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CHAPTER ONE


 

Avery Sanders glanced at the clock yet again. Rob had said that he’d be home for dinner at six. Dinner had come and gone and she’d gotten a text from him saying that he was working late and would probably be home around nine. At 11:30, though her stomach was in knots, and she didn’t think that she’d be able to sleep, she went to bed. Hours later, when the garage door hummed open, indicating that Rob had finally arrived…at 3:30 a.m., she wiped the tears from her face and pretended to be asleep. 

Despite having gotten in so late, Rob was up before the sun, and out the door by six. Avery feigned sleep again – she didn’t have the heart to face him, nor did she want to see the truth that she feared in his eyes. She heard his car door slam, while she lie motionless in the bed, then she heard the garage door open and close, indicating that he was gone. Her eyes felt as though tiny grains of ground glass had lodged behind her eyelids, and her head pounded as she slowly sat up.

Dazed from a flood of emotion and a stupefying lack of sleep, Avery sat on the side of the bed for a few minutes, staring at the pattern on the carpet, unable to function. Her stomach hurt, her throat was dry, and her face was swollen from the torrents of tears that had fallen on her pillow. She’d nearly shuddered when her husband had slipped into bed beside her. The loneliness was practically tangible. A living, breathing thing. Rob stayed on his side of the bed, a chasm of chilling indifference separating the two. Yes, she’d cried all night. No, he hadn’t noticed. No, she didn’t think he would’ve cared if he had. 

Sliding off the bed, her feet hit the floor and she stood, then shuffled toward the kitchen, in desperate need of coffee. Avery went through the motions of fixing the coffee, measuring just the right amounts of grounds and water, and putting them in the stainless steel coffeemaker, without having to think about it, which was fortunate, since her brain was gripped by a grey fog that precluded real thought. She leaned against the dark quartz countertop, staring out the window, not even seeing the beauty of the late Fall morning. 

When her coffee was done brewing, she poured herself a cup and wandered back toward the bedroom, which was a definite break from her typical routine. Normally she would have gone to the kitchen table for a bit of breakfast before starting her work day, but the mere thought of food turned her stomach today. 

Avery found herself inexplicably standing in the doorway of the walk-in closet in the master bedroom, staring at the hamper. Rob had come in last night, and stripped down like he always did before bed. His clothes would be in the hamper. What if his clothes told tales? What if they gave her the clues that she really didn’t want to find?

She stared at the hamper, torn. On the one hand, she felt like a paranoid, overprotective and clingy wife, who didn’t trust her husband. On the other hand, she felt the truth beckoning her from within the confines of the wicker basket in front of her. It wouldn’t hurt to look…no one would ever have to know that she suspected her husband of lying when he said he was working late. If she found nothing, she’d feel like an idiot, but if she found…something, life as she knew it would change forever.

Avery took a large gulp of coffee, regretting it almost immediately when it hit her stomach, then set the cup on a shelf in the closet, and moved toward the hamper. Standing within inches of it, she stared down at the woven lid, her fingertips moving back and forth across the reeds.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered, flipping the lid open. “I’m going to do this and find out once and for all that I’m just being insecure.”

The shirt and trousers that Rob had worn to work the previous day weren’t in the hamper, and for a moment, Avery stood, puzzled. Then realization hit. He must’ve taken his clothes down to the washing machine on the main level this morning. Anger grew as she recognized what might be an attempt to hide his bad behavior from her. Stomping downstairs, she headed directly to the laundry room.

Rob’s clothing wasn’t on the floor in front of the washer, nor was it in the bag to go to the dry cleaner. Avery strode directly to the washing machine and lifted the lid, finding her husband’s clothes balled up inside. He’d poured the powdered soap in, but had apparently forgotten to push the start button. With trembling hands, she reached in and plucked a sleeve of his shirt from the machine, shaking the soap off and pulling the shirt out.

She closed her eyes, brought it to her face and inhaled. She caught of whiff of something that was very faint, but slightly sweet…was it perfume? The powdered soap was unscented, and she couldn’t tell if she actually smelled anything on the fabric or not. Feeling silly and a little embarrassed at her concern, she held the shirt up, and a faint spot near the breast pocket caught her eye. Bringing it closer, she saw what looked like a beige smudge…the kind of smudge that happens when a woman who is wearing makeup brushes against fabric.

Avery realized that a woman’s face had been close enough to her husband’s heart to leave a smudge on his shirt. Was it an embrace? Had they cuddled? Did they kiss?

Her heart dropped like a stone and she began to shake uncontrollably, sinking to the carpet in the closet. Wild sobs ripped from her chest as she began to accept that which she had never wanted to know. Rob was cheating on her.

The thought tore through her, tumbling around in her brain creating a vortex of emotion that threatened to drive her mad in its intensity. She cried, she screamed, she dry-heaved and cried some more. A frenzied need to know seized her, and she went through everything that he owned. Every pocket, every drawer, every shoe was inspected as a possible clue. She found ticket stubs to movies that she hadn’t attended with him, credit card receipts for expensive meals, and, as a final dagger to her aching heart…tucked into the inside pocket of his charcoal blazer, was a key card to a local hotel.

Slumped in a miserable heap in the middle of the bedroom floor, Avery surveyed the mess that she’d made, noting that the ruins around her were nothing compared to what her life had just become. She didn’t bother to clean up, what was the point? Spent, and nearly fainting from the adrenalin crash, she picked herself up from the floor, kicked a pile of Rob’s workout clothes out of the way, and headed for the shower.

Pain and rage had given way to numbness and determination. When she got out of the shower, she’d use a bucket load of concealer on her face to disguise her dark and puffy eyes, dress in a casual, but flattering outfit, and go see the first divorce attorney who would take a walk-in appointment. 

Avery had confronted her ever-absent husband weeks ago, and he’d concocted a story about being ultra-busy at work. When she’d talked to the wife of one of Rob’s coworkers, she’d learned that business was so slow that many of the guys were arriving late and leaving early. She should have heeded her instincts, but Rob had assured her that there was nothing going on. She may have been a fool then, but she was determined not to be one now. He’d had his chance to come clean, and they might’ve even recovered from the infidelity, but he’d lied. She’d laid her heart bare, and he’d looked her in the eyes and lied. She was done. 

 






CHAPTER TWO


 

When she saw the snow-laced fields in the distance, as the plane touched down in Champaign, Illinois, Avery’s heart flooded with doubt. Had coming home been a good choice? She hadn’t lived in her hometown for years, and had no idea what to expect. She would stay with her parents until she could get back on her feet, which shouldn’t take too long financially, but might take a very long time emotionally.

Stepping into the terminal, which looked much the same as it had when Avery left, she took a deep breath and decided that the change would be good for her. It would have killed her to have stayed in the same town where she’d lived. The thought of running into Rob with his girlfriend was more than she could bear. He’d been distant for quite some time, but for some reason, she still loved him. Her hurt and feelings of betrayal would’ve been simply too much to bear in the town where they’d laughed and loved and ruled their own little world. When she left her beautiful Boise, she’d said goodbye to the memories, good and bad, yet somehow they still managed to haunt her.

Avery’s mother, Doris, frowned and tut-tutted when she saw her daughter.

“You need to eat,” she chided, squeezing her daughter tightly, the warmth of her hug bringing tears to Avery’s eyes.

“Don’t listen to your mother,” her dad, Stephen, muttered, pulling her close. “You look great.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Avery gave him a ghost of a smile.

“Grab her bag, Stevie,” Doris ordered. “We have to get this girl home and feed her.”

 

**

 

Stepping back into the home of her childhood, and unpacking her bags in the room that she’d grown up in, felt like a giant step backwards. She hadn’t been able to live successfully within a relationship, and when it had gone sour, she’d come running back to mommy and daddy. Heaving a frustrated sigh, Avery finished putting her clothes away and stashed her empty suitcases in the closet, wanting nothing more than to slip beneath the chenille throw on her bed and sleep the day away.

“It’ll get better you know.”

Avery looked up, not even realizing that her father had been leaning against the door frame, and she jumped a bit, turning around at the sound of his deep, mellow voice.

“I know,” she looked down, her voice barely a whisper.

“It’s okay to not be tough all the time,” Stephen crossed the room and enveloped his daughter in a bear hug.

Avery drank in the scent of wood smoke and cologne, a fragrance that she remembered from childhood, and, safe in her dad’s arms, she let go in a torrent of sobbing that left the front of his plaid flannel wet with her tears.

“Why is this so hard?” she sniffed, gaining control again after a few minutes.

Wiping a stray tear away with his thumb, Stephen smiled fondly down at his daughter.

“You loved him,” he said simply. “That doesn’t just disappear overnight, but sometimes the best thing that we can do in relationships is to walk away when the time is right. You have a fresh start here, Avery. Make the most of it,” he advised. “And don’t be afraid to cry. Your mother and I used to kiss your boo-boos, remember?” he chuckled, heading for the door.

Avery nodded and smiled. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Now wash your face and come down to lunch before your mother has a fit.”

“I will. Don’t wait for me, though. I need a minute.”

“Take your time, we have a microwave,” Stephen grinned and shut the door on his way out.

Avery sank down onto her bed and took a deep, shuddering breath, wanting to pull herself together before she went down to eat her mother’s delicious home cooking. She hated the fact that she felt on the verge of tears all the time; hated the fact that food, no matter how well-prepared, turned to sawdust in her mouth. But most of all, she hated feeling lonely and betrayed, staring at the ceiling at night, missing the husband who had become distant more months ago than she could remember. What was so wrong with her that he’d sought love and companionship elsewhere? What more could she have done to hold his attention and affection?

Wallowing in the whys and hows weren’t going to help her move forward, so she had to keep reminding herself to focus on the future and shake off the past. Heading for the bathroom, bag of toiletries in hand, Avery vowed to wash herself clean of travel sluggishness and wayward thoughts. It was a new day, she was in a new location, and it was time to start her new life.

 






CHAPTER THREE


 

Avery Sanders had been more than glad to hear from her agent that her latest mystery was climbing the charts. The boost in rankings on the best seller list would mean that she didn’t have to worry about money while writing her new book and trying to settle into newly-single life. The accomplished writer had taken her father’s advice seriously, and was planning to start living out her new life doing all the things that she’d wanted to do while she was married, but had been too preoccupied with the demise of her relationships to do.

Doris had dragged her to a yoga class in the morning, under much protest, but Avery was shocked at how relaxed she’d felt afterward. The warmth in the instructor’s voice had nearly brought her to tears more than once, but the final pose, where she lay flat on her back, with a lavender-scented pillow over her eyes, had allowed every last ounce of tension that she’d been carrying to ebb out of her, leaving her feeling better than she had in a very long time. After that, Doris had taken her to lunch, and now she was settling in to write. There was some research to be done on some of the forensics in her latest book, and she was chomping at the bit to get to it.

An internet search yielded a wealth of information, and mid-afternoon arrived in a flash, bringing with it a visitor. Avery heard the doorbell ring in some part of her subconscious, but never dreamed that it could have anything at all to do with her.

“Avery,” her mother called from the bottom of the stairs. “Can you come down for a minute?”

Avery sighed and closed her eyes for a moment before responding. “Can it wait? I’m in the middle of something,” she tried to sound as positive as possible.

“Nope,” was the maddening non-response.

Saving the link to the material that she was working on Avery snapped her laptop shut, put it on the charger, and headed downstairs.

“Avery Sanders, you haven’t aged a day,” a familiar voice marveled.

Shelly Rogers, a classmate from high school, stood beside her mother, beaming.

“Shelly?” Avery smiled, surprised. “You look great. I didn’t know you were still in Champaign,” she hugged the woman, who wore a long flowing skirt and a thick, hand-knitted sweater, with lots of jangling bracelets. 

“Well, I’m in Urbana actually,” Shelly grinned.

“I should’ve guessed,” Avery chuckled. 

Urbana was a sister town to Champaign where the food was organic, the clothes were comfortable, and the scent of patchouli lingered in the air. Hippies from all generations flocked to the town as a mecca of tolerance in an otherwise conservative Midwestern landscape.

