the premises asking questions and have us promptly tossed out. You, with that crazy hat, are going to be impossible to overlook.”

“That’s right,” Georgie pulled the hat from her head and fluffed up her hair. She took off her shawl and folded it over her arm. “I saw that Paula was so mesmerized by my fantastic hat that she didn’t really pay any attention to you, or my face.”

“You don’t think she’s going to know it’s you?”

“Nope. Let’s go drop this off with Pablo and come right back. I want to talk to Charlotte and I’m not leaving until I do.”
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Chapter 12
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Just as Georgie got to Pablo, her vintage Volkswagen, another familiar vehicle pulled up not far from her. It was Stan’s undercover sedan. He emerged from the driver’s side and Maggie stepped out of the passenger side, looking at Georgie as if she’d just been assigned ten pages of algebra homework.

“Georgie,” Stan waved. Georgie waved back, smiling pleasantly.

“Hey, Stan,” Aleta went and gave him a hug and kiss on the cheek as she always did. “What’s shakin’?”

“We got the coroner’s report back,” he went right into business mode.

“What does it say?” Georgie stepped up after she slammed the door close on Pablo.

“Funny things. It says that Tony Beaumont died of blunt force trauma to the head. He did not die of asphyxiation.”

“I knew it,” Georgie said. “Those were restraint marks on his wrists, weren’t they?”

“It appears so,” Stan nodded.

“How did you know about those?” Maggie asked, harshly.

“I noticed them when they took down the body,” Georgie said, trying to smile a little. But Maggie’s sour face sucked the urge right out of her.  

“Well, we’ve got some information, too,” Georgie started to say before Aleta stepped on her foot. “Yeow!”

“Sorry, Georgie. Your foot got in the way,” Aleta smirked. “Yeah, Georgie swallowed a fly just now.”

“Eww,” Maggie grimaced.

Stan reacted exactly the way Aleta knew he would. He started to laugh. “Georgie, did you ever think that maybe that’s God’s way of asking you to be quiet?” Stan teased.

“Maybe,” she looked at her sister who gave her a sly wink. “It was gross. I’ll say that.”

“I’ve never had anything like that happen to me,” Maggie boasted.

Georgie had a million things pop into her mind to say in reply, all of them harsh, brash, and hostile. She opted to say nothing.

“So, what is your next step, Stan?” Georgie asked, looking past Maggie to her ex-husband.

“I need to talk with Veronica. She’d mentioned something about some strange characters that they had to ask to leave the property a few weeks ago. I’m hoping to get a description or something. It’s a long shot, but we’ve got to try.”

“Do you think it could have been an inside job?” Georgie prodded a little more.

“I don’t know. I don’t see anyone with a motive, but we haven’t spoken to everyone who works on the grounds,” Stan cleared his throat. “That’s going to be a task on its own.”

“Well, good luck,” Georgie said.

Stan didn’t reply but looked at her with those sexy blue eyes. Was he giving her that same “come hither” look she’d known for so long?  Georgie was certain that he was giving her exactly that look. 

“Let’s go to the gift shop. We’ll start there,” Stan said, unexpectedly, to Maggie.

“I’ll catch up with you,” she replied as she fidgeted with her camera. 

“Good luck today, Maggie,” Aleta started walking in the direction of the orchard and the Slute farmhouse.

“Yes. Good luck,” Georgie turned to leave with her sister.

“Georgie, can I talk to you for a second?” Maggie asked.

Aleta raised her eyebrows but continued to walk away out of earshot as Georgie turned and looked at Maggie.

“Of course,” she replied politely. 

Maggie looked back at Stan who was already almost at the gift shop, then checked where Aleta was, narrowing her eyes for a split second.

“I just think it’s time we clear the air,” Maggie started.

“Uhm, okay?”

“I understand that you and Stan have a history. But that was a long time ago and you’ve made your decision that you don’t want to get back together with him. Right?”

“Well, I don’t think we’ll get back together. But we have children, Maggie. We’ll always be together in a sense,” Georgie felt the same way she did about a year ago when she’d backed Pablo into a pole causing about two-hundred dollars worth of damage to his fender. That pole had just jumped out of nowhere, just like this conversation.

“Your children are grown. They don’t need to be clinging to some false hope that mommy and daddy are getting back together someday,” Maggie said, quietly. “If you are trying to prevent Stan from moving forward, well, I find that terribly selfish and just sad for someone your age.”

“Maggie, I’m not preventing Stan from doing anything. Just like I didn’t prevent him from leaving his three children and me to go off in search of prospecting. He made that decision all on his own,” Georgie could feel her blood pressure rising.

“That’s another thing. He’s told me all about it. He said you wouldn’t let him off the hook for it, even though he’s said he’s sorry a dozen times. Don’t you think it’s about time you let bygones be bygones?” Maggie spoke more loudly now, rolling her eyes at Georgie.

“I think this conversation is over, Maggie,” Georgie tugged at the puffy sleeves of her blouse. 

“No, it isn’t. But you obviously don’t want to talk about it like grown women. Fine.” She slung her camera over her shoulder and flipped her plain, brown hair behind her. “I tried to let you bow out gracefully.”

“Bow out?”

“But you insist on being difficult,” Maggie folded her arms in front of her.

“Difficult?”

“Keep one thing in mind, Georgie. I’m not under your spell like Stan is. Your game won’t work on me.”

Before Georgie could reply, Maggie slammed the car door shut and quickly hurried away to catch up with Stan. Georgie stood there with her mouth hanging open for the second time that day.

“You better watch it or another fly is going to buzz in,” Aleta said as she inched her way back to Georgie’s side. “What was that all about?”

“I think I was just assaulted,” Georgie said.

“What?”

After repeating the conversation to Aleta, Georgie folded her arms and leaned against Pablo, not worrying if any of the rust from the swooshing tires would get transferred to her clothes. 

“Now, I’m the one who is going to have a fly buzz into my mouth,” Aleta stared at her sister and then looked to see Maggie entering the gift shop. 

“I’m not sure if I should laugh or cry,” Georgie said.

“Don’t cry. It isn’t worth crying over. But it is a head-scratcher, that’s for sure. Do you think Stan is feeding her some bad information?”

“You know Stan, Aleta. He’s not the kind of guy who likes drama,” Georgie started to walk towards the orchard but stopped. “I don’t feel like going in there. This is all too weird for me.”

“You want to give up? Don’t you think we are getting closer? We’ve got those initials carved in the tree to consider, and we still haven’t talked to Charlotte Slute.”

“I’m not sure, Aleta. This might be too much for me,” Georgie shook her head. “I’m shocked. That’s all I can say. Who does that? Who confronts a man’s ex-wife with the intention of causing problems? I might not be the easiest pill to swallow, but I don’t, intentionally, try to rub people the wrong way. Or do I?”

“You can’t be expected to act any differently than anyone else when it comes to seeing your ex-husband with someone else. This is the first time. You’d think that Stan would have explained that,” Aleta looked towards the gift shop and Georgie could read her mind.

“Don’t,” she stated, firmly. “Don’t even think about it.”

“She wanted to clear the air. Why didn’t she ask Stan to stick around for this little air-cleaning session?” Aleta huffed. “See, I knew there was something off about this woman. My gut told me so.”

“I’d like to get out of here. A change is as good as a rest,” Georgie said.

“I don’t blame you. Let’s go back to Betty’s and regroup. You’ll feel better after we get away from all this. You had Paula snap at you and now Maggie’s craziness. That’s a bit much to happen within half an hour,” Aleta soothed.

Back at the castle, Georgie decided she wanted a hot bath and some quiet. Aleta said she’d go see if she couldn’t scare up a couple more brownies from the diner and bring them back. But, even something as simple as a little quiet wasn’t going to evade Georgie for a few more minutes. The maid was making the bedroom.

“I’ll have your room ready shortly, milady.”

“Don’t hurry on my account,” Georgie said. “I’ve had one of those mornings.”

“Would you care for an elixir? Perhaps you’re peckish. Might I get you something to eat?” the maid asked.

“No, my sister is picking up some brownies from the diner down the street,” Georgie sighed. “We’ve been at the Apple Harvest Orchard this morning and, you know, I can only take so much pumpkin spice flavored stuff.”

The maid looked at the door to the suite and then to Georgie. 

“Very good milady. Shall I finish making up the room?”

“Oh, honey, call me Georgie. Take your time,” Georgie wanted to tell the handmaiden about her experience and get her take on it, but it seemed like a long story with heavy, weighted words that were too much to spit out of her mouth a third time.

“Have you ever been to the orchard?” Georgie asked instead. “My sister and I were just there.”

“Yes.” She didn’t say anymore.

“What did you think of the place?”

“It was fine.”

Georgie couldn’t help herself. She knew that Maggie had knocked her off her game, but this maid knew something. Her curiosity was worse than that of an alley cat on garbage day.

“You sound like you have an opinion of the place,” Georgie took a seat at the desk. “Care to share? I’d love to know the local perspective.”

The maid looked at Georgie, then the door, and then took a seat on the bench at the edge of the bed looking at Georgie.

“Look, I do this job as a side hustle for my kid’s tuition. Private school is costly.” Georgie wanted to laugh at the surprisingly southern accent the woman had. Scarlett O’Hara sounded like she was from Jersey next to this little peach. “But I’ve not only heard about some bad things at that place, I’ve seen them.”

“Really?” It didn’t take much for Georgie to focus on what she was saying instead of how she was saying it.

“It doesn’t surprise me, at all, that the whole thing come to a head with a murder,” she said.

“How do you know it’s a murder?”

“Because I live around here,” she huffed. “Georgie, let me tell you that in small towns like this, when a person talks, they always say more than they are saying.”

“Do tell.”

“Take Mrs. Slute,” the maid leaned back a little. “The nicest woman on the planet. Never a sour word or expression on her face. Raised a right proper young lady. But chooses a scoundrel to sire that baby.”

“I take it you mean Mr. Slute.”

“The one and only,” the maid scooted closer, looked at the door, then back at Georgie. “I can’t tell you how many times he’s stayed in this very establishment thinking we don’t know who he is and that we won’t suspect the name Smith in the guestbook.”

“You’re kidding,” Georgie found herself scooting closer. “But it’s just down the street from the orchard.”

“He’s one of those thrill seekin’ cheaters,” the maid said, matter-of-factly. “It ain’t worth the trouble if there ain’t the chance of someone walkin’ in on him or recognizing him. He puts his women up in the suite downstairs because it has a separate side entrance.”

“You said women?” Georgie asked.

“Oh, yeah. He’s got a few numbers in his Rolodex, that’s for sure.”

“Is there anyone you recognize from the orchard, or around town?”

The maid tapped her chin, looked at the door, and then at Georgie. “I don’t know her name, but he’s got some blond woman who wears the Apple Harvest Orchard sweatshirt every time she comes. She only carries a small bag of things with her. Sort of skittish. Nervous, for sure. I don’t know if she lives around here, but she does work at the orchard.”

“You’ve been very helpful... uhm, what is your name?” Georgie reached into her pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. 

“Loretta. Loretta Mae Sinclair.”

“You’re obviously not from around here,” Georgie laughed.

“No ma’am. I’m from Emmetsville, South Carolina. My husband’s job brought us to the Midwest. It sure is cold this time of year.”

“Will this be your first winter here?”

“Yes, ma’am. We just moved here about six months ago.”

Georgie had to laugh again, “Well, just wait until January. Have you ever seen snow?”

“No ma’am.”

“Get ready,” Georgie laughed again and handed her the money. “Thank you for the information and for tending our room. I apologize for the mess. It’s my sister. She’s a bit of a hoarder. It’s hard for her not to live with piles of things around her.”

Just then, Aleta walked in with a large white carryout bag.

“See what I mean?” Georgie looked at Loretta. “She’s already bringing more things into the room.”

“Whatever my sister is saying about me is a lie,” Aleta walked in and put the bag on the desk next to her sister. “Brownies and cherry pie.”

“Well, I’ll take my leave now, ladies. Please ring me if I may be of any further assistance,” Loretta had slipped back into character and bowed gracefully out of the room.

“You won’t believe what I just learned,” Georgie said.

The sisters took their snacks, spread out picnic-style on the fuzzy rug that was in front of the television and turned on a crackling fireplace video that was surprisingly soothing. 

Once Georgie had finished telling Aleta everything she’d learned from Loretta, they finished their desserts and were sipping on a bottle of water.

“You think the blond is Paula?” Aleta asked.

“Who else could it be?” Georgie licked her fingers. “That cherry pie was delicious. You could tell they used real shortening, not that healthier stuff.”

“Who wants the healthier stuff?”

“Exactly. Hey, let’s go to the thrift store and do a little shopping. Have lunch at the diner. Then, we can go back to the orchard tomorrow. If we don’t stumble across anything substantial, then we head for home.”

“Fine by me,” Aleta agreed. “I still think we’ve got a lead with Paula.”

“A lead to having an affair. So, Xabat is a cheater. That doesn’t make him a murderer. And, it was his future son-in-law.”

“Come on, Georgie. Did you like all of your in-laws?”

“You’ve got a point,” she chuckled.
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“Another successful trip to the thrift store,” Georgie hooted as she emerged from the bathroom in her new fall ensemble. She wore dark brown leg warmers over black stretch pants and an oversized brown blouse with her shawl.

“Didn’t you buy a hat?” Aleta asked.

“Oh, I did,” Georgie walked over to the huge garbage-sized bags full of clothing she’d purchased and started rummaging around. “There you are.”

She pulled out an olive green beret and quickly put it on, tugging it to one side.

“You look very Parisian,” Aleta smiled.

“And you look very nice yourself,” Georgie replied. “I love that color on you. You know, my beret would match that sweater almost perfectly. Do you want to wear it?” she asked, smoothing the sleeve of Aleta’s new khaki colored sweater and admiring her black slacks.

“No,” Aleta replied.

“It would look lovely.”

“No.”

“It won’t mess up your hair. It’ll be festive,” Georgie urged.

“No.”

“Fine. Be a dud,” Georgie finished putting on her make-up. 

“I’m not a dud. I just don’t like hats.” 

“Who doesn’t like hats?” Georgie squawked.

“I don’t. They always itch my forehead.”

“You’re crazy,” Georgie shook her head as they left the castle and headed towards the orchard.

Apple Harvest Orchard was busy again with school buses and caravans of families coming to visit. 

“I can’t get over the fact that a murder hasn’t really dampened the spirits of the folks visiting,” Aleta said.

“What can you say? People are morbid.”

“Well, I’d say that if I were just referring to you. But, most people in general might shy away.”

“If they did, Barnum & Bailey would have never had a circus. Freak shows would have never pulled in the kind of money they did. I’d go to one.”

“A circus?”

“No. A freak show.”

“I don’t know if using the term “freak show” is very acceptable these days,” Aleta said in a hushed voice as they walked towards the gift shop.

“Right, because there are so many pin-heads and bearded ladies we need to worry about. What about the bearded lady in our family? We just called her grandma.”

Aleta laughed loudly.

“See? And you’re laughing at the poor woman. God rest her soul,” Georgie crossed herself. “I’m just saying if you are weird enough, be proud, and self-assured people like me will pay money to take a gander.”

“Grandma did have a healthy five o’clock shadow.”

“Didn’t she though?” They linked arms. “And I can’t prove it, but cousin Mimi was a pin-head for sure.”

“No, she wasn’t. They have a genetic defect that alters their features,” Aleta took a deep breath. “Mimi was just... ugly.”

“You can say that again.”

After paying the small entrance fee and getting two Styrofoam cups of coffee, the ladies decided today was the day they were going to talk to the illusive Charlotte Slute. 

As if on cue, once they stepped outside, the cool air wrapping around them and the smell of apples filling their noses, they heard a ruckus that drew them around several rows of trees to a small gathering of staff.

“I’m trying to do my job here, Charlotte,” Paula hissed. “I can’t have this. It just won’t work.”

“Paula,” Charlotte stood still wearing a white turtleneck sweater and blue jeans with a bright orange and yellow fall vest over it. “This is not what we discussed. It’s...”

“It’s what I discussed with Xabat,” Paula threw back those words as if that was the end of things. Her audacity was palpable. 

“Charlotte, I think you need to let Paula handle things out here the way she sees fit.”

“Why?” Charlotte looked at her husband as if she were begging for help. “She doesn’t have any idea what she’s doing. We’ve had more than one contractor cut ties because of her. What does it take for you to see what’s going on, Xabat?”

“I can’t believe you are bringing that up,” Paula hissed. “I can’t believe she’d do that.” She looked at Xabat who frowned at his wife.

“Charlotte, that is unfair. You aren’t out here to see how hard Paula works,” Xabat interrupted.

“Apparently no one is, because the rest of the staff say she doesn’t do much of anything.”

“I don’t have to take this. That’s it,” Paula waved her hands dramatically. “I’m done. I’ve had it with this.”

“No,” Xabat put his hands up. “This is getting way out of hand.”

“She obviously thinks I don’t do any work, Xabat,” Paula spoke as if Charlotte weren’t even there. But Xabat knew his wife was there and he scowled at her.

“You apologize to Paula right now.”

“What?” Charlotte looked at him as if he’d just punched her. He might as well have. 

“Apologize to Paula, Charlotte. You were out of line. This is unfair and I think you need to say you’re sorry. Paula is here every day busting her ass to make this orchard a success and... and you listen to whatever gossip is going around. You rarely left the house even before Tony’s accident.”

“You always tell me that I’ll just get in the way,” Charlotte spat back. Even from where Georgie and Aleta were, they could see her body shaking.

“You don’t have any idea what needs to get done out here. Paula does, and she does her job,” Xabat replied. “Now, you need to say you are sorry.”

“I wouldn’t say I was sorry,” Georgie whispered to her sister. “I’d tell Xabat and Paula to see themselves out the door. Don’t let it hit you where the good Lord split...”

“I get it,” Aleta said. “And I agree.”

Charlotte looked from Xabat to Paula and back again. She started to cry and the Kaye sisters were sure she was going to just explode into a tirade of obscenities that might just make the trees nearby curl up and die on the spot. 

“I’m sorry, Paula,” Charlotte muttered pitifully. “I’m just not myself. With Veronica still in bed and all the wedding plans to cancel I...”

“I accept your apology, Charlotte. But you hurt me. You really did.”

Charlotte continued to apologize before Xabat told her it was enough.

“We’ve got to get back to work now, Char. We just don’t have time to be screwing around like this. Every day we have delays and every day that’s money we aren’t making.”

Georgie saw a glint in Charlotte’s eye when Xabat said that. It was almost like she knew something he didn’t. He was talking, but Charlotte’s mind was processing something entirely different. 

“I hope we won’t have any more problems like this in the future, Char. I really do. Because I just don’t know what to do anymore.”

Charlotte bit her lower lip and turned from the duo heading back toward the house. After a few steps, she started to run. 

Georgie didn’t want to miss her. She took off quickly with Aleta close behind. In their attempt to try and be stealthy, they lost Charlotte in the orchard again.

“You’d think it would be easy to keep track of someone in these rows, but it’s impossible,” Aleta panted. 

“Do you think Xabat and Paula saw us?” Georgie asked. 

“No. But I’ll tell you this. If my husband ever took some other woman’s side over mine and made me act like that, I’d have his belongings on the front stoop before he knew what hit him.”

“I’m with you on that, sister,” Aleta took a big gulp of air. “Now what do we do?”

“We should split up.”

“Split up? Nothing good ever comes from us splitting up, Georgie.”

“What are you talking about? Look, you go to the farmhouse and see if you can track down Charlotte. You are a much more sympathetic soul for her to confide in. I will follow our dynamic duo and see if I can find out anything about them. We’ll meet back at your favorite table by Marvin in the food court and compare notes.”

Aleta agreed and they split up, heading in opposite directions. 
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There were lots of children running back and forth between the trees. They were all wearing the same bright yellow tags that had the name of their school printed on it like dog tags – “If found please return to St. Mary’s School, 1st grade, teacher Sister Anna Lucia Conceptione”. 

Georgie chortled to herself at the sight of the little boys running, because all little first grade boys ran. They didn’t walk. They didn’t crawl. They ran everywhere, even when they weren’t in a hurry. It made her think of her grown sons, Jonathan and Andrew. They were no different. It was such a joy watching little boys be little boys. Each one of them was happy running and jumping, then gulping down food in order to go get a few extra minutes of more running and jumping.  

Sure, her daughter Catherine was a joy, too, but in a different way. 

Although each child was unique, Georgie couldn’t help but see Stan in each of their faces. They would always be her constant reminder of the man she’d loved so much. Her heart panged as she thought of the dilemma she was in with Stan right now. 

She wanted to be happy for him. Truthfully, at first she was. But this Maggie person was a bit of a loon. It was obvious she made no attempt to get to know Georgie or even learn to tolerate her. That made Georgie nervous about how this woman might treat their children. Sure, they were grown, but Georgie and Stan were still their parents. After all these years of being divorced but still being great friends, was it going to be ruined by some bimbo from the department?

Georgie was hit with an idea. As soon as she got back home, she’d give Leto a call. He’d been promoted and then transferred from Stan’s precinct to the twelfth precinct. Leto Murphy knew Stan almost as well as Georgie did. One of the casualties of police work is that your partner becomes family, whether you like it or not. Thankfully, Leto was a good cop and a good man. Georgie knew Leto would be straight with her.

“I’ll just ask Leto if he knows who Maggie Huff-n-Puff is and what’s her story,” Georgie decided, nodding to herself confidently. That could come back and bite you, her pesky inner voice pointed out.

But, Stan did the same thing with Obby, and he wasn’t a cop or tied to any police work. He’s a civilian. She tried to smooth out the ethical wrinkles in her plan.

Finding out about Maggie is what a jealous woman would do. That thought made her wonder if Charlotte had ever done any snooping into Paula’s background. 

There were a lot more people at this end of the orchard. With a playground that had a clubhouse, slides, a choo-choo train, and paintings on big planks of wood with holes to peek through, the entire place was swarming like an anthill. 

The sound of playful shouting and giggles made Georgie smile. The kids chased each other back and forth. Their cheeks were red and they were all sweaty, even though it was a beautiful temperature outside; no higher than sixty-five degrees.

Having this much fun required a lot of energy. Moms were going to have a peaceful ride home and an early bedtime tonight. Yup, Georgie remembered the routine well. 

It took those few steps to decide she wouldn’t go snooping around on Maggie. She had more important things to do than that. When she got back home, she’d have paintings to finish and the house would need a thorough cleaning to get ready for the colder weather. Plus, she had yet to decide on Halloween costumes. Yup, there were definitely more important things to worry about than Stan’s love life. 

“He picked you, Georgie Kaye. He can’t be too stupid,” she muttered to herself as she stopped to watch the children play.

Just as Georgie was about to take a seat on a bench near the playground, she saw Xabat. He was slowly pacing back and forth, checking his watch, and looking around as if he were expecting someone.

Where Paula had disappeared to, Georgie didn’t know. But she had the gut feeling if she kept an eye on Xabat, Paula wouldn’t be too far behind. She kept watching him as he watched the people around. Was he checking out the women with their kids?

Georgie couldn’t be sure, but it looked to her that every blonde between the ages of twenty and forty that walked past, or sat at the other benches, was going to get the Xabat Slute once over. 

You can’t blame a man for being a man. Georgie thought. There had been plenty of times in their marriage when a woman in a pair of spandex pants and a halter-top would distract Stan for a few seconds as he walked down the sidewalk.  That didn’t make Stan a bad guy. And, he was much better looking than Xabat, at least Georgie thought so. 

Suddenly, as if he had forgotten he had an appointment, Xabat turned and went into the corn maze. Without thinking, Georgie took off after him.

The sounds of the children quickly faded as the tall, dry yellow stalks blocked the noise from all around. Nothing but Georgie’s own footsteps could be heard. She carefully followed Xabat as he wound his way to the right, to the left, and to the left again. He obviously knew where he was headed.

There were signs and markings that Georgie tried to keep straight as she followed him, but it was no use. He was walking too fast for her to really remember anything, so she trusted that once he got to his destination, she’d be able to find her way back. Besides, it wasn’t the Congo; it was just a corn maze. It wasn’t like no one would ever find her again.

Xabat came to a stop at a large wooden map that had the maze design on it and a marker that read “You Are Here”. At first, Georgie thought he’d gotten himself lost. But then, she heard a female voice call his name. Without hesitation, Xabat slipped behind the big wooden map and disappeared inside the rows of corn.

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” Georgie muttered and slowly approached the sign. Holding her breath, she listened carefully. 

“I can’t believe she’d talk to me like that.” Georgie was sure the woman must be pouting.

“I’m sorry, baby,” Xabat replied. “We just need to wait a little longer.”

“You’ve been saying that for so long. I don’t think you mean it.”

“Of course I do,” Xabat replied. Georgie tried to peek inside the corn, but couldn’t see anything. The conversation was still going, but she was only getting bits and pieces of it. The couple had lowered their voices and there were a few sounds that indicated they were doing a little more than just talking privately among the corn stalks.

“When, Xabat? Just give me an idea when this is all going to be over and done with.”

It had to be Paula. There was no way it could be anyone else.

“Paula, you’ve just got to trust me.” 

Georgie nodded her head and patted herself on the back for knowing who the harlot was that Xabat was with. 

“I trust you, baby. I do. But...” the conversation dipped and they began speaking in whispers. 

“Tony was difficult enough. Don’t you remember?” Xabat said. 

“It wasn’t that difficult,” Paula sounded like she was pouting to Xabat, as if she were a child trying to get dessert before eating her Brussels sprouts. 

“You didn’t like the zip ties. You said so,” Xabat said. Georgie instantly thought of the restraint marks around Tony’s hands.

How sad it was that a young man was now dead because of the man who was supposed to be his father-in-law. What happened? Why was Tony chosen when he wasn’t even part of the family yet?

Georgie leaned forward and tried to listen. It was of no use. They were whispering again. She had to get closer. Bending down she squinted through the stalks, and just a few feet away from her, she saw Xabat and Paula’s feet among the corn. If she delicately inched her way inside the corn, she might be able to get close enough to hear what they were saying and stay camouflaged by the stalks. 

Georgie stood up and walked a few paces to the right. Then, making sure no one saw her, she angled her body sideways to slip inside the maze. Within seconds she, too, was hidden from anyone who might be walking by. 

Thankfully, a slight breeze blew just enough to press against the crispy stalks hiding her steps as she moved within earshot of the amorous couple.

“No one suspects anything,” Xabat insisted. “Not even Charlotte.”

“Are you sure?”

“She’s so worried about Veronica that she’s barely paying any attention to herself.”

“And you’re sure Veronica won’t get in the way?”

“She made up her mind that the farming life wasn’t for her a long time ago,” Xabat said. “Now come here and give Daddy some sugar.”

Georgie cringed. When she did, she looked to the right and found herself staring into the eight eyes of a corn spider the size of a grape. Except to Georgie, it wasn’t the size of a grape. It was the size of a Buck.

It was a combination between a gasp, a scream and a hiccup that caught Xabat and Paula’s attention.

“Whose there!” Xabat yelled.