“Rosanne Nelson told me that she saw you at the Yoga Center this morning, and I couldn’t believe it, so I just had to come check it out for myself,” Shelly declared. “How are you? I can’t believe that one of my classmates is sort of famous. I’ve read some of your books. I really liked them.”

“Thanks,” Avery blushed a bit. “I’m not actually famous. I’m just one of the lucky few that gets to make a living doing what I love. Wow, I’d forgotten how small this town really is. News travels fast.”

“Some things never change. Hey, Rosanne and I and some of the other girls from school get together one Thursday a month, and tomorrow is our night. We’d love it if you would join us,” Shelly offered.

Rosanne Nelson was not one of Avery’s favorite people in high school. She was snobby and cliquish and used to look down her nose at most of the other girls in their class. It was shocking that she now did yoga and would deign to hang out with the likes of Shelly Rogers.

“Oh, that sounds fun,” she hedged. “I’ll have to see how far I get in my writing today. I have a ton of research to do.”

“Oh honey, I’m sure that it won’t set your deadline back to spend a couple of hours with the girls,” Doris chimed in, missing the frustrated glance that Avery shot her way.

“Just let me know sometime tomorrow, so I’ll know how big of a booth we’ll need. We meet at the Chamberlain in downtown Champaign. It’s really casual. Here hand me your phone and I’ll put my number in your contacts,” Shelly held out a hand, her bracelets clinking together.

Once she’d put her information in, she handed Avery back the phone and hugged her again. 

“I’d love to stay and chat, but I have to pick up Connor from daycare. I hope you’ll join us tomorrow – I’d love to catch up,” Shelly gave a cheerful wave on her way out the door.

“Great seeing you again,” Avery called out, just before the door shut. Then she turned to her mother, eyebrow raised.

“Thanks for your help,” she made a face.

“You need to get out,” Doris insisted. “It’ll be good for you to make friends and do fun things with women your own age. You can’t just hang around the garage watching your father do his woodworking.”

“Sure I can, it’s relaxing. Besides, I have nothing in common with those women. They stayed here, I moved on. They probably all have families and have plugged into the community and I’m just this newly-divorced tumbling tumbleweed who moved back to town in disgrace because her life didn’t work out,” Avery complained, averting her eyes and hating how pathetic she sounded.

“Well, you could look at it that way,” Doris pursed her lips. “Or, you could realize that you’re a successful professional who left her distractions behind so that she could come home, where she’s comfortable, to produce her best work yet,” her mother challenged. “It’s up to you to define how people see you, but it sounds to me like you have some soul searching to do first.”

Avery stared at her mother, mouth agape, blinking.

“It’s up to you,” Doris shrugged. “The daughter I raised would walk into that bar with her head held high and hold her own with even the snootiest of town girls,” was her parting shot as she headed to the kitchen.

Color flooded Avery’s cheeks as she realized that her mother was right. What had happened to her? Had her relationship been so dehumanizing that she’d lost all sense of who she was? Tears filled her eyes but she bit the insides of her cheeks, refusing to let them fall. She wasn’t going to hide away like a recluse, even if she wanted to. She would go out and have fun finding out what happened to her friends from high school, even if it killed her. Then she’d take out her anxieties on her latest book the next day.

 

 






CHAPTER FOUR


 

Avery’s palms were damp as she stepped inside the Chamberlain, which looked and smelled exactly as she had remembered it. The iconic downtown bar still sported worn Naughahyde booths, and a slightly peeling vinyl floor covered in peanut shells. Kerry, another townie with whom she’d gone to school, was tending bar, and recognition flickered in his eyes when he saw her.

“Avery Sanders? I never thought I’d see you in here,” he greeted her.

Avery’s mouth fell open in surprise. “Kerry? I definitely never thought I’d see you here,” she grinned, happy to see a friendly face. 

Kerry was a pastor’s kid, and had grown up in the strictest of homes. To see him tending bar was a bit of a shock.

“Yeah, don’t tell my mom, I’ll be grounded for life,” he joked. “What can I get for you?”

“I don’t know. I’m meeting Shelly and Rosanne and the girls…do you think I should wait to get a drink?”

A look that she couldn’t pinpoint passed over Kerry’s face.

“They’re already here, at a table in the back,” he pointed. “And trust me, you want a drink. This one is on the house as a welcome home.”

“Aww…thanks, Kerry. Is it that bad?” Avery leaned forward and lowered her voice.

“Oh Avery, some things never change, that’s all this helpful bartender is gonna say about that. Now, what’s your poison?”

“Vodka tonic, extra lime,” Avery bit her lip, now more nervous than when she came in.

Kerry poured it strong and handed it to her with a cocktail napkin.

“Don’t sweat it. If you get tired of girl talk, you can always come hang out with me,” he grinned.

“Thanks Kerry, I may take you up on that,” Avery raised her glass, took a long sip through the tiny black straw, and headed in the direction that he’d pointed earlier.

Winding her way through the dimly-lit bar, she sipped repeatedly at her drink, looking for the liquid courage that would hopefully get her through the evening. What was wrong with her? She’d always been an introvert, but the panic that she felt fluttering in her chest at the prospect of getting together with old friends and acquaintances was a bit over the top. Taking a deep breath and stiffening her spine, she pasted a smile on her face when she saw the table of five gals, most of them waving gaily at the sight of her.

Deedee Benning was the first one to plonk down her beer and slide her chair out to greet the new arrival, and her appearance was shocking. The former cheerleader had put on quite a few pounds, but seemed to still be the same bubbly person whom Avery remembered. The plump mother of two hugged Avery ferociously, giggling all the while.

Linda Brown was next, and Avery was surprised to see her in the group. She had been a quiet, bookish gal, whose pale, thin form had drifted through the halls, eyes downcast, without generally connecting to those around her.

“So nice to see you,” Linda said in her soft voice as she gave Avery a shy hug, barely touching her.

“You too, Linda,” Avery gave her a genuinely warm smile, thinking that it was wonderful that she’d come out of her shell a bit. It was also heartening to know that she wouldn’t be the only bookworm in the group.

Shelly was next, with an excited, “so glad you could make it!” and then came Rosanne, who stayed seated and gave her a little wave and a smile that looked more like a smirk.

Janet Halstead, the most athletic girl in their class, back in the day, rounded out the group, and came all the way from the other side of the table to give Avery an enthusiastic hug, seeming to study her curiously.

“Here, sit here,” Deedee scooted her chair over and patted the seat of the chair next to her as the rest of the group settled back in with their drinks.

“Who’s up for another round?” Janet raised her glass.

It seemed that everyone was up for another round, so even though Avery’s drink was only half gone, she ordered another. The gals, with the exception of Rosanne of course, peppered her with questions about her career, and she tried her best to give witty and funny answers, keeping them laughing. When the initial excitement of her arrival died down a bit, it was her turn to ask questions, thankfully switching the focus of the group elsewhere.

“So, when did you all start meeting on Thursdays?” she asked, her head starting to feel the effects of the alcohol in her system already. 

“We all sat at the same table at the twentieth reunion, and decided that we shouldn’t wait another twenty years to see each other. I mean, it was ridiculous, we all stayed here in Champaign, or Urbana,” she glanced at Shelly with a grin. “And we somehow got busy with life and lost touch after graduation.”

“Some of us were still plugged into the community,” Rosanne drawled, correcting her.

“And the rest of us had to have real jobs for important things like food and housing,” Janet chimed in, giving Rosanne a look.

“So, what brings you back home?” Linda interrupted, smiling at Avery and clearly hoping to defuse the situation.

Avery decided to throw caution to the winds and be real with this group of strangers whom she’d once known. Maybe they’d see her vulnerability and find it endearing.

“A really ugly divorce actually,” she shrugged, watching as Linda’s face paled.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry, I had no idea,” Linda’s color went rapidly from white to blazing red.

“It’s okay, how could you have known?” Avery reached over and squeezed Linda’s hand, while absorbing the chorus of sympathetic sounds from around the table.

“You were out in the wild west somewhere, weren’t you?” Rosanne asked. “Colorado or somewhere remote like that?” she waved a hand, almost as though she was dismissing Avery’s feelings.

“Idaho, actually. I was in Boise, so it was beautiful, but certainly not what I would call remote.”

“Were there lots of ranchers out there? Men in those tight cowboy jeans just get me,” Deedee waggled her eyebrows and fanned herself.

Avery giggled, thankful for the positive distraction, and for the vodka coursing through her veins at the moment.

“There were quite a few outdoorsy types.”

“What about your ex? Was he outdoorsy?” Janet asked, wiping the foam mustache from her beer away with the back of her hand.

“No. The only time that he ever experienced the outdoors was the trip from his car to his office,” Avery smiled faintly.

“He worked in an office?” Rosanne raised her eyebrows and the air was sucked out of the room.

“Why does that surprise you?” Avery asked, a tickle of anger working its way up her spine.

“I just figured you’d end up with a…musician, or artist or something,” she mused, sipping her drink, eyes locked with Avery’s, daring a confrontation.

“We balanced each other. He was analytical, I was creative. It worked,” Avery drained her glass.

“Well, clearly not,” Rosanne persisted, her eyes glittering like a cat toying with a mouse.

“Are you actually trying to be rude, Rosie, or does it just come naturally to you?” Janet gave voice to everyone’s thoughts, and there were some nervous titters around the table as all eyes turned to Rosanne.

“Don’t call me Rosie,” she turned on Janet. “It’s a dog’s name.”

“Well, if the shoe fits…” Janet shot back, undaunted by Rosanne’s imperious manner.

“Oh please, my little butch friend. You wouldn’t know a good shoe if it kicked you in the cargo shorts.” Rosanne rose, tossing a twenty on the table. “Unlike some of the rest of you,” she raised an eyebrow, glancing specifically at Janet and Avery. “I have things to accomplish. I can’t say when I’ve had more fun,” her voice dripped sarcasm and she sauntered to the door, the scent of expensive perfume drifting in her wake.

“I’m sure she didn’t mean those awful things that she said,” Linda spoke up, trying to smooth things over.

“Of course she did,” Shelly shrugged. “She is who she is. I don’t really understand why she still comes to our Thirsty Thursdays.”

“Maybe because she has no other friends?” Janet guessed.

“Or maybe because it makes her feel good to look down upon us mere mortals,” Deedee chuckled.

“Well, whatever the reason,” Linda, the peacemaker, interjected, “we probably should realize that she may be dealing with something difficult in her life that makes her like this.”

“Avery is dealing with rough stuff, and she’s not being a…” Janet began, only to be interrupted by Deedee, before she could finish.

“Well ladies, as much as I hate to say it, I’ve gotta run too,” the former cheerleader grabbed a handbag the size of a small piece of luggage and stood. “Avery, girl, I’m a representative for Beauty Babe cosmetics. If you’re ever feeling down, honey, you just call me and we’ll do a complete makeover. It can be life transforming,” she handed Avery a card.

“Thanks, Deedee,” Avery stood and gave her chubby friend a hug. “It was great to see you.”

One by one, the others took their leave, until at last, Avery sat at the table alone, not really knowing why. She hadn’t wanted to come in the first place, but was now glad that she had, even though Rosanne had been predictably unpleasant. Kerry came over, wielding a bar towel, and cleared the other ladies’ glasses. 

“Last holdout?” he grinned, expertly stacking the glasses to take back to the kitchen.

“Looks that way,” Avery smiled wanly.

“My shift is ending, so I’m done after I clear this table. Wanna go get a bite to eat or something?” he offered.

“Yes, I want something that’s really bad for me. Something that I might regret for days,” Avery nodded with a good natured grimace.

“I know just the place,” Kerry chuckled. “If you want to hang out here for a few minutes, I need to clock out and grab my jacket.”

“I’ll be here,” Avery smiled, thinking how crazy it was that she felt immediately comfortable with a classmate that she hadn’t seen in years. When she thought about it, it had been a very long time since she’d been entirely at ease with her own husband. Refusing to beat herself up about not having seen the handwriting on the wall, she gathered her coat and slipped her arms into the sleeves. Fall was turning into winter, and she wasn’t looking forward to the associated chill.

“Ready?” Kerry was back moments later.

“Sure, where are we going?” Avery stood and followed him outside. 

“Ginger’s Diner. It’s walking distance, just a couple of blocks, if you’re up to it.”

“I think I could use some fresh air. Lead the way.”

“So are you here for a visit?” Kerry asked as they both walked along, hands in pockets.

They could see their breath in the air, but just barely.

“No, I came back to make a life here.”

“It’s none of my business, but I’m guessing that there was a traumatic life event involved,” Kerry said lightly.

“Yeah, there definitely was. Hence my need to drown my sorrows in pancake syrup. What about you? I nearly fainted when I saw Reverend Sawyer’s baby boy tending bar at the Chamberlain.”

“Yeah, we had kind of a rough time after high school. I wanted to go to college out of state, they said they’d only pay for half my tuition if I stayed in town and went to school, so I tried it, but they were so strict that I just had to get out of there. I finished my degree online, paid off my student loans, and have been on my own ever since. I make enough money here to travel for about three months of the year, so I spend my down time exploring other countries. Who knew there was a whole big world out there?”

“Wow, that’s great,” Avery nodded, thinking how brave he must’ve been to venture out into the unknown with no support at home. “Couldn’t deal with a nine o’clock curfew after you graduated?” she teased.

“You laugh, but it really was like that. No drinking, even when I was of age, lights out by ten, even on the weekend. It was ridiculous for me to be sneaking out of the basement window when I was twenty-one,” Kerry shook his head. “It also made dating rather difficult.”

“I can’t even imagine. That’s something I’m definitely terrified about,” Avery bit her lip and shivered, not from cold, but from the tingle of fear that shot through her at the prospect of dating again.

“Meh, you’ll get the hang of it after a couple of disasters,” he nudged her playfully with his elbow. “But first, we need to fatten you up a little bit with some of Ginger’s best,” he opened the door of the little diner that was furnished with a nod to fifties style.

“You sound like my mother,” Avery muttered, tantalized by the warm smell of melting butter and frying bacon.

“Are we both wrong?” he wisecracked.

“Go on and set down wherever ya like,” a college gal in jeans and a University of Illinois sweatshirt called out.

“I like this place already,” Avery grinned, sliding into a booth with red plastic seats.

“Wait ‘til you taste the food,” Kerry commented, taking off his jacket and grabbing a menu from behind the aluminum-topped sugar dispenser.

“Thanks for keeping me company,” Avery smiled over the top of her menu.

“Thanks for giving me an excuse to eat naughty food,” was the distracted response as Kerry perused the menu.

The two ordered and ate heartily while catching up on what had happened in their lives in the past twenty years since high school. At the end of the evening, just as they were leaving the diner, two police cars, a firetruck and an ambulance screamed past them, lights flashing and sirens wailing.

“Wow, I wonder what’s going on,” Avery raised her voice to be heard, following the progress of the vehicles.

The lights and sirens came to a sudden stop, apparently having reached their destination.

“Oh, that’s not good,” Kerry frowned.

“What?”

“Well, judging by when they shut the sirens off, and the direction that they were headed in, they may have stopped at the Chamberlain, or somewhere close to it.”

“Is Champaign still safe downtown?” Avery’s eyes widened.

“Yep, definitely. There was a shooting a few months ago, but it was just a fluke thing. Let’s go see if we can find out what happened,” Kerry took off down the sidewalk at a fast clip, and she hurried to catch up with him.

“Oh no,” Avery whispered as they turned the corner up the street from the Chamberlain. Bile rose in the back of her throat, and her knees began to shake.

“What?” Kerry stopped at her tone.

“The police cars and firetruck and ambulance are all surrounding my car. That little blue one right in front of the police car is mine,” she pointed down an alley that ran beside the florist shop that was right next to the Chamberlain.

“Looks like something happened in the alley. Let’s go check it out,” Kerry began walking again.

With the lights and sirens announcing that something had happened, a small crowd began to gather at the mouth of the alley. Police kept everyone from entering the alley, which made Avery wonder how she was going to get home.

A large, intimidating policeman stood at the corner near the florist shop, making certain that no curious onlookers wandered into the alley. Kerry walked right up to him, with Avery in tow.

“Hey Vaughn,” he greeted the hulk of a man with disarming familiarity.

“Hey Kerry,” the greeting was somberly returned, with the cop’s eyes flicking toward Avery as though assessing her threat risk.

“What happened?” Kerry asked, craning his neck to try to see past the mountain of an officer.

“Can’t say. We’re assessing the scene. You two should probably get going. It’s going to be a long night,” the cop advised.

“I can’t actually get going…that’s my car,” Avery pointed down the alley.

“The blue one?” the cop’s eyes were laser-focused on her now.

“Yes,” she gulped, nodding.

“Well, this is my lucky day. We need to talk to you,” the policeman said, his tone menacing.

“Uh, okay,” Avery was confused.

“We can meet you inside the Chamberlain, where it’s a bit warmer,” Kerry suggested.

“It isn’t going down like that. You can go on home. Your lady friend is coming to the station for questioning.”

“Questioning about what?” Kerry asked, when it was obvious that Avery was speechless.

The officer turned to Avery. “The murder of Rosanne Nelson.”

 






CHAPTER FIVE


 

“I have been worried sick,” Doris pounced and hugged her daughter close when she came in.

“You knew where I was, Mom,” Avery accepted the hug, exhausted after spending three hours at the police station.

“I wanted to come down there and get you, but your father said that it might make you look guilty,” she worried, her hands on Avery’s cheeks as she examined her daughter for trauma.

“I didn’t do anything, Mom, it’s fine,” Avery assured her, and headed for the kitchen.

“Do you need tea? I can make tea,” Doris hovered.

“I’m just going to get some water to take up to my room. Go get some sleep. I’ll be fine, I promise,” Avery gave her mother a reassuring smile.

“But, if…” Doris began.

“I’m fine,” Avery interrupted. “I’ll tell you all about it in the morning. We need to be quiet so we don’t wake up Dad. Have a good sleep, Mom,” she turned toward the sink and filled her water glass.

“Fine, but I want details,” Doris muttered, wandering toward the stairs.

Avery trudged up the stairs moments later, secretly glad that her mother loved her and worried about her and fussed over her. She’d never gotten that kind of attention from Rob, and it was really nice to feel cherished for a change, even if it was by her parents. She was asleep the minute that her head hit the pillow, and she was thankful that she didn’t have nightmares after being questioned concerning a murder.

 

**

 

“Did the police talk to you?” Avery asked Shelly. 

Her friend had come over to have tea and try to process the fact that one of their classmates had been brutally murdered, just hours after they’d seen her.

“Yeah,” Shelly clutched her mug. “They asked a ton of questions about you and the other gals, since we were the ones who last saw her alive,” she shook her head. “I mean, she could be unpleasant, but it really shakes me up to think that someone killed her.”

“Do you think that maybe it was a robbery gone bad or something?” Avery wondered.

“I wouldn’t think so. That kind of stuff just doesn’t usually happen downtown. I wonder why she was right next to your car like that,” Shelly stared into her tea.

“I’m sure it was just a coincidence,” Avery shrugged. “Who on earth could have done this? Was she married?”

“Yep, her husband was probably on a business trip, he’s not around much.”

“Really? Why?”

“He travels a lot for his business.”

“What does he do?”

“What doesn’t he do? He owns like half of Champaign,” Shelly took a sip of her tea. “He’s…older.”

“Older? Than what?” Avery was curious.

“Than us, by far. I think he had twenty years at least on Rosanne.”

“Hmm. Is he cute?”

“If you’re into dating the elderly, sure, I guess,” Shelly looked at her oddly. “What a strange question.”

“Well, I mean, there must’ve been something that attracted her to someone so much older,” Avery shrugged.

“Uh…yeah, there was. It’s called money.”

“Do you really think that Rosanne was that shallow?”

“Do you think she wasn’t?” Shelly raised her eyebrows, amused.

“You do have a point, but now I feel like a total jerk, speaking ill of the dead. I wonder what happened to her.”

“You mean, how did she die?” Shelly clarified.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know. They wouldn’t tell me, and the media isn’t giving out details either. It’s weird.”

“Sometimes law enforcement holds back details because they’re waiting for the killer to bring them up. There are things at a crime scene that only the killer would know, so the police use those details to make them incriminate themselves during questioning,” Avery murmured, thinking.

Shelly stared at her for a moment, then realization dawned.

“Oh, that’s right. You’d know a bunch of this weird stuff because you write mysteries!” she exclaimed. “So, what kinds of details do the police hide?”

“The murder weapon, the method used, the position of the body, any souvenirs taken…”

“Souvenirs?” Shelly was puzzled.

“Yes, sometimes murderers, particularly serial killers, take pieces of the victim with them, as kind of a trophy. They may take jewelry, or an article of clothing, or they may chop off a hunk of hair or a finger or something.”

“Oh wow…that’s disgusting,” Shelly turned a bit green.

“Well, serial killers aren’t known for their socially acceptable behavior.”

“Hmm…Janet works for the city. I wonder if she could find out what happened,” Shelly mused.

“I wouldn’t ask her.”

“Why not?”

“She was one of the last few people to see Rosanne alive, and as you’ll recall, their interaction wasn’t exactly pleasant,” Avery explained.

“So? Those two never really got along.”

“That’s my point. There are at least four witnesses to the fact that the two of them went at it right before Rosanne died.”

“Well, yeah, but it wasn’t like a big deal I didn’t think.”

“True, it wasn’t. But we don’t want to make it seem like it was by having Janet go poking around City Hall asking questions,” Shelly pointed out.

“True. Usually they look at the spouse first, so they’re probably focusing on the husband and his friends right now.”

“It’s a little freaky how much you know about this stuff,” Shelly patted down the hairs on the back of her neck.

“Occupational hazard,” Avery smiled faintly.

Shelly blinked several times, then glanced at her watch. 

“Oh, look at the time. I’ve gotta run. You take care, Avery,” she popped up out of her chair and headed for the front door.

“I’ll see you out,” Avery trailed along behind her.

“No need, I can find it,” Shelly let out a nervous laugh that sounded like a hiccup.

She was halfway to her car before Avery got to the front door to close it behind her.

“Wow, she sure left in a hurry,” Doris remarked, coming out of the kitchen and drying her hands on a towel.

“Yeah, she did,” Avery frowned, lost in thought.

 






CHAPTER SIX


 

Avery sat on her bed, staring at the blank screen on her laptop. She’d re-read the first part of her manuscript, and knew where she wanted to go with the story, but she just couldn’t seem to get the words out for some odd reason. She was fully caffeinated, which was a requirement for writing, and had gotten plenty of sleep the night before, despite worrying about Rosanne Nelson’s murder and Shelly’s seeming avoidance of her in the days since the horrible death.

Knowing all-too-well her daughter’s need for solitude when she was writing, Doris had come upstairs and wordlessly set a plate of still-warm homemade chocolate chip cookies on the nightstand, then disappeared again. Avery was thrilled that her parents grasped the importance of her alone time, and was understandably confused when Doris called up to her.

“Avery, honey. Can you come down please?”

Clenching her teeth in frustration, and taking a deep breath through her nose, Avery made an effort to sound positive when she replied. It wasn’t her mother’s fault that she had a wicked case of writer’s block.

“Can it wait?” she asked brightly, making herself smile so that the upbeat tone would be conveyed in her voice.

“Umm…sure, I guess,” Doris replied faintly.

“Thanks, Mom,” Avery replied, once again frowning at her keyboard. “I have to type something,” she murmured to herself. “I just have to write a couple of sentences and things will start flowing.”

The harder she tried to think, the more stymied she became, until finally, she snapped her computer shut in frustration.

“I’ll go for a walk and breathe deeply, then I’ll come back and write,” she vowed.

Snagging a cookie which was pure heaven, even if it was no longer warm, she headed downstairs.

“All done?” Doris asked, surprised, when her daughter came into the kitchen for a drink of water to wash down the cookie.

“Not even close. I’m going for a walk to clear my head and then I’ll be back at it.”

“Having a rough time with this one?” her mother asked softly.

“The blank page is accusing me,” Avery sighed.

“Well, you’ve been through quite a lot recently,” Doris commented.

“I know, and that usually spurs my creativity. I’m just bogged down. I’ll get it back,” Avery sounded much more confident than she felt. “What did you need me for earlier?”