“Oh no!” Paula replied. 

“I said who the hell is there?” 

Georgie didn’t waste any time pushing herself out of the corn stalks, but as soon as she shook off the heebie-jeebies from the terrifying encounter with the arachnid, she realized she had no idea what direction she should go in. 
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“That’s the woman I told you about!” Paula hissed, loud enough for Georgie to hear her. 

“What woman?” Xabat replied.

“The one I said was snooping around. The police photographer told me she was some kind of stalker,” Paula replied making Georgie gasp again. Part of her wanted to turn around and argue. But the gravity of the situation quickly escalated as Georgie heard Xabat say, “We’ve got to stop her.”

Georgie didn’t have time to change into a new ensemble as she did yesterday. She could have ducked into the corn stalks again, but the overwhelming fear of an eight-legged devil latching on to her was too great. It was an irrational fear. Especially since, at this very moment, two people who confessed to contributing to Tony’s death were in pursuit. But it consumed her, nonetheless. She’d often wondered if she were to face a deadly tornado, would she have the courage to venture into a web-covered crawlspace for shelter? She remembered that conversation like it was yesterday.

“Just wave good-bye, Aleta, because I’ll never be able to do it.”

“Sure you would. If it were life or death, you’d be able to do it.”

“See, that’s where you’re wrong. The thought of being whipped around the inside of a twister is not as terrifying as being covered in spider webs and spiders.”

“They’d run away,” Aleta soothed. “They are more scared of you than you are of them.” 

“Whose side are you on? Fine. When you find me looking like William Shatner in Kingdom of the Spiders, with arachnids all over my face, you can just remind me then that they are more scared of me than I am of them.”

“Georgie, you’re impossible.”

The memory of that discussion disappeared from Georgie’s mind as she focused on what direction she was heading in.

Quickly, she dodged to her right and then immediately to her left and hurried to the edge of the row to take another left. If she could just stop for a second and catch her breath and try and listen, she might be able to hear where the playground was. She might be able to center herself. But the sound of footsteps kept her moving.

Each row she went down, each turn she took, she was sure it would lead her directly into the clutches of Xabat and Paula. They had to know the corn maze like the back of their hands, right? She looked behind her and saw that she was alone. But that wasn’t good enough. She had to keep moving and praying that she wouldn’t circle around right into their clutches. 

Everything looked the same. There were no markers or posts or anything to let one know they were on the right track. It was torture being in these rows. But still, Georgie kept hustling. 

“Is anyone else in here?” she panted. “Am I the only one besides Xabat and Paula?” The idea that she was so alone and isolated from everyone made her heart pound even harder. This was turning into a nightmare. Even if she weren’t being chased, if she fell or hurt herself, it would take days for anyone to find her. Still, she kept moving. Down a dead end, she double backed, even more disoriented than before. She was sure she was heading deeper and deeper into the maze and further away from the populated parts of the orchard. 

Then, she heard the footsteps, at least she thought she did. Were they gaining on her? Were they closing in, getting her to run in the direction they wanted to so they could corner her and do away with her? And what did that police photographer have to say about her to these people? Who does that? 

Georgie’s shirt stuck to the sweat pouring down her back. Her feet were throbbing, as these adorable boots were not made for jogging. She wanted to scream for help but was afraid she’d alert Xabat and Paula as to where she was.

You’re going to have to do it, that pesky inner voice said.  Georgie pushed her way through a few corn stalks coming out into another narrow path of the maze. “Not yet,” she muttered under her breath. There was no sign of Xabat and Paula as she quickly glanced from right to left.

Scream; it’s the only way you’ll be safe. The voice wasn’t giving up, but Georgie was certain she heard people and children just a few rows away. “I’m almost there.” she insisted to please the voice and make herself feel better. 

You’re hearing things because you want to. The voice wasn’t letting her off that easy.

“Just around this corner,” Georgie argued with herself to keep her momentum going, doing her best to ignore the self-doubt her brain was churning out with every move. You’re going to get turned around again. “Not if I go this way,” Georgie insisted, trying to quiet the voice. “It has to be this way!”

Georgie’s mind was racing as she knew Xabat and Paula were gaining. If she could just round this corner and see the opening, she’d be okay. She knew it was children she heard, or was it just wishful thinking? Was it the blood rushing in her ears? She couldn’t take it anymore. 

Around the next corner was nothing but corn stalks. Another dead end. She stopped, swaying slightly from fatigue as her chest rose and fell. Finally, she heard the sound of children. They were laughing and giggling. 

You’re so close. Just do it! 

Georgie took a deep breath and—screaming the entire way—carved her own path through the dry, brittle cornstalks. Using both arms to pull herself through the last few feet, Georgie screamed and howled as her mind convinced her that she was carrying at least a hundred spiders in her hair. Still, she pushed through. She stomped. She swatted. Her hands and cheeks were scratched up. Her clothes were snagged and tugged. Finally, she fell through a barricade of haystacks spilling back onto the playground.

“Get ‘em off me! Get em off me!” she screamed as she did a jig shaking her head and jumping up and down.

“Georgie?” Aleta rushed up to her sister.

“Aleta?” she nearly collapsed in her sister’s arms. “You won’t believe it!”

“My God, Georgie!” Stan was standing right there behind Aleta. “What the hell happened?”

“You want to know what happened? Ask Xabat Slute and Paula Hemmingsworth.”

Georgie continued to frantically brush herself off while she repeated what she’d heard Xabat and Paula saying. As she finished her story, the duo emerged from the corn maze, looking awkward together. Everyone was staring at the spectacle that had just taken place. 

“Ask them!” Georgie pointed, finally catching her breath. “Ask them how difficult it was to take care of Tony.” Georgie continued, “Oh, and while you’re at it,” she glared at Stan, “You might want to ask your police photographer why she is telling suspects in a murder investigation that I’m a stalker.”

Georgie brushed the remaining shreds of stalk from the front as Aleta pulled them from her back.

“Please tell me there are no spiders on me,” Georgie said, near exhaustion.

“No, honey. I don’t see any,” Aleta replied.

“Well, this is great!” Xabat yelled. “What do you think you are doing wrecking my maze? Do you know how much it costs to get this organized and cut? You’ve caused several hundred dollars worth of damage.”

Georgie watched in shock as Xabat made the accusation that she owed them money. Paula stood smugly behind Xabat with her arms folded and nodding her head. 

“So? Who is going to pay for this?” Xabat demanded.

“Mr. Slute,” Stan interrupted. “Would you and Miss. Hemmingsworth mind coming with me?”

“Yes. We would mind. This woman caused damage to our property and you want to arrest me?” Paula hissed.

“To whose property?” Aleta asked.

“To... the Slute property,” Paula corrected, not before her cheeks turned red with embarrassment. She looked up at Xabat who was equally embarrassed.

“Like I said, I’ll need you to come with me,” Stan said after radioing in for back-up. Xabat was a big man and Paula looked like she might do anything she had to in order to get out of trouble.

Xabat and Paula were escorted to the gift shop by Stan and made to wait for the squad cars to arrive. Xabat was placed in the back of one car while Paula was in the back of the other car. They were not handcuffed and their rights had not been read to them since they were just being taken in for questions.

“Georgie, can you meet me at the station?” Stan asked, politely.

“Of course. I’ve had enough of this place,” she smiled, weakly.

“Let’s get you back to the castle and in a hot tub. You’re going to catch pneumonia out here after sweating and running around,” Aleta looked at Stan. “We’ll get cleaned up and meet you.”

Stan nodded and followed the two squad cars out of the apple orchard.

“Do you remember when I said how quaint and lovely this place was?” Georgie said as Aleta got behind Pablo’s steering wheel and started the car up.

“Yes,” Aleta smiled and shifted the gears.

“Let’s not come back.” 

“Fine by me,” Aleta chuckled. “But what made you push through all that corn and haystacks? You’ve got cuts and scrapes all over you.”

Georgie relived the terror of the corn spider so close to her face and its freakishly large size.

“That made you run through the corn?”

“No. That made me run. I had to face that fear in order to run through the corn.”

“Wow. Georgie, I am so proud of you. You really faced your fear and overcame it. You deserve a slice of pie before we go to the station.”

“A slice of pie? Is that all?”

“What else do you want?”

“I’m sure there is a medal of some kind I should be given. Maybe I should be knighted or something.”

“Knighted? I’ll put a call in to the Queen of England.”

“Well, I just think that facing a debilitating fear is worth a little more than a slice of pie.”

“Debilitating? You were anything but paralyzed. You were flailing and swooping and I‘ll bet half those kids are going to require trauma counselors after witnessing that spectacle.”

“Trauma counselors?”

“Some crazy older lady comes barreling out of the corn fields during Halloween time at a place where just a few days ago there was a murder?” Aleta nodded her head. “Definitely trauma counselors.”

Georgie clicked her tongue, “I was almost killed by those two people and you are worried about kids getting spooked... during Halloween. Are you kidding? This will be the best Halloween they ever had. Just think of the stories they are all going to tell tonight around the dinner table.”

“So, are you still scared of spiders?”

“Now, more than ever,” Georgie admitted.

“Really?”

“Yes. Really.”

“I’ll make sure there aren’t any in the tub before you climb in,” Aleta soothed.

“Thanks,” Georgie replied.

“It’s the least I can do for my big sister.”

Georgie smiled.

“My big, yellow-bellied, lily-livered, scaredy-cat sister,” Aleta smirked as she drove to Betty’s Bed & Breakfast. 
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Chapter 16
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By the time Georgie had washed up, changed clothes and had Aleta check them out of the castle, she was feeling refreshed. The drive back to the local police station to meet Stan was a pleasant one with light traffic.

“Georgie,” Stan smiled when he saw her. It was that same sly smile she’d known their whole life together and it sent a shiver up her spine. She hated him for it. 

“You look like the cat that swallowed the canary,” Georgie said.

“We’ve got a very interesting development.”

“What is that?” Aleta asked, after giving Stan a “hello” hug. Georgie did the same and really hated that Stan smelled so good. 

“Come with me.” He took the Kaye sisters into the observation room that was situated between the two interrogation rooms. Without turning on the light, they could see Paula sitting in one room. She was nervously twisting her hair. The high-strung, double-talker had disappeared and was replaced with a fragile, damsel in distress. 

In the other room was Xabat Slute. His arms were folded over his broad chest. He had a frown on his face, but it was the remorseful kind. 

“It was all her idea. She’s the one who hit Tony over the head with the shovel. She’s the one who tied his arms behind his back,” he told the officer in the room who was getting his statement. “She had this idea that with my family out of the way, we could run the orchard the way we wanted.”

“What?” Georgie whispered to Stan. “It was his orchard. He could do that already.”

“Actually, it is Charlotte Slute’s orchard. She owns the whole thing; lock, stock and barrel.” Stan whispered back.

“Does she know about this?” Georgie asked. Stan leaned his head closer to her so she’d be whispering in his ear.

“We called her. She’s on her way.”

Another officer entered the room where Paula was nervously waiting. She smiled and happily accepted a diet coke he brought to her. After opening the can and taking a sip, she batted her eyelashes at the officer and began her tale of woe.

“He promised we were going to be together. He said he just needed to take care of a few loose ends and then he’d be divorcing Charlotte.”

Paula scooted her chair closer to the officer.

“But, she was playing hardball. She told him that if he tried to divorce her, she’d leave him with nothing. She said she’d rather sink the entire orchard than give him a penny.” Paula nodded her head, as if to convince the officer she was telling the truth.

“That isn’t the woman Aleta and I saw,” Georgie whispered again to Stan. She repeated the story about Paula berating Charlotte and Xabat taking Paula’s side. “Charlotte looked utterly heartbroken.”

Stan wrote that down in his little notebook and looked at Georgie. She didn’t say anything but looked into his eyes. There was no denying that Stan was handsome, and his face could still tug at her heartstrings. But Georgie knew that handsome came a dime a dozen.

“Xabat said she was manipulating him, that she withdrew her affections from him. She would search his cell phone call log to see who he had been talking to. He couldn’t risk calling me or anyone else after work hours. She had him on a short leash.”

When the officer asked Paula why she was getting involved with a married man, she gave a tried and true answer.

“Because I loved him. I thought he loved me. He said he’d find a way to talk Charlotte out of the orchard business. But I never dreamt that he’d resort to murder.”

Paula didn’t realize that she was the one who brought up the case as being a murder, not the officer. He let her continue speaking.

“He thought if he convinced enough people that Tony killed himself because of his medications, no one would look into it. Veronica was leaving because of the constant fighting in the house. Charlotte just didn’t want to let go. She’s a very cruel woman. I can see why Xabat snapped.”

Meanwhile, Xabat’s confession followed an almost completely different storyline.

“I didn’t want to see Paula. We were just co-workers, but she wanted more. Every day she would show up everywhere I was, especially when I was alone. She’d tell me what she was wearing underneath her Apple Harvest Orchard sweatshirt or she’d press up against me when I was trying to work. She just wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

The police officer in this interrogation room also let Xabat talk undeterred. 

“She said if I wasn’t intimate with her, she was going to tell my wife. I didn’t know what else to do. So I told her we’d meet and do it once. But she kept coming back. My son-in-law caught us.”

Georgie and Aleta gasped at the same time.

“He told my daughter who approached me and demanded I call it off or she’d tell her mother,” Xabat shook his head like he had really tried everything within his power to protect his family. It wasn’t his fault things spun out of control. It was Paula’s fault. She seduced him. 

“Paula said she was just calling Tony over to talk to him. But the next thing I know, she’s hitting him in the head with a shovel. She didn’t kill him, but she tied his wrists behind him and then ordered me to hang him like he’d committed suicide.”

“Wow,” Georgie huffed. “I think we can see these two were made for each other.”

“I was just thinking the same thing.” Stan whispered. 

Georgie smirked and looked at her ex-husband.

“What about Maggie?”

Stan blushed and looked down at the floor. 

“That’s what I thought. One at a time, Stanley Toon. Don’t go trying to have your cake and eat it too. See what it gets you?” Georgie pointed to Paula and Xabat.

Paula was taking a rest and only answering questions as she sipped her coke and tried to be flirty with the officer taking her statement. 

Xabat was still telling his side of things. According to him, he loved Tony. He wanted to walk his daughter down the aisle and see her happy, and all those things. But it was Paula who ruined it by forcing him to do things he didn’t want to. Yes, like sex, and giving her a cushy job that just required her to walk around all day. 

“I was doing it to protect my family. Tony wasn’t family yet. He suffered the most. But I protected my family from Paula. If I hadn’t, we’d be investigating another two murders in addition to Tony’s.”

As Georgie and Aleta slipped out of the observation room, they saw Charlotte Slute coming in with Veronica at her side.

“Excuse me, ladies,” Stan said and quickly scooted past them to greet Charlotte. She was wearing jeans and another festive Halloween shirt that was orange with a smoky black haunted house on it, adorned with pumpkins and random black sparkling sequins and beads. Stan introduced himself to her. Within seconds, they were behind the door of the interrogation observation room.

“So, we wait to give our statement?” Aleta asked.

“Yeah. Can you hold up?”

“I’m a little hungry. Aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Aleta said. “Since it is you they want to talk to, I’ll go get us a snack. Don’t go anywhere.”

Georgie pulled up a chair at the nearest empty desk and waited, wishing she had a book or a pad of paper or something to help pass the time.  But, it was only a matter of minutes, fifteen at the most, before Mrs. Slute came stomping out of the room.

Her eyes were dry.

“I don’t need to see any more, Detective Toon,” she said, holding her grown daughter’s hand. Veronica, on the other hand, was crying. “Right now, I need to get my daughter home. Those things I said in there, I’ll be happy to provide you with proof of dates and times.”

“That will be very helpful,” Stan replied.

“And they’ll be arrested tonight?” she asked as if she were ordering fast food at a drive-thru.

“They will.” 

“Is there any way to ensure their bond is set at the maximum amount?”

“That’s up to the judge, Mrs. Slute.”

“I’ll have to make some phone calls. Xabat’s credit cards are part of my account. I’ll need to have those closed. We’ll need to change the locks on the house, as well.”

“Mrs. Slute, it would be best if you consulted a lawyer, too; just to protect yourself,” Stanly suggested. “You may have some legal questions on how to handle things amicably with Xabat.”

“Amicably?” she almost laughed in Stan’s face. “You just do your job and make sure those two pay for their crimes. I’ll handle my home like I’ve always done.”

Charlotte extended her hand to Stan and shook it. Veronica followed her mother’s movements, although she was a mess. How she’d ever get over her father and his mistress killing her fiancé Tony? Nobody knew. She couldn’t imagine ever putting her own needs in front of her children’s, even when it came to something like buying paints for herself or getting new shoes for any one of her kids. The kids always came first, and she was happy to do it. Georgie loved her kids more than anything.

The only thing Georgie couldn’t give them was mom and dad under the same roof. But she had always made sure they knew she still loved their father, enjoyed his company, and respected him as a man. After all these years, she’d gotten so used to being alone and doing things on her own terms. She couldn’t go back to living with Stan, or she’d make everyone miserable. 

Just then, Aleta returned with two slices of pumpkin pie from the convenience store a few doors down. “This was the best I could do,” she puffed.  “It was either this or some dried out Rice Crispy Squares.”

“It looks fresh,” Georgie said. “Aleta, am I a selfish mother?”

“You mean a selfish mom or a selfish mother?”

Georgie shook her head and laughed.

“No. I mean regarding my kids. Is it selfish of me to not get back together with Stan?” Georgie scooped a bit of pie on the fork Aleta gave her and took a bite.

“Georgie, would you be happy back together with Stan?”

“Sure. For the first week it would probably be like a second honeymoon. But, I don’t need help keeping an eye on three little ones anymore. The kids are all grown. The hard part is over. He’d have a pretty easy go of things.”

“So what are you asking?”

“Am I putting my needs before the kids’ needs?”

“Georgie, you raised them. They are all living on their own with their own lives. They are happy. None of them have a police record. They all have jobs and are not looking to move back in with you. I think you did a great job with them despite not having Stan in the house. He was and still is present in their lives. You guys aren’t really divorced. You just live in different houses.”

Georgie realized that Aleta was right. “Hey, Stan,” she waved him over. “How does this taste to you?” She fed him a piece of the pumpkin pie as if it was nothing new to share a bite of food, or a simple moment in time.

“It’s not bad. Where’d you get it?” he asked, feeling just as comfortable as Georgie did.

“From the convenience store,” Aleta said, taking another bite.

“The only thing is that at this time of the year, one piece of pumpkin pie is usually enough for me. But it’s everywhere.”

“That’s what we were saying.”

Just then, Maggie came into the bullpen and instantly spotted Stan talking pleasantly with Georgie and Aleta. She swooped in like a vulture.

“What’s going on here?”

Stan explained the conversation and then told her he had to take Georgie’s statement. 

“Will it take very long?” Maggie asked, not looking at Georgie.

“Not too long. Then, I think you and I have something to talk about, too.” He smiled, but Georgie knew that smile. It wasn’t that come hither look she’d learned to spot. It was the look he gave Georgie when she’d spent too much on a credit card or come home with a ding on the car.

“Fine. Just ring my extension.” She turned and left the bullpen.

Georgie smiled at Stan as she took another bite of pie.

“She’s really not bad if you get to know her.”

“If she sees all the good things in you that I do, I’m sure she’s not.”

Stan told Georgie he’d be back for her statement in just a few minutes and went into his office.

“Are you kidding me?” Aleta said. “You said she told Paula Hemmingsworth you were a stalker.” 

“That’s what Paula Hemmingsworth said,” Georgie sighed. 

“And...?”

“I’m not going to sweat it. That’s what she wants, and if I’m not going to give Stan what he wants, I’m certainly not going to give Maggie what she wants. She wants drama. I don’t.”

“My little Georgie is growing up,” Aleta joked.

“Besides. I have more important things to worry about.”

“Like what?”

“Like what you and I are going to dress up as for Halloween. We still haven’t agreed on a costume.” She stared at Aleta.

“I’m not dressing up.”

“You had so much fun shopping at the thrift store. I’m sure we could find something for us,” Georgie insisted.

“Nope.”

“Why do you hate life?”

Aleta laughed, “I don’t hate life.”

“Sure seems like you do to me.”

“Georgie, sometimes I can’t believe we are twins.”

“Huh, you got that right, sister.”
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Chapter 17
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“Trick or treat!”

“Oh my gosh!” Georgie gushed. “What have we got here? A fireman, and a princess, and what are you supposed to be?”

“I’m Bendy and the Ink Machine,” a little boy no older than eight boasted proudly. He was the oldest in the group.

“Well, that’s pretty scary,” Georgie said as she adjusted her blonde wig piled high on top of her head. She wore a corseted top and matching skirt down to the floor. Her face and hands were powdered pale blue. “Let me just make sure Black Bart hasn’t stolen any of my gold.”

She reached for a huge wicker basket covered with a piece of gingham. When she pulled it aside, there were tiny sacks with the words Gold Nuggets stamped on them along with Hershey kisses in gold wrappers, miniatures in gold foil and, of course, gold chocolate coins.

“Okay, hombres, load up your sacks and don’t let Jesse James catch up with you,” Georgie took a handful of candy for each of her visitors as well as a bag of gold nuggets. Bodhi sat patiently next to Georgie with a tiny saddle attached to his harness.

“Is he your horse?” the princess giggled.

“No. My horse is out back.” Georgie said, seriously. “He’s my mule. He just carries supplies. Now, you see that lady over there?” she pointed to Aleta who was sitting on her porch with a huge tub of candy and a glass of iced tea.

“She can’t hear too good, so when you get over there, really scream trick or treat, or she won’t give any candy.”

Georgie had been telling the trick-or-treaters that all night. She watched as Aleta plugged her ears while the kids screamed at the top of their lungs and then held out their bags.

After a lull in the action, Aleta came over rubbing her ears.

“What is with these kids screaming at me?”

“I’ve been telling them you are hard of hearing,” Georgie giggled, handing Aleta a couple of gold chocolate coins.

“Thanks. I wasn’t, but I am now,” Aleta shook her head. “I’ll get you back.

They sat on the porch together talking when a familiar truck came to a stop but the engine didn’t cut off.

“Wait a minute!” Georgie yelled to Stan as he climbed out of the cab. “You can’t come up here unless you are in costume!”

“I am in costume,” he smirked. “I’m a detective.”

“Very funny,” Georgie replied.

Stan walked around to the back of the truck and hoisted up a pumpkin as big as a manhole cover.

“Oh my gosh. Where did you get that?”

“The pumpkin patch. I thought you and Aleta might like to carve it up later tonight, or maybe you’ll paint a picture on it, or something,” he smiled.

“Well, that earns you something sweet,” Georgie said.

“Now you’re talking,” Stan replied.

“Here,” she shoved the basket of goodies between them. “Help yourself.”

“Wow. Now this looks good. And that’s a mighty fine costume you’re wearing, ma’am. Perhaps I can bring my pony by later to rest a spell.”

“You are more than welcome to join Aleta and I now while we hand out goodies to the kids.”

“I’d love to, Georgie, but I’ve...got plans.”

Georgie didn’t ask with who or what Stan’s plans were. Instead, she held the door open for him to set the pumpkin in the house and, of course, gave him a few minutes to fawn all over Bodhi.

“Be careful out there. Halloween brings the weirdoes out.”

“I’m a detective for the Chicago police, Georgie. Every night brings the weirdoes out.”

They chuckled and exchanged a few more words before Stan hurried to his truck and drove away.

“Did you see her?” Aleta asked.

“Who?”

“Maggie was in the car.”

“Really?” Georgie blinked as if a bright light had been shined in her face. “She doesn’t step out to say Happy Halloween or get some candy?”

“Who doesn’t come and get candy?”

“She doesn’t, I guess,” Georgie replied. “Another reason to be wary of her.”

“Where do you think they are going?”

“I don’t know. Maybe a huge costume party with booze and dancing. I really have no idea.”

“Aren’t you the least bit curious?” Aleta asked. “I know he never went to any of those kinds of places when you guys were together.”

“We aren’t together and I am still dressed up, hanging out with my best sister.”

“I’m your only sister, Georgie.”

“Having a great Halloween. Uh-oh. We’ve got some more coming.”

Down the street, quickly approaching, was a small hoard of children, and behind them a dapper looking fellow carrying a bouquet of flowers and, what looked like, a box of candy.

“Look who it is,” Georgie smiled, broadly.

“Now, that is what I call a real Halloween costume,” Malcolm Obberfield said, with a smile.

“Obby, you look as dashing as ever,” Georgie went to the sidewalk to greet him. “The last we talked, you were heading off to Mexico. How did that go?”

“It was amazing. Such an exciting time of year,” He looked up to the porch. “Hello, Aleta!” 

She waved back.

“These are for you, my dear,” he handed Georgie the huge bouquet that was filled with red, yellow and orange flowers. “And, something for the sweet tooth.” 

“I don’t recognize this brand. Wait. Is this from Mexico?”

“It is. When you open it, you’ll see the candies are little skulls made of sugar.”

“How delightful!” Georgie clapped and hurried to open them and show Aleta. 

Obby joined them on the porch, doling out candy as he told them about his trip. Georgie briefly thought about Stan, hoping he was having as nice a time as she was.

THE END
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One cold morning my husband went out and got coffee for us it only took a few minutes. When he came back I had to leave shortly to go to the store. As I was getting into my jeep I heard small little meows. I looked under my jeep and my husband's truck. I didn't see anything, but I still heard it. So I listened again and heard it from my husband's truck. I opened the hood and looked. Right by the engine I saw white fur, only problem the poor baby was stuck. It took me a little while, but I got her out. She probably climbed in to get warm. She was only about 8 weeks old. Her poor pads on her paws were melted. I helped her heal in time. She is so smart, beautiful and loving. That was 9 years ago. Molly is a bright star in our life's since.
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The following is a preview of Charlotte Murder, the prequel to the Seagrass Sweets Cozy Mystery Series.




CHAPTER ONE

“ARE YOU READY FOR THIS?” Ashley asked her friend Patty LaFontaine, owner of The Southern Bird catering company. 

“I'm ready,” Patty responded. “Well, I think I am. I can't believe the time has finally arrived to buy our food truck. It has been ages since we first started talking about this venture.”

“I know,” Ashley said. “And after I lost all that money during the summer festival, I thought it was going to take even longer. I didn't think I'd be able to add anything to the truck fund for a long while, after all, I wasn't completely sure I'd be able to cover all my own expenses.”

“I am glad the bank was able to verify that the charges to your account were fraudulent so that you got the money back,” Patty said. “That was a hard time for you with everything that happened, including another murder.”

“That’s true but look where we are now.” Ashley shook off the bad thoughts. “Let's go buy ourselves a food truck! C'mon, Dizzy ... time for a drive!”

The dozing Labrador-hound mix jumped up and did her version of a happy dance at Ashley's words.

“She does love to ride in the car, doesn't she?” Patty laughed affectionately. “You’re a silly girl Dizzy!” Patty grabbed the leash from the hook by the back door and clipped it to the excited dog's collar while Ashley turned off the lights and then locked the door behind them. Ashley and Patty climbed into the catering van they shared and headed for Vagabond Vittles, the food truck dealership they'd explored several months earlier.