“Oh! I almost forgot,” Doris pointed to a plain brown cardboard box on the counter that was a little bit smaller than a softball. “It was just sitting on the porch when I brought the mail in.”

Curious, Avery went over and picked it up. Letters that were clearly cut out from magazines formed her name on top of the box. Puzzled, she took the packing tape off of the flaps and opened it. There was a mass of fluffy pink tissue paper inside and she pulled the edge of it back to reveal a necklace, nestled upon fresh rose petals. Reaching in, she pulled it out, and examined it. It was a beautifully sculpted free-form heart, with a cascade of what looked like diamonds gracing the left-hand side.

“Wow, that must’ve been some date you had the other night,” Doris remarked, taking in the sparkling necklace.

“I didn’t have a date,” Avery turned to her, confused.

“Sure you did. Before you had to go to the police station. You went out with Reverend Sawyer’s boy,” her mother reminded her.

“Oh, there’s no way that this is from Kerry. He’s a bartender, and we don’t have that kind of relationship, even if he had the money,” Avery shook her head.

“You never know,” Doris smiled. “Maybe he was smitten and this is how he’s letting you know.”

“I have a bad feeling about this, and I can’t figure out why,” Avery mused, holding the necklace up, its gems glittering in the rays of sun streaming through the kitchen windows.

“Maybe because you write about a bunch of spooky stuff that makes you paranoid, even about a nice gift?” Doris hazarded a guess.

“Probably,” Avery smiled and dropped the necklace gently back into the box. “I’m going for my walk now. I’ll see you when I get back.”

“Grab a sweater, honey. You don’t need to catch a cold,” her mother warned.

Avery grinned and shook her head. Some things never changed. Her mother had been concerned about her warmth every single day of her life, but the day was sunny, and her pace was brisk, so she knew she would be fine in her plain grey t-shirt.

The writer concentrated hard on how she could arrange the next several chapters of her current mystery novel, and became so absorbed in her thoughts that she didn’t even hear the bell of the bicycle rider behind her, until they were right on her heels.

“Hey!” a sweet, familiar voice rang out, finally breaking into Avery’s thoughts.

She turned to see Linda Brown, pedaling a turquoise cruising bike, complete with tassels on the handlebars and a woven plastic basket on the front, which was full of books.

“Hey, Linda. What are you up to today?” Avery asked, pleased for the distraction.

Her friend hopped off of the bike and walked it along, falling in step beside her. 

“I always go to the library on Saturday.”

“People still use libraries?” Avery joked.

“I would think that you, of all people, would appreciate that fact.”

“I actually sell way more ebooks than paperbacks,” Avery shrugged. “I prefer having an actual book to hold, but apparently e-reading is here to stay.”

“I know what you mean. There’s nothing like the smell of a new book,” Linda grinned. “Speaking of which…how is your latest one coming along?”

“Slowly, unfortunately. That’s why I’m out here. I have a wicked case of writer’s block.”

“Yikes, that’s awful,” Linda sympathized. “What do you think is distracting you?”

“Just about everything,” Avery chuckled. “Who knows? I’ve had this happen before. I’ll get through it. Did you hear about what happened to poor Rosanne?”

Linda grimaced. “Yes, how terrible. The police came to my house and talked to me. I sure hope they find whoever did it.”

“Me too,” Avery agreed.

The two walked along in silence for a bit, then Linda spoke hesitantly.

“Can I ask you a strange question?” 

“Why not? Everyone else does,” Avery smiled.

“Do things like what happened to Rosanne…inspire you? I mean, obviously not her particular case, but you know, things like that in general?”

“True crime? Definitely,” Avery nodded. “I get some of my best material from watching the news and digging up cold cases.”

“Doesn’t that stuff give you nightmares?”

“Nah, I think I’ve become desensitized to it, really.”

“That’s hard to imagine,” Linda shivered, whether from the subject matter, or the cool Fall day, Avery couldn’t tell.

“Well, police get to that point. If they freaked out at every weird or gruesome thing that happened, they’d lose their minds pretty quickly. I think it’s just a matter of looking at things clinically, you know?”

“I suppose,” Linda didn’t sound convinced. “So, have you talked to Janet at all since…that night?”

“No, why?”

“I’m kind of worried. We were supposed to meet at the new Indian restaurant downtown for dinner last night – we planned it a couple of weeks ago – and she never showed. I’ve tried calling her and she doesn’t answer, and her car wasn’t at her house when I dropped by.”

“Does she typically stay in touch?”

“Well, it’s not like we communicate all the time, but when we do have plans, if she can’t keep them, she at least lets me know.”

“Maybe your dinner accidentally got deleted from her calendar, that stuff happens all the time. Did you call her at work?”

Linda shook her head. “Oh no, I didn’t want to bother her at work.”

“Well, I’m sure she’ll get back to you soon enough. If you’re really worried about it, check out the parking lot at City Hall and see if you see her car.”

“That’s a really big parking lot.”

“Yeah, I suppose it is. I wouldn’t worry about it. She’ll call when she gets a chance, I’m sure. Maybe she didn’t feel well or something. I know I don’t get on the phone if I’m sick. I turn it off and throw it in the drawer until I feel better.”

“You don’t suppose that…” Linda trailed off.

“What?” Avery prompted.

“Well, I mean…you don’t think that Janet might be…involved?” she leaned in close and spoke in a low voice.

“You know her better than I do, but no, it certainly didn’t seem like she was the murdering type.”

“There’s a type?” Linda’s eyebrows shot up her forehead.

“No,” Avery laughed. “That’s just a figure of speech. I think Janet is a decent human being who would never dream of killing anyone, much less act on the impulse.”

“Oh, good. Yeah, that’s what I think too,” Linda seemed troubled.

“What is it?” Avery stopped walking.

“What if this was personal? What if one of us is next?” she whispered, color draining from her face.

“I think that’s a leap,” Avery shook her head. “This was most likely a random thing. A robbery gone wrong, maybe. I’m sure that we have nothing to worry about.”

“Except maybe you,” Linda’s eyes locked on hers.

“What do you mean?” a sudden chill swept through Avery.

“I mean, what if somebody puts together the fact that things were just fine, and then the day after you come back to town, one of your arch enemies dies?”

“Oh that’s just silly. Anyone who knows me knows that I wouldn’t have the gumption to do something like that. Besides, I didn’t have any animosity toward Rosanne. I didn’t even know her anymore.”

“She wasn’t very nice to you.”

“Things like that don’t really bother me,” Avery shrugged.

“Well, apparently they bothered somebody in her life. Hey, I never got to try the food at the new Indian place, since Janet didn’t show up. Do you want to go sometime this week?”

“Sure, I love Indian food. Try inviting Janet again too, maybe she’ll make it this time.”

“Hopefully,” Linda replied, climbing back onto her bike. “Enjoy your walk, I have to head home.”

“Good seeing you,” Avery waved.

“You too,” Linda pushed the bulb of her bike horn and it tooted a farewell.

 

**

 

Avery walked so long on the beautiful Fall day that she found herself downtown. Taking a deep breath and letting her feet carry her so that she couldn’t change her mind, she walked into the Chamberlain, looking for Kerry.

“Hey stranger,” he greeted her from behind the bar. “The usual?”

“Uh, no thanks.”

Avery looked around, noting that there was only one other patron in the bar at this time of day, and he was munching peanuts and watching some sort of sporting event on the television. Moving closer to the bar, she spoke softly so that she wouldn’t be overheard.

“Do you have a second?”

“Sure, what’s up?” Kerry put his towel down and leaned over the bar toward her, his brow furrowed at her obvious discomfort.

“This is so awkward,” she sighed.

“I’m a master of making situations awkward, trust me, we’re nowhere near peak awkwardness,” he assured her with a mischievous grin.

“It’s just…my mom had this crazy idea…” she began, not really knowing how to ask a most embarrassing question.

“You have my attention…” he prompted.

“So, I got this package today. It wasn’t mailed, it was just sitting on the porch…is this ringing any bells?” Avery bit her lip, her cheeks flushed.

“Should it?”

She sighed again. “I have no idea. Look, I’m just going to be straight up about this,” she scrunched her eyes shut for a second, then opened them again, determined to be an adult. “Did you leave a present for me on my parents’ porch?” she blurted, relieved at finally having asked. It had been on her mind since she started the walk. Avery hoped that she hadn’t given him the wrong idea by going to the diner with him.

“No…” Kerry looked totally confused. “Was I supposed to? Is it your birthday or something?” 

Avery barked out a relieved laugh. “No, it isn’t. I just got a present today and I have no idea who it’s from.”

“Lucky you. Well, let me just tell you right now, if you ever feel compelled to leave gifts on my porch, I will happily accept them. Particularly if they’re edible,” he teased.

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Avery chuckled.

“Ready for a drink now?” Kerry picked up the towel and swung it like a feather boa, cracking her up.

“Nope, I can’t. Gotta go write,” she raised a hand in farewell, heading for the door.

“Make me a character,” he called after her.

“You’re already a character, Kerry,” she laughed, closing the door behind her.

 






CHAPTER SEVEN


 

Satisfied that her book was nearly halfway done, Avery decided to do some grocery shopping. It would make life easier on her mom, and it would give her the chance to get out of the house for a bit and out into the world. She became a recluse when she wrote, and knew that forcing herself to go out and interact with other humans was a good practice. Sometimes she wondered if she should just get a dog to talk to, and call it good, but for now, she’d grocery shop amongst humanity.

She was lightly squeezing tomatoes in the produce section when she caught sight of Janet, over by the bananas. Tossing a tomato in a plastic bag, she steered her cart toward her classmate.

“Hi there,” she greeted Janet with a smile.

“Oh, hi Avery,” the woman seemed distracted.

“Linda was worried about you. She said that she hadn’t heard from you in a few days.”

“That’s because I was in jail. Ever been to jail? It’s not a fun thing,” she muttered.

“Jail? Whatever for?” Avery was astonished.

Janet selected a bundle of bananas and put them in her cart.

“Killing Rosanne, supposedly.”

“What? Why would anyone think that you would do such a thing?”

“The police thought it because when they came over to question me, they found Rosie’s bloody scarf on my front porch.”

Avery’s mouth dropped open. “How did it get there?” she whispered, looking around to see if anyone was close enough to overhear their conversation.

“That’s what I’d like to know. Apparently, someone set me up,” she shrugged.

“Were you formally charged?”

Janet shook her head. “No, they were holding me, hoping that I’d confess, I guess. The only “evidence” that they had was the scarf, so they couldn’t press charges, but now they’re watching my every move. It’s ridiculous. There’s an unmarked car outside right now, and there’s another one across the street from my house. They’ll probably be knocking at your door soon, now that you’ve been seen with me.”

“Oh Janet, that’s awful. You’ve gotta find out who really did this so that you can clear your name.”

“I’m a government paper pusher, not a detective. I don’t have the slightest idea how to find a murderer, particularly when I’m under constant surveillance.”

Avery nodded. “Let me see what I can find out.”

“Good luck with that,” Janet sighed. “Everybody knows everything about everyone in this town until there’s a murder committed, then nobody knows anything.”

“Hang in there,” Avery squeezed her arm. “Linda and I are going to the new Indian place downtown tomorrow night. We’d love to have you join us.”

“I’ll give it some thought. Mostly what I’m inclined to do right now is hunker down at home and wait for the storm to blow over,” Janet admitted.

“Well, let me know.”

“Will do.”

“Hey, strange question for you,” Avery detained her classmate just a bit longer.

“Yeah?”

“What color was the scarf?”

Janet gave her a funny look.

“You’re right, that is a strange question. What difference does it make?”

“Just curious.”

“It was pink, and it had little yellow butterflies on it.”

“Okay, thanks,” Avery raised her hand in farewell.

Janet headed for the checkout, and Avery continued shopping. This all seemed familiar somehow, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. Probably just her overactive imagination taking over. Shrugging it off and heading home, Avery found her mother in the living room surrounded by boxes.

“What on earth are you doing?” she grinned at her mom’s rather frazzled appearance. Her always-tidy hair was ruffled, there was a cobweb on the sleeve of her sweater, and she had a piece of packing tape stuck to the side of her shoe.

“It’s the week after Thanksgiving,” her mother stated, as though that explained it all.

“Okay…?” Avery raised her eyebrows, waiting for her mother to continue.

“We always put up the tree and decorate the week after Thanksgiving,” Doris blew a stray lock of hair from her cheek.

“Oh, right! I’d forgotten that,” Avery smiled fondly, loving the fact that the traditions she grew up with were still in full swing at her parents’ house.

“I’m opening up all the boxes of decorations so that when your father gets home with the tree, we’ll be able to get started.

“Sounds good. Want me to make cocoa?”

Doris glanced at her watch. “It’s a tad early for that. Let’s have cocoa after dinner and we can sneak a touch of butterscotch schnapps into it,” she suggested with a grin.

“Now you’re talking.”

Avery put the groceries away, then helped Doris sort out the Christmas decorations, which brought back so many wonderful childhood memories. She felt warm and safe and loved for the first time in a very long time.

 

**

 

Avery was running early, but that was nothing new. She’d grown up in a household where if you weren’t ten minutes early, you were considered late, and pathological punctuality was a habit that she’d embraced in adulthood. Linda was meeting her at the Indian restaurant at seven, Janet had said that she’d try to make it, and Shelly, whom they’d invited earlier that day, said that she might join them for dessert, depending upon how her three year old, who’d been battling a cold, was feeling.

She’d parked in the parking garage, and though the restaurant was just around the corner, she felt oddly vulnerable, and decided to keep her car keys in her hand. A tingle of fear started at the base of her spine and crept upward, raising the hairs on her neck. The sun had set more than an hour ago, and the parking garage was largely deserted in the darkening gloom. Avery looked carefully all around her, wanting to know that no one was lurking about, and hurried toward the exit onto the street.

“Hey!” a man stepped out from behind a concrete support, directly in her path. He smelled of alcohol and something more earthy that she didn’t want to think about.

Averting her eyes and stepping to the side to walk around him, she felt like a heel, ignoring him as he rambled on about needing change so that he could buy a bus ticket. Heart beating fast, she kept her head down and walked briskly toward the restaurant. When she rounded the corner, and the door was in sight, Avery caught her breath and her knees nearly buckled. Stopping dead in her tracks, her mouth fell open into an agonized “O” of shock.

“Rob?” she whispered, far enough away that she knew he couldn’t possibly hear her. 

He carried a large bag of take-out from the restaurant where she’d soon be meeting her friends. As though he’d heard her, his head turned mechanically, and he looked right at her. Or was it him? She couldn’t be sure of it, in the darkness that surrounded them. He did a double-take, then hurried in the opposite direction.

Feeling shaky, Avery leaned against the building, a stray breeze riffling the hair on her brow.

“Avery, are you okay?” she heard dimly, a few minutes later.

Linda’s face swam into view.

“You look awful, are you sure that you’re up to this tonight?” her concern was evident.

“Uh, yeah. Yes, of course I am,” Avery took a deep breath and shook off the lingering horror at having seen the man who had betrayed her…or his Champaign doppelganger at least.

“Did something happen?” Linda asked, holding the door open.

“I’ll tell you about it when we get seated,” Avery promised, the warmth and delicious scent of the restaurant enveloping her.

She’d be safe here, among friends. It probably hadn’t been Rob that she’d seen. It was probably just some other guy, innocently getting Indian take-out. Or was it…?

 

**

 

“Well, I think we should probably order,” Linda remarked, after Avery related the story, over drinks, of having seen someone whom she thought might be her ex-husband. “It doesn’t look like the other two are going to make it.

The text tone on Avery’s phone went off just then. 

“It’s Shelly. Her little girl has a temp, so she won’t be here,” she confirmed.

“Well, I just texted Janet, but I don’t think she’ll show anyway. When I talked to her on the phone, she sounded kind of bitter,” Linda said sadly.

“I can understand why she’d be upset about going to jail for a few days, but why do you say she sounded bitter?”

“I think that she feels like the rest of us told the police that she was mean to Rosanne, and that’s why they arrested her.”

“I didn’t say anything like that…did you?” Avery asked.

“Nope, but maybe Shelly or Deedee did,” Linda guessed.

“Have you heard from Deedee at all?”

“Nope. I forgot to ask her to join us tonight. Should we text her?” Linda asked, chagrined.

“No, it’s too short notice, and I want to order because I’m starving,” Avery admitted. “I’ll get in touch with her tomorrow, I could probably use a makeover,” she smiled.

“Nah, you were always one of those people who managed to look amazing even without makeup,” Linda commented, distracted by the menu.

“Oh honey, clearly you’ve never seen me in the morning,” Avery giggled, then turned her attention to the menu.

The two enjoyed a delicious dinner, making certain to keep the conversation light, then went their separate ways.

Avery walked quickly back to her car, chilled and uncharacteristically nervous.

“Stop being ridiculous,” she muttered to herself, her mouth covered by a thick scarf that Doris had made for her.

When she got to her car, she instinctively knew that something was wrong, before she ever got into it. Approaching cautiously, moving the fluffy neck of her coat away from her ears trying to catch even the slightest sound, she switched on the flashlight app on her phone and shone the beam into the backseat, hoping like crazy that the homeless man she’d encountered hadn’t taken up residence there. The backseat was clear, but when she shined the light in the front part of the car, she gasped.

Fingers shaking, she tapped off the flashlight beam and unlocked her phone to call 911.

 






CHAPTER EIGHT


 

Avery was trembling from head to toe as she sat across from Officer Vaughn Marsh in an interrogation room. Her car had been impounded so that it could be searched thoroughly, and she’d been placed in the back of a squad car to travel the few blocks downtown to the police station. There was a bracing cup of black coffee in front of her, but as badly as her heart was racing, she figured that drinking coffee wouldn’t be a smart idea.

“Start at the beginning,” Marsh instructed.

Avery had to wonder if the man ever smiled. Not that this was a situation in which anyone would smile, but if he would at least be more conversational, maybe she wouldn’t constantly feel as though she might either throw up or faint.

“I received a box a few days ago, and…”

“How many days ago?” Marsh interrupted.

“I don’t know…two or three maybe?”

“Can you be a bit more precise?” his face was like stone.

“Well, let’s see…today is Tuesday, and we put up the tree on Saturday, and I think that the box came the day before, so I want to say it was a Friday,” Avery frowned, thinking.

“It was last Friday?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“But you’re not sure.”

“I’m almost positive.”

“Fine, go on,” Vaughn’s eyes bored into her as though the man could see her soul and found it vaguely suspicious.

“Anyway, so I saw the box, and it had my name on it, but it wasn’t written, it was glued on, using letters cut from magazines.”

“And you didn’t find that odd?” Marsh probed.

“I didn’t really think much about it,” Avery flushed, feeling unreasonably guilty.

“Go on.”

“I opened the box, and there was a bunch of pink tissue paper, so I pulled it apart and saw a necklace resting on a bed of fresh rose petals.”

“How do you know that they were fresh?”

“Because they hadn’t started to turn brown yet.”

“What did the necklace look like?”

Avery moved her scarf, which she’d kept on because the interrogation room seemed to be refrigerated, aside, revealing the necklace. She’d noticed that Linda kept glancing at it over dinner, but had forgotten to tell her the story about how she’d gotten it.

“Here, this is it. Should I take it off?”

Vaughn’s face changed the moment he saw the necklace.

“Yes, you should,” he growled. “Stay right here,” he ordered, then left the room abruptly.

When the officer returned, he had a plastic evidence bag in his hand and held it out for her to drop the necklace into. Once she had, he sealed the bag and stared at Avery across the table.

“Wanna tell me how you really got that necklace?” he demanded, his eyes steely.

“I just did,” Avery was confused by his change in manner. 

He’d gone from coolly remote to outright hostile in a matter of seconds. He tapped his pen on the table, staring at her, then seemed to come to a decision.

“Fine, let’s move on. What happened next?”

“I went to meet a friend for dinner at the new Indian place downtown…”

“Name?” he interrupted.

“Umm…The Himalaya Grill,” she supplied.

“The name of the friend,” Vaughn grimaced.

“Linda. Linda Brown.”

“The same Linda Brown with whom you were seen on the night of Rosanne Nelson’s murder?”

“Yes.”

“Was anyone else present?”

“No. Well, I mean, there were other customers of course, but no one else was at our table, if that’s what you mean.”

“Was anyone else invited?”

“Yes,” she told him about Shelly and Janet and their excuses.

“Did anyone else know about this dinner?”

“Just my parents, as far as I know.”

“How long were you in the restaurant?”

“I’m not really sure. I got there a few minutes early,” Avery flashed back to when she caught sight of the man who looked like her ex-husband exiting the restaurant and grimaced slightly. Vaughn Marsh caught the fleeting expression and pounced.

“What happened when you arrived?” his eyes narrowed, and she knew that her discomfort must’ve been written all over her face.

“It’s silly really…” she hedged, embarrassed to admit her paranoia.

Vaughn merely raised an eyebrow and waited.

“Fine,” she sighed, looking down at her hands. “I thought I saw my ex-husband coming out of the restaurant with a bag of takeout and it threw me for a loop.”

“Does your ex live here in town?”

“No, he’s in Idaho.”

“Have you had a recent conflict with him?”

“Well…I mean, our divorce was just finalized…”

“How long ago?”

“Three weeks.”

“Was it cordial?”

Avery stared at the officer for a long pause, wondering what on earth her divorce had to do with the reason that she was being questioned.

“No, not even remotely.”

“Has he made any threats against you?”

“No,” Avery mumbled, staring down at the table.

“Walk me through what happened after dinner.”

Vaughn’s tone sounded a bit less accusatory.

“I left the restaurant and went into the parking garage. I turned on the flashlight app for my phone to check in the backseat, and…”

“Is that a standard practice for you?” Vaughn interrupted.

“No, definitely not. I’m not paranoid…but…”

“Go on,” he prodded impatiently.

“I don’t know. When I parked my car in the parking garage, I just had this weird feeling that someone was watching me or something, you know?”

The officer remained silent, staring hard at her.

“So, anyway, I kept my keys in my hand, like they teach you in self-defense classes, and I hurried toward the restaurant. This homeless guy who smelled bad jumped out in front of me and startled me, but he didn’t chase me or anything. Anyway…when I came out after dinner, I just wanted to be extra careful, so I looked into the backseat first, then the front seat. That’s when I saw the rose,” Avery shuddered.

“And why were you so upset about seeing the rose? Most people don’t call 911 after seeing a flower on their dash. Did you open the car at that point? Did you touch it?”

Avery shook her head. 

“No, I got out of there as quickly as I could and called 911.”

“Why? Did you think your ex-husband might have left it?”

“Oh,” Avery’s brows shot skyward. “I hadn’t even thought of that. I’m going to feel like an idiot if I’ve just wasted everyone’s time.”

“So, back to my original question, why did you call 911?” Vaughn persisted.

“I’m an author, and I write mysteries. There’s this one book that I wrote, Prone to Violets, where the murderer was actually a serial killer who liked to play games, and the victims were sort of incidental, because the killer’s focus was tormenting someone other than the victim by leaving clues. Like, the victim’s name in my book was Violet, so the killer left a pot of violets on the porch of her neighbor, and then kept leaving purple-colored items around, including in the neighbor’s car.”

“What does this have to do with you?” Vaughn wasn’t connecting the dots just yet.

“A necklace was delivered to my house, nestled in a box of fresh rose petals, and a pink rose was left in my car. The victim’s name was Rosanne and some people called her Rosie.”

The officer nodded.

“Did the murderer in the book have a personal connection to either the neighbor or the victim?”

“They were all casual acquaintances.”

“You have to realize that it’s looking more and more like you staged this whole thing in order to make it look like one of your books was being acted out in real life,” Vaughn leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his massive chest.

“That’s crazy. If that were the case, why would I have called you?” Avery protested.

“I’m still trying to figure that one out. Maybe you’re the one playing the game. Before you came to town, there hadn’t been a non-drug-related murder in years.”

“And then I go directly to the police? You can’t be serious. I’m trying to tell you there could be a dangerous serial killer out there,” Avery was aghast.

“Who just happens to be a fan of your books.”