“Vagabond Vittles,” Patty sniffed a little contemptuously. “That's such a ludicrous name. Why would you ever name your business something so silly?”

“That name certainly catches your attention and sticks with you,” Ashley giggled. “Besides, they have the reputation as the best in the whole region, so I guess they get to call themselves anything they want!”

Patty shrugged. “Do you have the checklist Smoke Daddy and Ryan helped us compile? Trying to remember everything we need in the truck is a bit intimidating to me.”

“Yes,” Ashley responded. “Look in the front pocket of my tote bag, the list should be in there. We can go over it one more time to be sure we haven't overlooked anything.”

Patty reached behind Ashley's seat and pulled the soft leather bag into her lap. “I love the teal color of this bag, and the copper accents are beautiful.” She peered into the large front section of the bag. “Ah, here's the list. Let's see what we're looking for.” 

Patty studied the list for a moment before continuing. “Okay, I guess we can probably assume that all of the units will meet the state requirements since Vagabond Vittles custom-makes them for use here in Texas. Just in case, though, this says we need a waste water retention tank 15% larger than the potable water tank, hot and cold pressurized running water at the sinks, and a three compartment sink plus a separate sink for washing hands.”

“Yes,” Ashley replied. “I remember reading on their website that the basic requirements were standard in all of the units. It's the options we'll need to be sure about. Didn't we decide we'd need an 18-foot truck?

“Yes, we did,” Patty said. “And I have a 24-inch flat-top griddle, a four-burner stove with an oven, a stainless-steel refrigerator with a freezer, and a sandwich preparation station on the list. We added two deep fat fryers to the list, although I'm still not completely convinced we need those. Neither of us regularly prepares fried foods and I don't expect to change that any time soon.”

“I know,” Ashley agreed. “But there are some yummy desserts, like fried ice cream, that could fit well at some venues. Having the fryers already in the truck when we start just makes sense instead of having to retrofit them later.” 

Patty sighed. “This is true. Anyway, the rest of the list is about counters, shelves, tanks, and doors,” she folded the list, putting it back in Ashley’s tote as Ashley pulled the van into the lot in front of Vagabond Vittles' sales office and turned off the ignition.

“Deep breath,” Ashley teased. “We've waited a long time for this moment, so let's do our best to relax and enjoy it. It's time to become food truck entrepreneurs!”

Putting Dizzy back on her leash, Ashley walked with Patty over to the business office.  Realizing that the sales people were involved with other customers, they decided to walk around the lot to check out the display trucks. They had looked at most of them several weeks earlier, but now they noticed some new styles had been added.

“Look at this one, Patty,” Ashley called. “I love the design on the outside. Somehow, it reminds me of both Paris and Seagrass at the same time! And it looks like everything inside is stainless steel, which would make cleanup so much easier.”

“It is pretty,” Patty agreed, “but I bet you that extra paint job is pricey! Still, it never hurts to ask. I wonder if anyone in the office is available yet? I'll go check while you walk Dizzy around a little more.”

Soon Patty rejoined Ashley, accompanied by a middle-aged man she introduced as Cal, the owner of Vagabond Vittles. Ashley shook his hand and waved her hand around the lot. “There are so many different models, sizes, arrangements, and options,” she said. “I don't even know where to start! I thought we were so prepared with our checklist, but... what can I say except, wow!”

Cal laughed, nodding his head. “The new models can be a little overwhelming. But if you've already created a wish list, you've probably given this decision a lot of thought, so I'm betting you have a better plan than most of the folks I see. What do you ladies envision for your truck? Are you planning to do on-site food preparation, or will you prepare the food at a home base and just heat and serve from the truck? Where do you expect to take the truck, and what types of food will you be serving?”

With a smug smile, Patty whipped out the list she and Ashley had been reading over in the van. “Well, we were thinking that we need these appliances, at the least. We'll probably do most of the preparation in our commercial kitchen, but we'll also need to prepare some things on-site.” She handed him the list, and he scanned it, nodding.

Ashley added, “We want to specialize in French food. Most of the time, we'll do simpler, more rustic dishes, but there might be times when we'll be serving complex ‘fancy’ foods, too.” She made air quotes to indicate that she wouldn't necessarily choose fancy to describe the foods. “We'll have baked goods and French desserts as well, some of which will need to be kept cold. We have arrangements with both of the local wineries for some of their events, and we're hoping to connect with some a little farther away. We'll also use the truck at the community events, like the fall festival, where we've been using a pop-up tent until now.”

“Hmm... since you'll be doing more than heat-and-serve, you definitely need a truck and not a cart.” Cal mused. And it sounds like you'll be serving directly from the truck, rather than preparing the food and taking it into a venue's dining area, so you'll want a good bit of space. I'd recommend an 18-foot truck, at least. Let me show you one I think you'll like. Keep in mind that we custom build these units, so we can make any changes you think would work better for you.”

Cal led them to a bright red truck with a large serving window, topped by screens and a colorful awning. “Now, I think this one has the perfect design and layout for your needs. I'd recommend a different exterior color—maybe a royal blue—to fit with the classier picture most people have of French food, but that's an easy fix.”

Opening the door, Cal waved them inside. “This unit has a 24-inch flat-top griddle, a four-burner stove, a 54-inch three compartment sink that should accommodate pretty much any size pot or pan you'd use, and a 12-inch sink for handwashing. There's a 30-gallon fresh water tank and a 47-gallon waste water tank. It also comes with a 12,000-watt diesel generator, so powering the upright fridge with freezer, the stove and griddle, and the two extra 50-pound stainless steel fryers you wanted is no trouble.”

“I love it!” Ashley exclaimed. “The brushed aluminum on the walls gives it a little touch of elegance, and we could have an awning made that would show off our logo—when we finalize that design! What do you think, Patty?” She glanced at her friend who was slowly turning in a circle with a thoughtful look on her face.

“The arrangement is very efficient for two people,” Patty agreed. “One person standing at the stove or at the griddle can easily reach all the utensil storage areas, and either person could get to the refrigerator, freezer, or sink without getting in the way of the other. It might be a little close for more than the two of us, but for most of our events it's just us anyway, so that shouldn't be an issue.” She looked around once more. “I like it, as long as we can get it in something other than fire engine, shout out loud red.”

“Let's go to the office where we can sit down to work out the details,” Cal said, “and have a glass of iced tea or a cup of coffee while we talk.”

“That sounds good,” Ashley said, following him out of the truck and toward the small building at the back of the lot.

“Please, make yourself comfortable.” Cal waved the ladies to the chairs in front of one of the desks. “Would you like tea or coffee? We also have bottled water, and there might be a soda or two.”

“Some water would be nice,” Ashley said. Patty agreed, and Cal excused himself to get the drinks. While they waited, the women looked at the pictures of food trucks on the wall, each showing Cal or one of his staff members, they assumed, being served at the window.

“Here you are.” Cal offered the bottles to Ashley and Patty. “Now, let's get down to those proverbial brass tacks. The unit you looked at is our Rio Grande Roamer. Was the equipment in the model all you need, or do you still want to add the two deep fryers?”

“Well,” Patty said, “I still don't think we need the fryers, but my partner makes a good point about having them installed now instead of later, should we change our menu. The only thing I can think of to change is the outside color.” Patty looked at Ashley, a question in her eyes.

“I agree,” Ashley responded. “I think what we saw is pretty much perfect, other than the red color. To be honest, I actually like the red; I think you are correct, though, about it not really matching up with the average person's idea of French food.”

Cal keyed in some numbers on his calculator. “All right, that model, as a new build equipped just like you want, is going to be $119, 950 plus the taxes. If we finance it in-house, I can offer you a 60-month loan with a 4% simple interest rate. At $143,940 altogether, that would make your payments around $2,399 a month.”

Hearing a gasp, Ashley glanced at Patty, whose eyebrows were disappearing into her hairline in shock. “Wow! That's a lot more than when we were looking at trucks a couple of months ago,” Ashley exclaimed. “Like, maybe $40,000 higher, or even more.”

“Yes, the prices are rising quickly,” Cal said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Starting a food truck business is a popular idea right now, so they are getting more expensive. The only way we can keep up with the demand is to run our production line 24/7, and that means a lot of overtime pay until we can get enough people trained to split into another shift.” He looked between the partners and then stood up slowly.

“Is there a less expensive alternative to custom-built?” Patty asked.

“Well we do sometimes sell the models on our lot, and I should have one available in another week or two. It's pretty much the same as the one you looked at, except there are only four shelves in the storage area instead of five. The model truck has been driven to some trade shows to let potential customers see what we can offer, but there's not been any food prepared or served out of it. It has about 3,000 miles on it, and is a couple of years old, so I could let it go for...” Cal flipped open a folder, looked over the papers there, and did some calculations. “I'd have to get $105,000 for it.”

Cal watched Patty and Ashley for a moment, then he stood up. “Listen, why don't I step out for a few minutes and let you talk it over? I understand that this is a major investment and that it looks to be more than you were expecting. Talk it over, then give me a shout and we can talk some more.”

Cal stepped around the desk, picked up his bottle of cold tea, and went back out onto the lot. As soon as the door closed behind him, Patty exploded.

“$140,000! That's at least $50,000 more than what we expected! And if Cal's right about the popularity of the business path, the trucks will cost even more if we wait. But I don't think we can pay another $1,400 a month, on top of the lease on the kitchen and food costs!”

“I know I can't afford that,” Ashley said. “Not right now, anyway. Of course, with the extra income from having the truck, I might be okay, but we don't know for sure how long it will take for that part of the business to build up.”

Disappointed, Patty said, “I guess we should go out and tell Cal that we won't be buying a truck from him today—or in the foreseeable future.”

Ashley nodded, and they moved outdoors to find the friendly business owner. He watched them approach and sighed.

“Let me guess — you've changed your mind, right?” Cal asked. Before either of them responded, he raised his hand. “Or rather, the price changed your mind for you. I wish I could offer you a better deal. I like what I've heard about your plans today, and I hate that I can't make it work for you.”

“And we understand, too,” Ashley said with a sigh. “You're running a business here, not a charity, and you certainly can't give your products away at a price that puts that business at risk. We’re disappointed, but we'll just have to figure out another way to make this happen.”

There was a short pause before Cal spoke again. “Look, I don't usually recommend this, but, like I said, I'd like to see you get your truck. There's a resale lot a few miles from here. Their reputation isn't all that high, but you might be able to find something there that will work. Just be sure that you have it checked out by a third party — the appliances, the tanks, and the engine. Barney Smerna, the owner of New Again Van and Truck Resales, doesn't quite cross the line into outright scamming anyone, but he will definitely take advantage of any opportunity to unload a vehicle for more than it's worth. Stand firm with him and insist on that inspection, though, and you should be fine.”

“Thank you, Cal,” Ashley said. “We appreciate the information. We'd love to order our truck from you. Maybe we can do business with you when we're ready to expand again.” She winked at him and then shook his hand. Patty snorted and thanked the genial man as well.

“Okay Dizzy,” Ashley reached down to ruffle the fur on Dizzy's head. “Time to explore a new place. Let's go for a ride.” Dizzy almost pulled the leash from Ashley's hand in her excitement to get back into the catering van.

After Patty pulled the van out of the lot Ashley asked, “What do you think? Should we check out the possibilities at the used truck lot? Or should we just wait until we can save enough for the new one?”

Patty didn't answer immediately, she was focused on the road in front of her. Ashley could see in her friend’s reflection in the windshield the evidence of deep thought on Patty’s face. Finally, Patty said, “I think we should go over there and see what is available. If we don't feel comfortable with a used vehicle, we can still choose to keep saving and come back to Vagabond later. I know we're both eager to get this started, and I think we'd always wonder what might have been unless we check things out.”

“You're right,” Ashley agreed. “There's no harm in stopping and looking around, after all there's no commitment in just looking.” She took a deep breath and then nodded in determination. “Okay, let's go then. Before we do, though, do you mind if we swing by the cottage? I'd like to grab the charger for my phone. The battery's getting a little low, and I'd rather not have it die on me.”

“That's fine,” Patty replied. “It's not like an extra 10 or 15 minutes is going to make a difference in the price — or will it?” She laughed lightly.

“Great!” Ashley grabbed her phone and dialed the number for Ryan, her boyfriend and recent roommate. “Hey, hon! How's your day going?”

“Um... well... it's okay,” Ryan stammered. “A couple of those calls — you know the kind — from people who really have no idea how their computer works. What's up?”

“Well,” Ashley answered, “Patty and I just left the truck sale lot. Between the time we last checked and today, prices on the vehicles have gone up way outside our budget. The owner there suggested a resale lot that we're going to check out, but we're on our way to the house so that I can pick up my phone charger. Do you need us to bring anything?”

“No!” Ryan nearly shouted. “I mean, no thanks. I'm good. Listen, though ... I'm about to start a pretty complicated project, and I really need to avoid any distractions. How about if I put your charger on the front porch for you? That would save you a few minutes, too.”

“Yeah, okay, I guess,” Ashley was puzzled. “All right, I'll talk to you later after we visit the other lot. I love you.” She disconnected the call and turned to Patty.

“That was just really strange,” Ashley said.

“Why? What happened?” Patty gave her a quick glance before returning her attention to the road.

“Ryan got all flustered when I said I was coming to get the charger,” Ashley replied. “He's going to leave it on the porch. I swear, it's like he didn't want me to come inside the house for some reason.”

“Oh, I wouldn't worry too much, chérie,” Patty laughed. “Our men can both behave a little oddly now and then. I'm sure he's just busy and distracted.”