“There are a few million of those, sorry I can’t narrow it down for you more than that,” Avery snapped.

“Actually you can,” Vaughn shot back. “Tell me a bit about the killer in the book.”

“Are you serious?” Avery asked, not sure whether he was making a request or merely mocking her.

“Dead serious.”

“He was a regular guy on the surface. He worked as a server at a local restaurant, and was pretty charming. He’d run into the victim and the neighbor separately, when they’d come in to eat. The neighbor was pleasant and the victim wasn’t, so he killed one and toyed with the other.”

“Sounds vaguely familiar,” Vaughn observed, with a slight nod.

“That’s what I’m saying!” Avery blew out a frustrated breath.

“You and Rosanne Nelson weren’t neighbors.”

“No, but the killer probably didn’t want to try to get into Rosanne’s neighborhood. It’s gated.”

“And you know this, how?” Vaughn challenged.

“One of the gals made a comment about it at the bar after Rosanne left.”

“Which gal?”

“I really don’t remember.”

“How convenient.”

“Look, I went out on a limb here, knowing what you might think. I came to the police station, my car was impounded for crying out loud, and all because I want to help, so I’d appreciate it if you kept the accusing tone and sarcasm to yourself,” Avery bristled, having had enough.

“One of the ladies at your little get together had a minor skirmish with the victim that night. Who was it?” he ignored her rant, and she let him, realizing the futility of trying to reason with the immovable cop.

“She and Janet had words, but it was really no big deal.”

“Janet Halstead?”

“Yes.”

“Where does Janet Halstead live?”

“I have no idea. I hadn’t spoken to her in twenty years before that night.”

“So you had no idea that she lives just down the street from your parents?”

Avery’s eyes widened. “No, I had no idea.”

Vaughn sat up straighter, stretching his lower back a bit, and gazed at Avery across the table.

“Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to keep your car because we need to process it for evidence. We’re going to talk to Linda and Janet and some other folks to see what they have to say, and we’re going to reserve the right to contact you again for a follow up. Don’t leave town, don’t discuss this case with anyone, particularly the women who were at the bar that night, and don’t think for a second that you’re in the clear yet. This investigation is ongoing, and so far, you’re one of the few leads that we’ve got.”

The officer’s threat made Avery’s heart race, despite the fact that she’d done nothing wrong.

“Can I go now?” she asked shakily, willing herself not to cry.

“For now…yeah,” Vaughn stood, over six feet of muscle towering over her, and gestured to the door.

 






CHAPTER NINE


 

“Hey Mom, I’m headed down to the Chamberlain,” Avery called out, grabbing a sweater.

“Why are you going to a drinking establishment when it’s barely even noon?” Doris asked suspiciously.

“Because they have the best Reuben in town on Thursdays.”

“Well then, for heaven’s sake, wear your coat. It’s supposed to drop down below freezing tonight,” her mother fussed.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be home long before then,” Avery smiled. “I’m meeting Deedee for lunch, then we’re headed to her house for a makeover.”

Doris put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips.

“I wasn’t born yesterday, young lady. What are you up to?” she demanded.

“Leave her alone, Doris,” Avery’s dad called out from his recliner in the living room. “She just wants to go see her friend.”

Doris folded her arms, unconvinced. “Mmhmm…my daughter, who wouldn’t even leave her room unless I badgered her to get some fresh air, is willingly going to meet a friend?”

“I’ll be back for dinner,” Avery gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Bye Dad!” she called out, closing the door behind her before her mother could protest.

 

**

 

“I’m flattered that you enjoy my company so much that you keep coming back for more,” Kerry winked at her when she came in the front door of the Chamberlain.

“Don’t flatter yourself, champ, it’s Reuben Day,” Avery teased, taking a seat at the bar.

“I’m wounded, critically wounded,” he put a hand dramatically over his heart. “So, I’m assuming you’re going to order one?”

“Yep, but not until Deedee gets here. I’m meeting her for lunch. In the meantime, I’d like a tonic with lime, please.”

“No vodka today?”

“Nope, I do much better with one on one conversation than I do in a group setting,” she confessed. “No liquid courage needed.”

“I hear ya on that one,” Kerry nodded, expertly working the soda gun behind the bar and producing her drink in seconds. “I guess I didn’t realize that you and Deedee were friends. Weren’t you in two different worlds socially, back in high school?”

“Definitely. She was a cheerleader, and I was just a regular old honor student who hung out with the band kids at lunch. I didn’t even think she knew who I was.”

“I fell into the “invisible” group of kids too,” Kerry chuckled. “I’m positive that Deedee didn’t know I existed, although I had a few fantasies about her.”

“Way too much information,” Avery laughed, putting a hand up to stop him from speaking.

“Bit of an overshare?” he asked, with mock innocence.

“Just a tad.”

“Okay, fine,” he grinned. “You enjoy that very lame drink and I’ll be back around when Deedee comes in.”

“Still got those fantasies?” Avery teased.

“Hey, she’s a married woman, what do you think I am?”

“Yeah, I saw the big sparkly on her finger. Who’d she end up marrying anyway? Anybody we knew?”

“Yeah, you could say that. Curt Rasmussen.”

Avery’s eyes went wide. “What?? Rosanne’s boyfriend? Those two were the hottest item in school,” her mouth hung open in astonishment.

“From what I understand, Deedee had to work some special magic to get him away from Rosanne, if you know what I mean,” Kerry’s eyes skittered toward the door for a moment, then he changed the subject, speaking a little too loudly to let Avery know that Deedee had just walked in.

“What’ll it be for you?” he asked affably when Deedee sat next to Avery.

“Oh golly, I haven’t been out to lunch in so long, I think I might just have a beer,” she beamed. “What do you have there?” she asked Avery.

“Just tonic.”

“Oh, okay. Hmm…maybe I should just get a diet soda then.”

“Well, you are giving me a makeover after lunch, so being sober is probably a good thing,” Avery teased, still thinking about what Kerry had said. Deedee just didn’t seem like the calculating, boyfriend-stealing type.

“Makeover? Why? With a face like that, who needs makeup?” Kerry interjected, putting down a diet soda in front of Deedee.

“Are you saying I’m beyond help?” Avery joked.

“Oh honey, I’m gonna fix you right up. We won’t even recognize you afterward,” Deedee promised, taking a sip of her soda. “That hits the spot. Okay dear, bring me one of those Reuben sandwiches and a cup of broccoli soup, please,” she dismissed Kerry.

“I’ll have the same,” Avery added.

 

**

 

Deedee’s house was large, but comfortable and not ostentatious in the least, and she seated Avery on a chair in the brightly-lit kitchen to do her makeup.

“Now, believe it or not, even people like you, with flawless skin, need a good foundation,” she assured her, smearing some goop on Avery’s face with a triangular white sponge.

“I’ll take your word for it,” Avery murmured, trying not to move her mouth as Deedee dabbed at her face. “Your family pictures are beautiful,” she remarked, seeing the photos on the wall of Deedee, Curt and three young kids.

“Oh, thanks. They keep me going,” she chuckled.

The doorbell rang just then, and Avery’s heart dropped to her stomach, though she didn’t know why.

“Let me just go and see what that’s all about. I’m not expecting anyone, but sometimes the ladies stop by needing an eyeliner pencil or something,” Deedee chattered, pulling off her work gloves.

Instead of staying in the chair, Avery hurried behind the former cheerleader, her pulse racing as she told herself not to be paranoid. When Deedee opened the door, there was no one there, but a crystal vase filled with pink baby roses rested on the doormat.

“Oh, how beautiful,” Deedee cooed, reaching for the vase.

“Don’t touch it!” Avery grabbed her arm and pulled her back into the house, shutting the door and locking the deadbolt.

“Have you lost your mind, Avery?” Deedee smiled a very confused smile. “Whatever is the matter with you?”

“You can’t touch those flowers, and you need to call the police right now.”

“The police?” Deedee looked shocked. “Why would I do that?”

“I can’t tell you that, but you need to trust me on this,” Avery pled earnestly. 

“Really?” Deedee frowned.

“Please,” Avery insisted.

“Okay honey, I’m gonna trust you,” she shook her head, but pulled out her phone and dialed 911.

By the time Vaughn Marsh arrived, with another officer, Avery had washed the makeup from her face and the two women were sitting at Deedee’s breakfast table.

“This is what you were calling about?” Vaughn asked Deedee, pointing to the flowers.

“Ask her,” Deedee shoved Avery in front of her, clearly nervous about having the police on her doorstep.

“I should have known,” Vaughn sighed.

He pulled a pair of blue nitrile gloves out of his pocket and slipped them on. Avery marveled at the size of them, thinking that he must have to special order them in an extra-large size. He plucked the card from the plastic pitchfork which sprouted up from the middle of the arrangement, and slit the envelope, pulling out the business card-sized greeting.

“To my beloved wife, I’m so sorry that I was an idiot last night. I’ll make it up to you when I get home,” the officer read aloud, coloring a bit.

“Last I knew, a man sending his wife flowers wasn’t against the law,” he growled, picking up the bouquet and handing it to Deedee. “And you,” he turned his attention to Avery, “step outside for a moment, please. I’d like to speak with you privately.”

“I thought I’d been fairly clear in my instructions to you,” Vaughn spoke in a low voice, once the door had closed behind Deedee.

“And I followed them. I didn’t say a word to Deedee about why she needed to call the police.”

“You expect me to believe that?” he made a face.

“I really don’t care what you believe at this point,” Avery had reached her breaking point. “I’m tired of you looking at me like a criminal when I’m just trying to help. I told you the truth and what you do with it is up to you.”

A muscle twitched in Vaughn’s jaw.

“Just stay away from your classmates until we get this thing resolved.”

“Fine,” Avery shot back, feeling humiliated that things had worked out the way that they did.

As the patrol car pulled away from the curb, Avery went back inside and told Deedee that she wasn’t feeling well, and asked her for a ride home. 

 






CHAPTER TEN


 

Frustrated with Vaughn Marsh’s unkind fixation on her as a potential suspect, Avery decided to take matters into her own hands and do some investigating herself. Not really knowing anything about Rosanne Nelson these days, she did some searching on the internet, and, finding nothing remarkable, she decided to go to the one reliable source of information that she had. Kerry.

Luck was with her, and the bartender was just leaving for the day when she entered the Chamberlain.

“Be careful about how often you show up here, people will spread rumors that the famous author in town is a barfly,” he grinned.

“Hey Kerry,” Avery responded, not even cracking a smile at his jibe.

“You okay?” he frowned.

“We need to talk,” Avery sighed. “Do you have a few minutes?”

“Of course. Let’s go grab a cheeseburger at Farley’s. I’m starving.”

They walked to the popular hole-in-the-wall restaurant, which was tucked into an alley behind the parking garage where Avery had seen the rose in her car. The noise level in the amazing hamburger joint was perfect for being able to talk and not be overheard, and the food was beyond fantastic.

“I’m glad they have the heat on in here,” Kerry commented, taking off his winter coat.

“Yeah, the cold snuck up on us,” Avery murmured, clearly distracted.

“Okay, what’s up?” he asked, his brow furrowed with concern.

The server came over to take their orders just then. Avery wasn’t hungry, so she just had a light beer to settle her nerves, and Kerry placed his food order, opting for an iced tea to go with his meal.

“I’m really worried, and I need your help. I can’t really get into why, but I need some information,” she said, hating how cagey and suspicious she sounded.

“Cops trying to nail you for Rosanne’s murder?” Kerry guessed, squeezing a lemon slice into his tea.

“How’d you know?”

“I’m your alibi, silly. They’ve been trying to get dirt out of me since it happened,” he shrugged. “For what it’s worth, I told them that there’s no way in the world that it was you, unless you snuck out of the restaurant and did it while I went to fill the parking meter.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think they’re going to leave me alone until the real killer comes to light. Do you have any idea at all who it might be?”

“Well, I don’t travel in the same social circles as Rosanne did, but of the people that you and I both know, there are a few possibilities.”

“Oh?”

“Deedee would be the most obvious one. She stole Rosanne’s high school sweetheart and then went on to live a very…ordinary life, compared to Rosanne’s. She never seemed hostile toward her though,” he mused.