“Maybe,” Ashley said, doubtfully. After a second, she shook her head and said, “Oh well, if there is something going on, I'll find out soon enough. Let's go food truck buying, round two!”




CHAPTER TWO

“I WON'T BE BUT A HALF a minute,” Ashley told Patty as she opened the passenger door and stepped out of the van. “I see the charger on the porch rail. Let me grab it, and we can head out again.” 

“Works for me,” Patty winked at her. “I think we can spare those 30 seconds or so. Without jinxing things, I think it's safe to say we'll be in business long enough to cover that time!”

“The plot thickens,” Ashley said as she climbed back into the van and fastened her seat belt. “Ryan's car is in the drive, but it doesn't look like he or Dash are in the house. He told me that he was going to leave the charger out for me so that he wouldn't get distracted from the major project he was starting.”

“Maybe Ryan took Dash for a walk to settle the pup and clear his own mind,” Patty said. “Do IT guys get the equivalent of writer's block? And talk about distracting — Dash would definitely keep me from being able to concentrate. You said the other day that even when he's in the backyard he's barking at birds and squirrels.”

“Yeah and Dash gets so excited that he runs smack into the French doors,” Ashley laughed. “You're probably right. I'm sure I'm reading more into the situation just because Ryan was acting so weird when I called.”

Patty agreed. “Like I said before, our men have their moments when I have no idea what they're thinking! Anyway, we're at the truck lot now.” She leaned down and peered through the windshield. “I can see what Cal meant about having to pick through the possibilities. Some of those trucks look like a deep breath would knock them over.”

“They do, don't they? The whole place is kind of creepy looking; like a food truck graveyard, full of rusted and abandoned vehicles! But I see some that don't look too bad,” Ashley replied. “We do need to remember Cal's advice about having someone else inspect any truck we're interested in.”

Before they cleared the van doors, an older man hustled up to greet them. “Welcome to New Again Van and Truck Resales,” he called out. “How can I help two such lovely ladies today?” His leer was barely concealed, and Ashley and Patty exchanged eye rolls.

“The lot isn't the only creepy thing,” Patty whispered. Ashley giggled and then shushed her friend.

“Let me introduce myself,” the salesman continued, grabbing first Patty's hand then Ashley's, and shaking them enthusiastically. “My name is Barney Smerna, and I'm the owner of New Again where I promise to get you on the road with the perfect food truck for making your fortune. What exactly are you looking for today?”

Struggling to not roll her eyes yet again, Ashley answered, “We're interested in a food truck. We need an 18-footer, and we need for it to have a large flat-top griddle, at least one four-burner stove with an oven, and one or two deep-fat fryers. It also needs to be compliant with all the state requirements and in good running order. We have a checklist of the other things we're looking for.” She motioned to Patty, who handed him the list that Cal had helped them update earlier.

“I do believe I can take care of you,” Barney said, winking at them. “Let's step over here and take a look at a couple of trucks. I'm sure we can make a deal that will be good for you and for me.” He led them over to a rusty unit.

“Uh-uh, nope,” Patty stopped. “I can see the sink clear through the side of that truck. We want to serve people good food, not ptomaine! Mr. Smerna do not waste our time showing us anything like that. We may be new to the food truck business, but we are not stupid, and we are experienced caterers. You're not going to get away with selling us a piece of junk; if you try it one more time, you won't be selling us anything at all!”

Ashley snorted softly at the look of shock on the older man's face. She wondered how many times he'd played on the vulnerability and insecurity of first-time buyers to foist off trucks that were only worth their value as scrap metal. He'd definitely met his match if he thought he could put one over on Patty LaFontaine. She'd done her homework, and she was fierce when she thought someone was disrespecting her or trying to cheat her.

Changing direction abruptly, Barney said, “Sorry, my assistant must have moved a few trucks around without my noticing. The one I had in mind is over here. It's an older model—from about 1999—and it's got a few miles on it, but it's still in great shape with a lot of life left in it.”

Patty narrowed her eyes at him, but she nodded and followed him in the new direction. Tickled, Ashley trailed along behind them, waiting to see what was going to happen next.

“As I said, this one's a 1999 model, and it has about 90,000 miles on it, but it's in tiptop shape. It would make a great starter truck.”

Patty glared at him. “Really? In what universe would anyone think a 20-year-old vehicle with that kind of mileage is a great anything? Keep going, you haven't impressed us yet.”

Wiping nervous sweat from his forehead, Barney showed them several other trucks, none of which met their requirements, although some units were in better condition and came close to what they needed.

“'Scuse me,” a middle-aged man interrupted, scowling at them. “Boss, I gotta go to the parts store. That Hawk over there needs a new fuel filter, and I gotta replace some of the hoses to the stove and stuff.”

“You need to wait a bit Ray,” Barney replied. “As you can see, I'm showing these lovely young women around the lot, trying to help them find their perfect truck match. I need you to stick around while we're busy, in case someone else needs some help.”

Ray muttered something under his breath.  Ashley was pretty sure she didn't want to hear the language he was using. “Whatever,” Ray grumbled. “Just don't blame me if that tub isn't ready when you promised it.

“That's fine,” Barney snapped, clearly irritated by his employee's attitude. “Go to the office and cover the phones for now.” Turning his back on the younger man, Barney spoke to Ashley and Patty. “Now, where were we?”

“Mr. Smerna, Barney,” Ashley said gently. “Let's simplify this process a bit. We don't want anything more than five years old, and we don't want it to have more than 50,000 miles on it. We need the equipment on the list and we need it all to work. Do you have anything that fits that description? Because if you don't, we need to move on to find another dealership.”

Barney sighed, tilted his head, and said, “Yes, I have one more truck to show you. I think it will fit the bill. Let's take a look over here.”

“Then why didn't he show us that one first?” Patty muttered under her breath. Ashley waved her hand at her friend and turned to follow the dealer across the pavement.

He led them to a much better-looking truck painted a pale teal with soft coral, brown, cream, and gold trim. The exterior had a few paint scratches, but a cursory look over it didn't reveal any serious issues. Barney opened the door and ushered the ladies inside.

“Now this looks much better!” Patty exclaimed. Ashley noticed that Barney relaxed visibly at her words. “It has all the equipment, and the layout isn't bad. It's not arranged quite as efficiently as the one we saw this morning, but it would work well enough. Everything looks clean, and I don't see signs of wear and tear. How old is it, and how many miles has it been driven?

“This unit just came in yesterday,” Barney responded, “so Ray and I haven't completely finished going over it. However, it's three years old, the odometer shows 50,876 miles, and so far everything has checked out mechanically. Ray hooked up the electricity and the water yesterday afternoon, and the generator worked fine. The flat-top, oven, stove, and hot water heater all seemed to be working properly. We both took it for a test drive, and there were no problems during the drive. You'd probably still want to have Ray check the engine, but I don't think he—or you—will find any problems.”

“And what kind of price are we talking about for this one?” Patty asked.

“Well,” Barney answered, “let's go to the office and talk about it. I need to take a look at the paperwork and do a couple of calculations, but I'm sure I can match your budget.”

Ashley and Patty looked at each other quickly before nodding okay, and the trio walked back to the small metal building that served as the New Again office. When Barney opened the door, Ashley realized that there was barely enough room inside for a small metal desk, a single file cabinet, and two folding chairs for visitors. She and Patty settled into the chairs while Barney pulled a folder from the file cabinet.

“Okay, let me see here.” Barney mused as he scanned the papers in the folder. “I believe—yes, I can make you a great deal on that truck. I can let you have that one for $80,000, which should make your payments somewhere around $1,333 a month plus interest if you're financing it for a standard 60-month term.”

“Actually,” Ashley said, “we were planning to make a large down payment, so we'd only need to finance about $30,000 of the price.”

“Well, if you can pay $50,000 in cash, I'd be willing to drop the price to, say, $75,000. And, if you were to finance the balance for a shorter period—say 36 months—I could maybe knock a little more off the price. How would this work for you:  $50,000 as a cash down payment, with a payoff in three years, for $73,000?”

Before Ashley could say anything, Patty spoke up, “Could you excuse us for a moment, so we can discuss this? It shouldn't take too long.”

Barney nodded and stood up. Ashley and Patty realized that they would also have to stand and fold their chairs for him to get out of the building. Once he was outside and the door closed behind him, Patty spoke up.  “That price is much closer to what we were expecting,” she said. “I bet we could negotiate the price down even lower if we act like we're willing to walk away. I think we should offer him $70,000. That way, we might be able to get it for around $71,000 or $72,000.”

“Well, I think the $73,000 is a good price,” Ashley said. “But if you want to give it a shot, I'm willing to watch and learn.” They laughed together at the picture her words conjured up. “We need to insist that the deal will not be final until a mechanic of our choice has given us a thumb's up on the road worthiness of the truck and until we've had the equipment checked out as well.”

“Absolutely,” Patty agreed. “So, let's call that creepy little guy back in and see if we can close this deal.”

After Ashley waved him back, Barney came into the small room and sat behind his desk. “Well, ladies, what have you decided?”

Ashley looked at Patty and shrugged to let her friend know to take the lead. “Mr. Smerna,” Patty said, “we like the truck, but the mileage is on the high side. We were thinking that $70,000 would be a more appropriate price. After all, we're going to have to pay for someone to check everything for us, so that we can be sure we're getting value for our money.”

Barney looked like he wanted to argue, but after staring into Patty's eyes for a few seconds, he dropped his head into his hands and sighed. “I see your point, but $70,000? I can't go quite that low. How about you come up a little, and I come down a bit, and we split the difference at $71,500?”

Ashley and Patty exchanged a quick glance, then Patty stuck her hand out to shake Barney's hand. “That sounds fair, Mr. Smerna. I believe we have a deal, depending on the results of the mechanic's inspection.”

KEEP READING Charlotte Murder—find it at your favorite retailer here: www.SandiScottBooks.com
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The following is a preview of Crêpe Murder, the prequel to the Seagrass Sweets Cozy Mystery Series.




CHAPTER ONE

ASHLEY ADAMS LEANED back in her computer chair and stretched out her arms. “Hooray!” she exclaimed. She’d been on the computer for hours—lots of hours. Her eyes burned, and her legs felt like she had forgotten how to use them—but she was done. She had been working on one of her boyfriend Serge’s white-hat hacking projects since—hmm, just how long had it been? 

The couple had come all the way from Texas to Paris-oh my gosh-France to work on a bunch of security jobs across the city. Now they were testing out the security protections for a real estate management company named L’Ancien Chêne, which translated to “The Old Oak.” The goal was to hack into the company’s computer system a multitude of different ways, find out what was vulnerable and what wasn’t, and then try to sign up with a fake ID to rent one of their apartments for about a tenth of what it was worth. 

Ashley had not only managed to do so, and she had finished all her reports about the loophole as well.  Although it was unlikely anyone else would discover what she had, it was divulged in the report anyway. Serge had promised to take her out to her favorite restaurant—an expensive treat—if she could find and document a novel way past the security. Serge didn’t think I could do it, Ashley thought. Why? Because he couldn’t! Chuckling to herself, she emailed the report to Serge, cc’ing it to his boss and to the owner of L’Ancien Chêne as well. 

“Ooh la la”, she said to herself, “I think someone owes me a dinner at L’Oiseau Bleu!”

Careful not to bonk her elbow into the countertop, Ashley slowly stood up, stretching her legs and arms. Their Parisian apartment in the 14th Arrondissement was cozy, which, in Texas, would have meant tiny and possibly even a little bit cramped—but that view! Her front window faced the area behind the buildings surrounding her block. That area had its own little courtyard and a whole extra row of houses tucked between the buildings.  It was likely that the houses must have been carriage houses or servants’ quarters back in the old days but now they were separate apartments. Everyone had flower boxes on their windowsills and all the patios and balconies had wrought-iron railings. The tiny folding wood table on which she had her laptop was in front of the French doors leading to the balcony, and every time she looked out, no matter how gray or dark it was outside, she had to pinch herself. She was in Paris!

Whether she and Serge would stay there was another question. He didn’t seem to like the apartment any more.  “Too small and not the best neighborhood.”  Ashley didn’t know what he was talking about. She loved it here. Okay, the apartment was small. The fridge was only a little larger than a college dorm fridge, and the kitchen also contained the washer/dryer in place of a cupboard. There was no oven, only a ceramic range top and a microwave. Counter space was nonexistent, they had room for a tiny electric coffee pot but nothing else. As well, there was nowhere to sit other than at the kitchen table or on the bed, no living room at all. If they were both going to work at the same time, Ashley had to sit cross-legged on the bed with her laptop. The sink was built into the back of the toilet. To wash her face, she had to close the toilet lid and straddle it—so weird—but she was in Paris! 

Ashley’s one grumble about the apartment was not being able to bake. A baker by nature she delighted in creating baked goods of all types.  Bread, cookies, pastries, pies, cakes—oh, how she loved to make cakes—macarons, and Napoleons, Ashley’s first vision of moving to Paris with Serge had entailed herself piping rows of macaron shells onto sheet pans. When she was a little girl, she’d dreamed of making wedding cakes as tall as the Eiffel tower—not getting married, just making the cake. Instead, all she was making was lines of code. Although it wasn’t her life’s dream to be the world’s best programmer, she was good at it, and it paid well. 

Sighing, Ashley took a shower and put on real clothes—black jeans and a mauve peasant blouse—rather than the scruffy sweats she’d been wearing for three days straight. She put on lipstick and grabbed a string bag in case she found something at the market that she had to have. The best cure for feeling sorry for herself while she was in Paris ... was experiencing Paris!
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BY THE TIME ASHLEY returned to the apartment, there was a receipt in her pocket and a smile on her face. She had just signed up for a cooking class at L’Oiseau Bleu. It was expensive and intense, almost five hundred Euros for two weeks of eight-hour classes. She would be with a small group of five students, though, making real food. Okay, the food wouldn’t be served at the restaurant unless the owner, Monsieur Lemaire, gave them permission, but it would be eaten by the staff on duty, and the second week would be all baking. 

The class started tomorrow. I am so excited, and I can’t wait to tell Serge! 
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“YOU DID WHAT?” SERGE demanded angrily. 

Ashley’s heart sank. “As a treat, I signed up for a cooking class at L’Oiseau Bleu,” she repeated. “It’s a two-week class, eight hours a day, costing five hundred Euros, which is going to come out of my pay for this last job. I need a break, Serge. I can’t stand the sight of code anymore, and frankly, I did a great job. I deserve this.”

“I’m not saying you don’t, babe. I’m just saying ...”  There was a brief pause before Serge continued more calmly, “That’s two weeks that I don’t have you to cover projects for the company.”

“Which hasn’t actually bothered to hire me on as anything other than a freelance contractor.”

“I was counting on you.”

Just then, Ashley’s phone rang. She picked it up to check the number and froze, an American number but not her parents. She let it buzz and go to voice mail. “You could have said something,” she said.

“You could have asked for permission.”

“Your company could hire me as a full-timer,” she said. “Until then? This is supposed to be a vacation. A chance to try something new. Not to be cooped up in an apartment when all of Paris is outside, waiting for me. I’ve barely left the neighborhood. I haven’t even seen the Catacombs yet, let alone the Louvre or the Eiffel Tower or the ...”

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I get it. But why two solid weeks at a café? Shouldn’t you be, I don’t know, out having fun?”

“I wanted you to go with me when we see the big things,” she said. “Trying to see the Louvre on my own sounds lonely.”

“And we will — just not now, now is too busy.”

“That’s what I figured.”  Ashley grinned in excitement, “So, I’m going to take two weeks and learn how zee French really cook, no? And if you’re still too busy when I get done, we’ll talk about it.”

“You really want to do this?” he asked. 

“I do. I really, really do.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, ASHLEY showed up at L’Oiseau Bleu with three other students. The fourth had already dropped out. The students included one American couple, Jack and Jill Smith, and one very intense young Paris-born Frenchwoman named Marie Prieur, whose goal was to learn the ins-and-outs of running a small restaurant business and open her own café. They would not be taught full-time by Monsieur Lemaire, but by his sous chef, a woman named Patty LaFontaine. She wore a striped blue-and-white Breton shirt, black pedal pushers, blood-red lipstick, and a disdainful smirk.

After talking to Jack and Jill Smith, and then Marie Prieur, Ms. LaFontaine turned to Ashley and said, “What about you, ma chère? What brings you here?”

“I’m on vacation,” Ashley said. “I’m a programmer.”

“And you’re taking two weeks out of your vacation to learn how to cook the Parisian way, is that it?”

“Yes.”

Ms. LaFontaine rolled her eyes. “Americans — as if it were that easy — this will be the hardest two weeks that any of you will ever spend in a kitchen, and you still won’t have learned how to cook like a Parisian when you’re done here because that accomplishment requires years of dedication! Personally, I don’t think any of you are going to make the whole two weeks.”

Ashley quailed inwardly. She just met her first real French chef – and was completely terrified of her.  Gulp!
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THE FIRST DAY WAS NOTHING but prep work and knife skills, something that Ashley had never really been interested in. She was a baker at heart — not a cook. She struggled not to let herself get discouraged as she chopped her way through onions, onions, and more onions. Chef Lemaire walked through their area, praising the work that Ms. LaFontaine had just been criticizing. “Très bien, très bien.” 

Ms. LaFontaine rolled her eyes at him the second his back was turned. “The pieces of onion are not even and will not caramelize properly.”

Ashley repressed a smile. Seeing that Ms. LaFontaine’s standards were above even that of the chef made her feel about a thousand times better already. If she could survive the mean sous chef, she could survive anything. 

Next, they roasted bones and vegetable scraps for broth and then simmered and skimmed the broth, in between practicing their knife skills. Now, the onions had to be caramelized for soup. Soon, Ashley felt like she was sweating onions out of her pores as she stirred. “No, no, not like that!” was the constant refrain she heard from Ms. LaFontaine. 

Will I ever pass the sous chef’s scrutiny? Ashley felt glum as she looked back into the pot she was stirring.

By the end of the day, the Smiths were looking daggers at Ms. LaFontaine’s back. Marie Prieur leaned over to Ashley and whispered, “I heard them telling Chef Lemaire that they wanted a refund!”

“I can’t blame them,” Ashley whispered back.

“What? Are you leaving, too?”

“If Ms. LaFontaine thinks that all it takes to drive me off is a few sarcastic comments, she’s going to have a surprise first thing tomorrow.”

“Good,” Marie said. “That’s the way to do it.”

The bread had already been made, fortunately. The onion soup, now carefully seasoned, was ladled into crocks, topped with toasted slices of baguette, and sprinkled with Gruyère.

“Ma chère,” Ms. LaFontaine told Ashley, “I am ashamed of you. That is an entirely insufficient amount of cheese. If I were to send that bowl of soup out to one of our customers, do you know what they would say? Où est le fromage?” 

“Sorry.” Ashley sighed and looked at the floor.

“Don’t be sorry. Be wonderfully excessive, especially with cheese. When all is said and done, people come to France for two things:  cheese and pommes frites.”

“Not the Louvre?”

“Mais non! You cannot eat La Joconde!”

“What’s that?” Mr. Smith asked.

“The Mona Lisa. Sacré bleu! Stir those onions before they burn.”

After all that drama, however, the onion soup proved to be the most delicious that Ashley had ever tasted. 

Is Ms. LaFontaine and her unending pickiness worth it? Ashley thought to herself as she quietly sipped her portion.
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THE SMITHS DIDN’T THINK so. The next day, they were gone. When Marie and Ashley arrived for class at dawn as requested, Ms. LaFontaine was sitting outside the front door smoking a cigarette while she waited for them.

“The tourists are finally gone,” she said, apparently ignoring the fact that Ashley was essentially a tourist too. “Now we get down to the real business. Come with me.” She took them down to the far end of the street with wire carts to shop at the markets for the restaurant. “In America, restaurants have all their produce delivered from the back of a truck. All their meat, everything—even fish!”

“You’re not serious!” Marie said.

“No, it’s true,” Ashley said, “but how did you know, Ms. LaFontaine?”

Mumbling behind her cupped hands as she lit another cigarette, Ms. LaFontaine said, “Because I’m originally from Manhattan, ma chère, and stop calling me Ms. LaFontaine — it makes me feel old — my name is Patty.”

“Wait, where did you say you were from?”  Ashley was incredulous.

“I’m from Manhattan. What of it?”

Ashley shook her head. “I don’t know if I would have ever figured that out, um, Patty.”

Patty let out a laugh. “All right, let’s see if your fish observation skills are better than your people observation skills. What kind of fish is this?”

“Um ...”

“Sole,” Marie inserted quickly. 

“Correct. What are the classic methods of preparing sole?”

Marie rattled off several in rapid-fire French.

“Good. Today, we’re going to be doing sole meunière—très simple if the sole is good, and this is very good, so we’re going to be serving it to customers! The two of you are going to handle every sole meunière order that comes up for lunch today. And guess what? Today, L’Oiseau Bleu is having a special on sole meuniere! Are you up for it?”

They both assured her that they were. Ashley’s guts clenched. She hoped she wasn’t lying to both herself and the formidable Ms. LaFontaine.
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THAT AFTERNOON ASHLEY went home exhausted but happy. Not only had she made sole meunière all day, but after a while, Patty had pulled Marie off the station with her, “Too crowded for two, non?” and had Marie cooking steaks for steak-frites orders. Thankfully, the day was slow because a few times they slowed down and ran behind, or dropped things, or overcooked something – but mostly it was a good day. Ashley climbed the stairs to the apartment, let herself in, and threw herself on the bed. Serge was out. She looked around for a note, but didn’t find one, so she texted him. 

Home soon? Ashley got up, took a shower, and then sat cross-legged in her bathrobe on the bed. 

Sorry, working late. Big project.

She knew he wasn’t trying to make her feel guilty, but she felt guilty anyway. 

Supper?

No, all good.

Serge had been staying out late for a while now, working on projects for his company. He had an office cubicle that he could use at the company and had been spending more and more of his time there. So much time that Ashley was starting to wonder.  Is he losing interest in me? Cheating on me? Nah, she’d never seen him so much as look at another woman. All he ever talked about since they had come to Paris was work – and money. As a working couple, they could easily afford a bigger apartment if the size of this one was really bothering Serge that much.

So, the big question now had to be, what was for supper? Ashley was tempted to go back to L’Oiseau Bleu to eat; on the other hand, that might seem just a bit too obsessive.  Instead, she went downstairs to the little cheese shop just two doors from her apartment and bought a Brillat-Savarin cheese and some crusty bread.  Belgian chocolate truffles from the chocolate shop next door to the cheese shop had somehow found their way into her shopping bag as well by the time she returned to the apartment.  Hiding in the fridge were some greens for a simple salad and a bottle of Alsatian Pinot Blanc wine. 

Ashley ate her supper sitting on the bed while she watched an episode of Poirot on her laptop.  Eating along could have made her feel lonely, but she was content, at least until her phone rang. She jumped up to grab it, almost knocking over the bottle of wine that was on the table beside her, then stopped – another call from the U.S. that wasn’t her parents. Who was it? A bit long-distance for a telemarketer—the number was area code 361, so whoever it was lived near her Texas home. 

Wait?  Could it possibly be Ryan Brady?  Although she had switched to a phone that would work in Europe, Ashley hadn’t figured out how to import her contacts yet.  The Texas area code made her wonder though, could Ryan be trying to call? 

Ashley had met Ryan at the computer software company, Smith Corp, where they both worked as programmers. He was a nice guy, and she’d considered dating him a couple of times, but he’d always ended up dating someone else – one of a series of super-tall, blonde leggy women from Dallas with long, straight hair and perfect makeup. Ashley was obviously not his type although they had fun just hanging out together. 

Then Serge had come into her life on a motorcycle and wearing a black leather jacket, the first genuinely hunky geek that she’d ever met.  Ashley was enchanted at first sight. The phone continued to ring. Maybe she should answer, then again, maybe she shouldn’t. She and Serge were serious about each other, far more serious than Ryan would ever be about any of his girlfriends. 

Ryan was a classic geek that way, Ashley was sure his love for computers would forever outstrip his love of any woman. Conversely, Serge seemed like a bad boy, but he was really a softie. Ashley wanted nothing more than to settle down, get married, and live the rest of her life with Serge and she was sure he felt the same way, too. She knew they were on the same page, at least they had been, until this past week when he had started ignoring her in favor of work. Ashley sighed. 

No, tonight was absolutely not the night to talk to Ryan, regardless of what he wanted. She’d be too tempted to pour her heart out to him instead of working through things with Serge, and if Serge found out, he might go haywire. Tonight, it was just her and the man with the magnificent mustache, that funny little Belgian, Hercules Poirot.



CHAPTER TWO

THE DAYS FLEW BY. NOT only were the classes taking up most of Ashley’s time and energy throughout the day but she, Marie, and Patty were spending time together in the evenings. The restaurant was presided over in the evening by Chef Lemaire without fail—which left plenty of time for the three of them to start exploring Paris by night, which mostly meant restaurants, cabarets, and dance clubs. They even went to the Moulin Rouge, the famous cabaret where the entire interior of the main floor was red. Atop the front door, there was a neon-lit red windmill that turned all night. The dancers looked like Vegas showgirls—or maybe it was the other way around—Vegas showgirls all looked like Moulin Rouge dancers!

Serge continued to be AWOL. When he did stop back at the apartment after Ashley returned from the cooking class, he was cranky and irritable and snapped at her if she said two words to him. Her romantic interlude in Paris wasn’t very romantic anymore! But she didn’t let it get her down, at least not too much.

The cooking segment had gone very well.  Ashley now believed she could handle any of the stations at the restaurant except, ironically, being a prep cook. She just couldn’t cut things fast enough. Patty promised her that more speed would come with time and that she just needed to think of herself as a ninja. Marie, of course, had the knife skills of a ninja assassin-swashbuckling pirate chef. Even Patty was impressed. Ashley wasn’t bothered, she had always maintained that her true chance to shine would be during the baking week. “I’m no ninja. Je suis une pâtissièr!” 

“We shall see,” Patty said, chuckling wickedly. “Cooking is easy. Baking is hard.”

“You’re wrong,” Ashley couldn’t be swayed, “it’s the other way around.”

Patty snorted, but when it finally came to baking week, Patty had to admit that Ashley was correct. The first day Marie had broken down hopelessly in tears while trying to make croissants with Ashley humming happily to herself. Chef Lemaire himself had come in early to help ‘finish’ Ashley as a baker. “By rights, ma chère, you should have a world-class pastry chef teaching you tricks. Alas, only I, Chef Lemaire, is here to show you what I know of the secrets of the French flours and sugars and yeasts and leavenings, along with the secrets of le beurre. The butter.”  He lowered his voice and looked at Ashley with a secretive smile as he finished speaking.

Chef Lemaire was a man who loved his butter. Not only did he take her around to several professional flour shops and introduce her proudly to the owners, but he also coached her on how to judge cream and make butter; sharing his secrets how to make of European-style cultured butter. They worked on French buttercreams and pastry creams, macarons, petit pots, cream puffs, gateaux basque, Napoleons, and every sort of crepes imaginable! The only thing that everyone had difficulty with was the crêpes. 