“Deedee never seemed hostile toward anyone,” Avery commented, wishing she’d ordered a cheeseburger when she saw Kerry’s.

“Here, I can’t eat all of this, let’s go halfsies,” he suggested, cutting the luscious burger in half. “Have some fries too, I’m watching my girlish figure,” he chuckled.

Avery took a huge bite of her half, chewing slowly while she thought. “Okay, who else?” she asked after swallowing and chasing the bite with beer.

“Well, it might just be a rumor, but I think Janet went to jail for a couple of days right after the murder.”

Avery nodded, popping a ketchup-covered fry into her mouth. “Yep, she did. She said that someone planted a scarf with Rosanne’s blood on it on her front porch.

“Wow,” Kerry was astonished. “Was Rosanne even wearing a scarf that night?”

“Now that you mention it, I don’t recall whether she was or not,” Avery frowned. “I wonder if the scarf belonged to the killer and they just used it to throw the police off.”

“Well, if they did, that would indicate that they’d thought about it in advance. I’m more inclined to think that this was just a random thing,” Kerry shrugged. “But…” he stopped chewing for a moment.

“But what?” Avery’s heart sped up and she leaned closer.

“It may not mean anything, but I know that Janet was on the Zoning Committee, and Rosanne’s husband’s multi-million dollar development plan was denied. I don’t know if that’s just a coincidence or not, but it could have something to do with it.”

“Why would Janet kill Rosanne though, I mean…surely she didn’t dislike her that much?”

“Unless Rosanne knew something that Janet didn’t want getting out. The timing of it is interesting…” Kerry sighed.

“The timing…why?” Avery was baffled.

“Well, when you girls had your little get-together, I saw Rosanne stop and talk to a table of guys on her way back from the bathroom.”

“So? How is that significant?”

“One of the guys at the table was also on the Zoning Committee, and he seemed to be pretty affectionate with Rosanne.”

“Maybe he killed her,” Avery guessed, licking french fry salt from her fingertips.

“Or maybe her husband did, if he saw her with the guy,” Kerry proposed.

“Nah, the papers said her husband was out of town. He’s got a rock-solid alibi.”

“So do you, but that isn’t stopping them from watching and digging.”

“Well, yeah, I do, but maybe they think you’re biased,” Avery said lightly.

“Maybe I am,” Kerry gave her a direct look that made her choke on her burger. “Geez, are you okay?” he asked, handing her his iced tea. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I’m fine,” she choked out, her eyes red and teary from choking. She took a few gulps of the tea and finally stopped suffering. “Sorry about that,” Avery said weakly. “It went down the wrong tube.”

“Happens to the best of us,” Kerry replied, looking at her closely. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good. There’s also another possibility that I don’t even want to think about, but I guess I have to.”

Kerry’s face turned to stone. “Oh?” he asked with forced casualness. “Who might that be?”

“My ex-husband,” Avery sighed, not picking up on his change in demeanor.

“What? Isn’t he in Oregon or something?” Kerry frowned, seeming like his usual self again.

“Idaho. But I could’ve sworn that I saw him the other night, coming out of a restaurant.”

“Well, that’s easy enough to check. Did you tell the police that?”

“Yes, but I don’t think they really took it very seriously.”

“Police have to play it close to the vest. They could be narrowing in on a suspect as we speak and they’d never let on. Does your ex seem like the murdering type?”

“No, he doesn’t, but then, he didn’t seem like the lying cheating type either,” Avery said wryly.

“I can’t believe someone would cheat on you. I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“I felt so betrayed…but anyway,” she shook herself a bit, getting back to the subject at hand. “He’s a possibility, if he is in town.”

“Why would your ex-husband kill Rosanne though?”

Avery had a faraway look in her eyes. “To set me up.”

“How would he even know who she was, or that you knew her?”

“I’m embarrassed to say,” she turned scarlet.

“I’m a judgment-free zone,” he spread his arms wide before taking another huge bite of his burger.

“I’ve killed her over and over in my books,” Avery confessed.

“What?” Kerry was so stunned, he spoke with his mouth full.

“She’s an archetype that I’ve used over and over. I told Rob about it and he thought it was funny that someone I knew in high school affected me that profoundly,” she admitted.

“What did she do to you?”

“Nothing, that’s just it. She didn’t even dignify me with a sneer. If we ever passed in the hall and I said hello, she just kept walking like I didn’t even exist. I wasn’t popular by any measure, but Rosanne Nelson made me feel as though I was invisible, like, not worth her notice. It was awful. Stupid, huh?”

“Nope, not stupid at all. I think she made a lot of people feel that way,” Kerry shrugged.

“I wonder if I’m the only one who still lets it get to me though.”

“Doubtful. That kind of pain runs deep, and I’m sure she didn’t do those things only to you.”

“Which means that there are a bunch of potential suspects out there.”

“’Fraid so,” Kerry nodded, pushing his empty plate away and wiping his fingers on a paper napkin.

“So, where do I start when I want to catch a murderer?”

“Good question.”

“You don’t happen to have security cameras inside the Chamberlain, do you?”

“No, why?”

“Because I would love to see whether or not Rosanne was wearing a scarf. Does Janet have any enemies that you know of?”

“I haven’t heard of any,” Kerry shrugged.

“Then maybe that’s where I should start. Do you happen to know where Linda Brown works? She seems to know Janet pretty well.”

“Linda works at an antique store behind El Bravo, on Neil Street. I’ve been in there a few times, it’s a pretty cool place.”

“That works out well…I love antiques, and Mexican food, for that matter.”

“Let me know how it goes. Hope I was at least somewhat helpful,” Kerry smiled.

“More than you know,” Avery patted his hand.

 






CHAPTER ELEVEN


 

Avery’s phone buzzed on the nightstand beside her as she worked on her book. She ignored the first few rings, but they’d been enough of a distraction to derail her current train of thought, so she absently reached for her phone, not bothering to look at the incoming number before she answered.

“Hello?”

“Hey Avery, it’s Deedee. How are you, honey?”

“I’m good, just writing my book,” she replied, hoping that Deedee would take the hint and hang up quickly. She didn’t.

“Oh, that’s nice. I was wondering if you still wanted me to do that makeover for you. I have time tomorrow afternoon before the kids get home from school.”

Avery was deleting a sentence that she didn’t like and was only half-listening. 

“Umm…I’m not sure. Let me check and see what I’ve got going on.”

“Not a problem, hon. Just text me and let me know. Oh hey, you remember those flowers that you freaked out about when you came over the other day?”

Deedee now had Avery’s full attention, the manuscript temporarily forgotten.

“Yeah, I’m so embarrassed about that.”

“Don’t even worry about it. Stress gets to me sometimes too, I can’t imagine what it must be like for you. But, anyhoo…the funniest thing happened. When Curt came home from work, I thanked him for the flowers with a little kiss, and don’t you know he pretended like he didn’t know what I was talking about! I even waved the card in front of his face and he acted confused, it was hilarious. Still to this day he swears that he didn’t send them. What a joker,” Deedee giggled and Avery’s heartbeat sped up.

The police hadn’t taken any fingerprints from the vase because they thought that the sender had been Deedee’s husband. Who had sent the flowers? Avery thought quickly.

“Hey, Deedee, I’m thinking about getting some flowers for my mom, and I really liked those. Which florist did Curt use?”

“Lemme look, hang on…Okay, it’s Abby’s Blossoms on Windsor.”

“Great, thanks so much.”

“You’re welcome, sweetie. Don’t forget to text me about the makeover,” Deedee sang out.

“I won’t. Thanks again,” Avery replied, hanging up before Deedee could answer.

 

**

 

The young woman behind the counter at Abby’s was less than helpful, but very sweet.

“I’m really sorry, but even if I could figure out who it was, I couldn’t tell you their name,” she shook her head.

“I understand,” Avery nodded. “Do you have any more of the pink baby roses? I didn’t see any in the case, and I’d still love to get some for my mother.”

“I think we may have some in the back, let me run back and check,” the young woman offered, just as Avery had hoped that she would.

The second her back was turned, Avery flipped through the order book on the counter, quickly finding the date that Deedee had gotten flowers. She scanned quickly through the names on the list, and just as the florist came around the corner, she found one that made her gasp.

“I found some!” she announced proudly, bearing a bunch of roses. “Shall I put them in a vase for you?”

“Absolutely,” Avery pasted on a smile and nodded mechanically. “I’d also like some red balloons to go with it. Do you have any that say “I love you Mom”?”

“I think so, let me go arrange these and then we’ll take a look at the inventory. I’ll be right back,” she promised.

Avery looked at the book again, just to make certain that she had seen what she thought she saw, and she had. Closing the book, she took deep breaths, trying to regain her composure before the florist came back.

 

**

 

Avery pawed enthusiastically through a basket that contained plastic sacks full of costume jewelry from days gone by, just waiting for Linda to finish up with a customer. Her classmate hadn’t seen her come in, but Avery didn’t mind at all – she loved antique stores, and this one was scented delightfully like French vanilla. Once Linda had completed her transaction, she came over to the small room where Avery had stationed herself.

“Avery? Hi! I didn’t know you liked antiques,” Linda greeted her enthusiastically.

“Oh my gosh, yes! I love them, especially the jewelry,” Avery gushed, authentically. “I feel like I’m stepping back in time when I come to these places, and I always have this weird feeling that whatever time I happen to be in must’ve been happier than present-day.”

“Simpler at least,” Linda agreed. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

“No, actually, I was just going to El Bravo for lunch and I saw the sign for this place, so I decided to come on in,” she lied with a smile. “Hey, can you take a break and join me?”

“Actually,” Linda glanced at her watch, “I haven’t had lunch yet, so yes, I’ll definitely join you. Do you want to head over there and grab a table while I clock out?”

“I sure will, see you in a few.”

Avery headed for the door, a woman on a mission, and Linda followed shortly after.

“How’s your book coming along?” Linda asked, after she sat down and ordered an iced tea.

“So far, so good. I’ve been so distracted though,” Avery sighed.

“Really? Why? Your mom not wanting to leave you alone?” Linda grinned.

“No, she’s really good about it. She brings me drinks and snacks and tiptoes around,” Avery chuckled. It was true, Doris was her biggest fan and was more than supportive.

“That’s good. Then what’s distracting you? Just icky emotional stuff?”

“Well, yes, that, but also…I can’t stop thinking about Rosanne and what happened.”

“Yeah, it’s crazy that someone we actually know was murdered,” Linda whispered, shaking her head. “I wonder if they’re getting any closer to finding the person who did it?”

“I sure hope so. Hey, did you ever find out why Janet didn’t join us for dinner?” Avery asked casually.

“No, I haven’t heard from her, have you?”

Avery shook her head. “I hate to say it, but…she was pretty hostile to Rosanne on Thursday. You don’t think she could have been the killer, do you?”

Linda sighed. “I’ve been leaning toward the “random stranger” theory, because Rosanne had been robbed of her ID, but yeah, I’ve actually been wondering about Janet too. She’s been acting strangely, and she led the crusade at City Hall to have Rosanne’s husband’s permit denied.”

Avery thought for a moment, then nodded. “I wonder how she could be so careless as to drop Rosanne’s scarf on her way into her house though.”

“Well, I mean…if you had just murdered someone, you might be a little shaken up and not realize that you dropped a scarf,” Linda shrugged.

“Makes sense.”

Their food arrived and the two former classmates munched in silence for a bit, each lost in their own thoughts.

“Did you ever go over to Deedee’s for your makeover?” Linda grinned, shaking hot sauce onto a taco.

“Yep,” Avery chuckled. “We didn’t get to finish though, because she got a floral delivery after she put on my foundation, and all she could do after that was gush about what an amazing husband Curt was.”

“Curt sent her flowers?” Linda covered her full mouth with her hand.

“Yep.”

“Wow.”

“What?”

“He just doesn’t strike me as the flower-sending type of guy.”

“I haven’t seen him since high school, but I wouldn’t think that it’s unusual for a husband to send his wife flowers. Maybe they had a fight or something.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me, if she happened to see him at lunch with his secretary,” Linda pursed her lips.

“Oh no,” Avery’s stomach flipped. She knew what it was like to feel the betrayal of infidelity. “Is he…?” she couldn’t bear to finish the sentence.