Customers seemed to think that the L’Oiseau Bleu crêpes were perfectly fine, because they were, but Ashley knew that the crêpes could be better. That week, a lot of crêpes were passed out to the customers, free of charge, to keep the results of her current obsession from going to waste.

The end of the week came too quickly and then it was time for Ashley and Marie to say goodbye. On the last day, they both received certificates saying that they had completed the L’Oiseau Bleu training for French cooks, which meant exactly zero as a professional certification but made them both glow with pride.

“I knew if I could last through baking week here, at L’Oiseau Bleu, I could survive anything,” Marie said with tears in her eyes. 

“You have greatly improved your skills as a baker,” Chef Lemaire said generously.

“I have, but my real love is in cooking traditional French dishes.”

“And at that, mademoiselle, you are superb!”

“Thank you.” Marie embraced the chef around his enormous stomach in a fond embrace. He patted her on the back, looking around to Patty with a panicky look on his face. He was not an expressive man.

“And you, ma chère, Ashley,” Chef Lemaire said once Patty had helped Marie to a chair and given her a glass of red wine to fortify her, “could bake anywhere you like in Paris.”

“Thank you.” She restrained herself from embarrassing the chef with another hug, but she still felt the emotional impact of the words. 

Patty gave them both hugs and kissed them on both cheeks. “If ever either of you needs a job, come and see me. I’ll find you one. Either here, or with a good chef who speaks some English, non? And not bad pay for the wages either.” She named an amount that, when mentally translated from Euros to dollars, was less than what Ashley made as a programmer or doing white-hat hacking jobs but still was nothing to sneer at. She could live on that easily in Paris, and that was saying something.

Marie thanked her and said that she planned to get more training at the big Paris cooking school, Le Cordon Bleu.

“Wow!” Ashley said. She was truly impressed.

Patty and Chef Lemaire both smiled. “You will not only get the best training but also the instructors and the certification itself will open the highest doors in your favor,” the chef said.

Patty added, “You’ll do fine. They’re nothing compared to some of the things I put you through. They spend half the time trying to teach knife skills that you’re already better at than many of the staff.”

Ashley wasn’t quite ready to take that huge step even if it was for just the Diplôme de Pâtisserie and not cooking and baking. For one thing, what would Serge say? She sighed. She had no idea what Serge would say because he had barely been around at all in the last two weeks. “Are you all right?” Patty asked, as the three of them walked out of the restaurant, their elbows linked. They were on their way to an Algerian restaurant near the Varenne stop on the Metro.

“Boyfriend issues.” 

Ashley had talked about Serge before. Every time she’d done so, Patty would always go very quiet as if biting her tongue. Finally, though, she said what was on her mind.

“Are we friends,” Patty asked, “or am I just the terrible sous chef who makes you do all the work while she steps outside for a smoke break?”

“Yes,” Ashley said without hesitation, “we’re friends.”

“Then, as a friend I have a few words of advice, Serge will never be good for you. If a man only acts as though he loves you when you are at his beck and call, especially when you’re working for him, then it won’t last.” Ashley tensed up. She had a feeling that Patty would say something like that.

“We’ll see,” Ashley said.

Marie squeezed her arm. “Don’t worry about it tonight. We’re eating spicy food and drinking a lot of wine and going dancing. You can think about it tomorrow or the next day. No rush.”

“No rush,” Patty repeated. “To wine, tagine, and song!”

They all laughed. “To wine, tagine, and song!” Ashley chanted. “Wait! I need pictures of this.”

The three of them rushed back to the restaurant then stood together as Chef Lemaire took their photo, then Malik, the pastry chef, took their photo with Chef Lemaire, then finally Chef Lemaire took their photo with Malik.
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AFTER A WONDERFUL NIGHT, Ashley did think what Patty had said about Serge.  She knew it was true but only since they had come to Paris. Once she had finished her job for the company Serge was working for and started going to cooking classes, he hadn’t wanted to have much to do with her.  Still, she didn’t think it was fair to place all the blame for that on Serge. He was busy, but then again, he would have been a lot less busy if Ashley had been helping him with his projects. 

On the other hand, he hadn’t really warned her that it would be like this when she had agreed to come with him to Paris. Serge had mostly talked about going on vacation together, saying that he would only have a little work to do for his company. Was it her fault that it had turned out to be the reverse? Did it mean that their romance wouldn’t last, though? Ashley was confused and didn’t want it to be true. She wanted to feel the same wonderful rush of emotion every day that she had felt when she was falling in love with Serge, or maybe just a notch down from that. What she had felt had been almost exhausting at first. 

Serge had made her feel like a queen, even a goddess, and that got kind of overwhelming after a while, especially when she wanted to put on sweats, eat an insane amount of ice cream in front of the TV and veg out after a big programming job. All he wanted was for her to dress up so he could show her off to his friends. 

Vegging out after a big job had always been one of Ashley’s traditions while working at Smith Corp. She and Ryan used to celebrate that way all the time, either watching movies or playing stupid video games together, the stupider the better.  After one such celebration she had even been accused of having an affair with him by one of his girlfriends. Ryan and Ashley had looked at each other in shock and then burst out laughing. “I could never date someone who could kick my ass at Madden NFL,” Ryan said. “Come on. I’ve smelled her after a week of not showering. There’s no romance there.” Yet, the more she thought about it, there was nothing but romance with Serge. They’d gone out on dates. They’d sneaked off to secluded corners together. He’d driven her around on his Harley, without a helmet, her hair flying behind her while she laughed ecstatically.

Ashley couldn’t imagine Serge playing Madden with her. As for movies, he only liked the big action movies where everyone pretended to be ten times more serious than necessary. He couldn’t stand anything else, not even The Fast and the Furious. “Too silly.”  He read business books, not novels.  When she’d talked about getting a pet together, she had been ready to compromise and get a cat or a bird or a lizard or a gerbil if he didn’t want a dog, he’d looked at her like she was crazy. 

“A pet?”

“A dog.”  Ashley had said firmly.

“Why would we want a dog?”  Serge wasn’t giving in.

“I want a dog.  We could get a puppy and train it to find electronics like Ryan and I were doing with Dizzy at the office before I left.”  Ashley knew right away that was the wrong thing to say.  Ashley had convinced Smith Corp to adopt the rescue puppy from the pound that the Seagrass vet had asked her to foster.  She loved having Dizzy underfoot, until Serge came into her life and made it clear pets were not part of his agenda.  Any mention of Ryan and her work completely turned Serge off.

“But why does that mean we need to get a dog?” Serge had shaken his head. “No, I’m not ready for a pet yet, Ashley. I have too much to do, too many places to go.” Then, he’d brought up the possibility that his company might send him to Paris. They had a branch there, and a bunch of interesting projects had come up so she had put off getting a pet, telling herself that they’d talk about it when they came back home.

When are we going home to Texas? Ashley felt a wave of homesickness hit her. Paris wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t home. She wouldn’t mind staying here for a couple of years, especially if—forbidden thought—she could find a way to convince Serge that she needed to work at L’Oiseau Bleu instead of doing more projects for him, but Paris wasn’t, and would never be, home. Why? She wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like her part of Texas was famous for anything but its beaches and its barbecue. Still, it was home. Maybe her heart was just too stubborn for anything else.
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ASHLEY WALKED DOWN to Rue Daguerre to pick up a pint of ice cream from a nearby market, hoping against hope that she could find some peanut butter, Parisians seemed to think she was crazy whenever she asked if they had any, then went back upstairs to put on her sweats and relax in front of her laptop screen.

About halfway through the pint, Serge came back to the apartment. He looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes, and he hadn’t showered for a couple of days. 

Ashley covered him in kisses and got him in the shower. “Are you hungry?”

“No, I ate.”  He was morose.

“How’s the project going?”

“I’m stuck on something.”

“Oh, no! Tell me about it.” Ashley was refreshed after her break from programming and she yearned to help him.  He described the problem, sounding down and depressed about it. No solution immediately presented itself, but she promised herself that she would take a look at it later and see if she could surprise Serge with a solution. 

Later came when Serge was asleep and snoring loudly.  Restless, Ashley got out of bed and booted up her laptop to start going over the data that he’d sent her.  It was another white-hat hacking job, this time for an online company named Cubiste Internationale that sold cheap imported manufactured goods from China and Indonesia. 

The problem in this situation wasn’t that she couldn’t hack into the site and start messing up online transactions but that the company had been subjected to a very particular hack in the last month, and Serge couldn’t work out how it was done. Obviously, it was possible, it had already happened! But Serge just couldn’t seem to get a handle on how it was done.

Ashley sank into the deep, almost hypnotic mindset of working on a programming problem. Not that she didn’t like programming, she did, she just liked baking better. The keys flew under her fingers as she tried one solution after another, narrowing down the field of possible approaches until the number of solutions was exactly one – bypass the website itself and go through the credit card provider. Which, ouch Ashley winced mentally, would go way beyond the scope of a white-hat hacking project. Getting into a second site to get at the first one was a technique that a uneithical hacker would use, and she didn’t have the authority from the credit card company to do it. 

The next morning when she told Serge and showed him the details from her report, he laughed hysterically and mimed ripping his hair out. “I thought I was going crazy! I just couldn’t find a way, I thought I was losing it. Completely losing my touch.” Once again, she was covered in kisses and praised up to the moon, and he insisted on getting her paid through his company again for her freelancing hours, along with a huge bonus.  

Then Serge was out the door, anxious to get back to work – completely ignoring her. His actions chilled Ashley, Patty’s observation was true. Serge only loved her when he needed her to do something for him. When he didn’t need her, she didn’t seem to exist.

KEEP READING Crêpe Murder—find it at your favorite retailer here: www.SandiScottBooks.com/crepe
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RECIPES
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Apple Pie Filling
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Ingredients

	6 cups water

	1 cup corn syrup

	3 teaspoons cinnamon

	1 cup cornstarch

	4 cups sugar

	3 tablespoons lemon juice

	18 cups apples, thinly sliced

	1/4 teaspoon nutmeg



Preparation

	In a large bowl, toss apples with lemon juice and set aside.

	Cook all ingredients until thick. Boil for 2 minutes, stirring constantly.

	Add apples and return to a boil. Reduce heat, cover and simmer until apples are tender, about 6 to 8 minutes. Cool for 30 minutes.

	Ladle into 5 freezer containers, leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Cool at room temperature no longer than 1 1/2 hours. This is like Thank You brand pie filling.


Recipe from Foodista.com
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Apple Stuffed Tortillas
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Ingredients

	2 medium tortillas

	2 large apples, seeded and chopped

	1 tablespoon honey

	1 teaspoon cinnamon

	1 cup water

	2 ounces low fat cream cheese

	2 tablespoons lemon juice



Preparation

	In a saucepan over medium heat, add apples, honey, cinnamon and 3/4 cups water. Cook for 15 – 20 minutes until the apples are tender. Add additional water if needed. Apples should not be watery.

	Combine cream cheese and lemon in a bowl until smooth and spreadable.

	Toast tortillas in a nonstick skillet over medium-high heat until just brown. Spread one side of a tortilla with cream cheese, then top with 1/2 the apples. Fold the tortilla over then warm through again on each side in the skillet.


Recipe from Foodista.com
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Caramel Apple Pie
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Ingredients

	1 9 inch unbaked pie shell

	4 1/2 cups of peeled, sliced apples

	1 Tbsp. cornstarch

	1/4 cup of liquid honey

	2 Tbsp. butter, melted

	1/2 cup of packed brown sugar

	1/2 package of caramels or 15 caramels

	1/2 cup chopped pecans

	8 oz. cheddar cheese



Preparation

	Mix apple slices, cornstarch in a bowl toss lightly

	Stir in honey

	Put half of the apples into a prepared pie shell

	Put caramels on the first layer of apples, cover with second layer of apples

	Bake, uncovered at 350F for 45 to 50 minutes or until apples are tender.

	Remove from oven and cool.

	Grate cheese and arrange on top of apples.

	Combine, butter, sugar and pecans, sprinkle evenly over cheese layer.

	Broil until topping is bubbly about 1-3 minutes.


Recipe from Foodista.com
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Holiday Homemade Apple Brandy
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Ingredients

	1 apple, cored

	2 cup sugar

	2 cups brandy

	1/2 teaspoon cinnamon

	1/4 teaspoon ground cloves



Preparation

	Add all ingredients to a pot.

	Warm on low and stir until sugar is melted

	Put into a covered container (I use a quart jar) and let sit at room temperature for one week.

	(optional) Remove apples after the one week is over and place into serving bottles. I tend to use mason jars for stuff, so I just keep it in there with the apples and drink it up.


Recipe from Foodista.com
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PET PORTRAITS COZY MYSTERY SERIES

	Murder at the Art Gallery

	Murder on the Great Lake

	Murder on the Movie Set

	Murder at the Cabaret 

	Murder at the Car Show

	Murder at the Makeover

	Murder at the Pool Party

	Murder at the Bonfire

	Murder at the Apple Orchard

	Murder at the Luau (Coming soon!)


cover.jpeg
MURDER

IN THE

APPLE ORCHARD

SANDI SCOTT

USA Today & Wall Street Journal Best Selling Author





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.gif





images/00006.gif





images/00005.gif





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
FREE 800k$

CRE! \\IPUI

it RD”{
]

iR

\\\l)] SC(

If you liked this series, check out my
Seagrass Sweets series. You can get
the first two books free by joining my

readers’ group, Sandi's Sleuths.

www.SandiScottBooks.com/freebooks





images/00009.jpeg