“I don’t know for sure, but they’ve been seen together quite a bit outside of work.”

“That’s awful, poor Deedee.”

“Yep. Maybe it’s karma for stealing Rosanne’s man in the first place.”

“Linda, that’s a terrible thing to say,” Avery blurted. 

“I know, sorry. It was just a thought,” she glanced at her watch. “Oh geez, I’m going to be late if I don’t get going.” She fished a twenty out of her purse and tossed it on the table. “My treat,” she smiled, standing and heading for the door.

Avery picked at her burrito for a bit longer before giving up, stuffed. Linda’s twenty more than covered the bill and the tip, so she just left it on the table and headed out to do some Christmas shopping while she tried to process what she knew about Rosanne’s murder. The first week of December had just passed, and she still didn’t have any gifts to put under her mother’s artfully decorated tree.

When Avery stepped outside, there was a definite chill in the air, and she was glad that she’d finally gotten her car back from the police impound yard. Since it had been impounded as part of an investigation, at least she hadn’t had to pay for it, and her little car was spotless, inside and out. They’d taken everything, even her ancient CD collection, and had vacuumed thoroughly. Glancing at the sky, she wondered absently if the hazy grey clouds above were going to produce any snow.

 






CHAPTER TWELVE


 

Avery particularly loved this time of year, when everyone seemed to have a smile for friends and strangers alike. Stores, dressed out in red and green and all that sparkled, played cheery holiday music, and a sense of giving abounded. Standing in line for coffee at the mall, something slammed into the back of her legs, nearly making her knees buckle. It turned out to be a small boy, with half of a Christmas cookie clenched in one grubby fist.

“I’m so sorry,” his harried looking mother collared him, while balancing a younger girl on her hip. “We went to see Santa, and he’s obviously had his sugar rush kick in.”

“No problem,” Avery laughed, glancing down at the bright-eyed child.

When she got up to the counter, she ordered and paid for her coffee, handing the barista an additional fifteen dollars. Leaning over the counter toward him, she whispered, “That’s for the mom and kids behind me. If there’s anything left over, keep it as a tip.”

The barista grinned conspiratorially. “Yes, ma’am. You have a happy holiday!”

“Thanks, you too,” Avery turned and gave a little wave to the busy mom behind her before going to pick up her latte.

She had three large bags hanging from her wrist, and was carrying a box filled with stocking stuffers for her dad that she’d picked up at the sporting goods store, so when she licked the froth of mint mocha from her upper lip, Avery decided to call it a day, and left the mall. The day was still grey, and much to her delight, when she got outside, the first few flakes of the season’s first snow had begun to fall. Feeling carefree, despite the many things on her mind, she stood on the sidewalk and opened her mouth, catching a few flakes on her tongue.

“Be careful, those things will kill ya,” a cheerful male voice commented, making her giggle, slightly embarrassed at her childlike behavior.

She looked up and saw Kerry heading toward her, with his typical affable smile, and something caused her to catch her breath a bit. His hair was mussed from the light breeze, his cheeks and nose were tinged with pink from the cold, and the forest green of his parka made his hazel eyes seem dark, warm and mysterious. She found herself staring, and had to make up something to say quickly.

“I ordered the sugar-free ones,” she quipped.

“I bet your coffee doesn’t have anything in it either, huh?” he teased, and she couldn’t help but notice how perfectly white his teeth were. 

What on earth was the matter with her? This was Kerry Sawyer, the preacher’s kid who lived his life how he pleased. He was kind and steady and…at this moment, with the snow falling gently around them, he was sort of adorable.

“Guilty,” she grinned, trying to keep herself from staring and feeling like a ridiculous schoolgirl.

“Need some help with those?” he gestured to the packages in her arms.

“Oh geez, yes. Thank you,” she said, gratefully handing over her purchases.

“These are all for me, right?” he asked, following her to her car.

“Every last one,” she chuckled.

“Hey, I don’t know if you’d be interested, but I help out with the annual Christmas party at the children’s museum, and we could always use another hand,” his voice was a bit muffled over the stack of gifts that he carried.

“Well, I’m not great around kids or parties, for that matter, but I can make epic holiday punch, and I’m not bad at decorating, even if my mother would disagree, so if you need some help behind the scenes, I might be able to do that. When is it?”

“Friday. We can go out and get a drink to recover afterwards,” he grinned.

“Let me make sure that my parents haven’t already made plans for me, and if not, I’m in,” they reached her car and she unlocked the trunk.

“Wow, that’s literally the cleanest trunk I’ve ever seen,” Kerry commented, placing her gifts carefully inside.

“The perks of having your car cleaned out by Champaign’s boys in blue,” she rolled her eyes.

“Huh? Sounds like a story there,” Kerry was confused. He hadn’t heard about her car being impounded.

“I’ll tell you about it sometime,” she promised, slamming the trunk shut and moving around to the driver’s side to unlock her door. “Thanks for the help.”

She tilted her head up to smile at him, and was pleasantly startled to realize how close he was standing. Their eyes met and the expression in his softened. He leaned toward her, and her phone chirped, indicating that a text had just come in.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide. She didn’t know how to react and handled the situation by pulling her phone out of her purse and staring at the new text. It took her a second before she could read the words because she was so rattled by what had almost happened, and when she did, she gasped.

“Oh gosh, Kerry, that’s from my mom. I need to get home,” Avery practically dove in the car.

“Text me later?” he asked, his expression unreadable.

“Of course,” she nodded and he closed the door.

 

**

 

Vaughn Marsh had been a cop long enough to have pretty good instincts when it came to pinpointing suspects, but this case had him baffled. He knew that it wasn’t just a random killing, the crime scene had told him that much, but there were so many candidates for the murderer, that he was having a bit of a difficult time narrowing it down.

The obvious first suspect, the spouse, had a rock-solid alibi – he’d been out of the country on business, and a quick review of his bank accounts didn’t reveal any lump sum transactions that would indicate that he’d hired someone to kill his wife and frame a mystery writer for the crime.

Rosanne Nelson, while well-known about town, hadn’t been very well liked, so it was feasible that any number of people could have been her killer. She’d made enemies in every facet of Champaign society, and some of them were quite outspoken about it.

Deedee Benning had been on the receiving end of Rosanne’s wrath for nearly twenty years, which meant that she’d been effectively blackballed from many charitable organizations, social events and business opportunities, thanks to the tangled web of suspicious allies that Rosanne had cultivated. The bubbly blonde could easily have sent the pink roses to herself, just to freak Avery out and throw her off the trail, but she didn’t seem to have the cunning necessary for planning out such an act, and there didn’t seem to be a vindictive bone in her body. She’d not made any uncomplimentary comments about the victim in public venues, and had always handled Rosanne’s barbs and slights with grace.

Janet Halstead had been hostile toward both Rosanne and the police from the very beginning, and there had been a scarf, with Rosanne’s blood on it outside her door, but none of Janet’s DNA or fingerprints had been found on or near the scene, and Rosanne’s husband hadn’t recognized the scarf as belonging to his wife. In fact, the only fingerprints that had been at the scene belonged to Avery, because the body had been found resting against her car.

Vaughn had no doubt that the award-winning mystery author was intelligent enough to pull off a murder, and the fact that the sequence of events mirrored the plot in one of her books cast an even bigger shadow of guilt over the author. She was smart, she knew how to conceal evidence, and she had been treated badly by the victim just before the murder. All of these things pointed toward Avery as being the killer, and then there was the note.

The note that had been tucked into Rosanne’s lifeless hand was chilling, and definitely pointed toward Avery. 

“She Rose to the occasion, to stop the Violets.” It had read. Vaughn Marsh had known about the tie-in to Avery’s book, Prone to Violets, before she’d told him about it, because he’d done a search on keywords from the note, along with her name, and found the book. But something inside him just couldn’t quite accept that Avery Sanders was the killer. The method had been brutal, and the ferocity of it had made it seem like a crime of passion. He surmised that if Avery had elected to put such thought into a murder, it would’ve been much more clinical and precise. 

Nothing was adding up in this case. Vaughn tossed his pen down in frustration and his partner, Dan came jogging across the station with a determined look on his face.

“Saddle up,” Dan directed. “We’ve got something in the Rosanne Nelson case.”

“It’s about time. What’ve we got?” Marsh stood and stretched, his joints popping.

“You’re not going to believe this,” Dan tossed over his shoulder as they hurried to the squad car.

 

**

 

By the time Avery got home, the police were already sitting in the living room with her mom and dad. She flushed, feeling guilty, when Vaughn Marsh studied her as she came in the door. She hated the way that he scrutinized her and made her feel like a criminal.

“Oh honey, I’m so glad you’re okay,” Doris jumped up and hugged her.

“I’m fine, Mom. What happened?”

“I went out to get the mail and I found that on the porch,” her mother pointed at some sort of card, contained in an evidence envelope on the coffee table.

“What is it?” Avery squinted, trying to make out the writing through the plastic.

“It’s Rosanne Nelson’s driver’s license,” Vaughn said, without expression. “Care to tell us how it got here?”

“Well, now that you mention it, yes, I have a theory, if you’d like to listen to it,” Avery shot back, resenting his patronizing attitude. She’d had enough of being treated with suspicion.

“Oh honey, I’m sure that the police know what they’re doing,” Doris began, but Vaughn held up a hand to stop her.

“No, I’d love to hear this,” he said, with just a shade of sarcasm.

Avery gave him a look, then took off her coat, set it on the couch and sat down beside it. Her father looked intrigued, her mother looked as though she might just pass out, and Vaughn, as usual, looked skeptical.

“I think I know who killed Rosanne. There are only a handful of people who could’ve done all the weird things that have been happening, and the one thing that I haven’t figured out yet is the motive, but I’m sure once I walk you through what I’ve got, you may have some insight into that,” she began, sounding far more confident than she felt.

“And this is all due to your extensive experience in law enforcement?” Vaughn asked dryly.

Avery chose to ignore the jibe. “I write mysteries, it makes me pick up on details. Do you want to hear this or not?”

“No need to be rude to the police, honey,” Doris chided, looking appalled.

“Please, continue,” the cop gestured magnanimously.

“Thank you. Now, I’ll admit…I kind of suspected Kerry at first, but the only time he was away from me after we left the bar was when he went to the restroom, and he wasn’t gone long enough to have gone all the way back to the alley, murdered Rosanne and come back to the diner, so it couldn’t have been him,” Avery looked Vaughn in the eye to make sure that he was paying attention. He was. Her mother sat staring, mouth slightly agape as she listened to her daughter.

“So then I started thinking about who might’ve done it and all sorts of weird coincidences that have been happening lately, and I think the path only leads to one place.”

“Weird coincidences?” her father frowned.

“Yep, like…the timing of things for example. We live in a pretty busy neighborhood. Someone had to have either lived close, or have been watching our house very carefully to know when to drop off the box with the necklace in it on our front porch, without the neighbors noticing.”

“Yes, the thought of a murderer on my porch just makes me sick,” Doris nodded, listening raptly. “I usually know when someone comes to the door, but this sick soul slipped up here and away again without me seeing them.”

“Right,” Avery nodded. “And the same thing goes for leaving the rose in my car. Someone who knew where I was going to be, and when, put it there. The only people who knew that I was going to be at Himalaya Grill with Linda, were Janet and Shelly. I knew that Shelly had a sick child, so I didn’t really suspect her, and when I started asking around about Janet, I found out some pretty interesting things.”

“Such as?” Vaughn interrupted, the skeptical look mostly gone.

“She was a member of the zoning board that turned down Rosanne’s husband’s petition, for one thing.”

“That’s not conclusive,” the cop dismissed her.

“Of course not,” Avery fought hard to not roll her eyes. “But it pointed me in that direction. Until I started putting the pieces together.”

“And what pieces did you put together?” she had the cop’s attention again, but the skeptical look had resurfaced.

“Let’s go in chronological order. First, Rosanne’s necklace was on the porch. Shortly after the necklace was found, since I didn’t recognize the significance of it, and I was battling writer’s block, I went for a walk to clear my head. While on my walk, I encountered Linda Brown. She was coming back from the library, but she was headed in the wrong direction to get from the library to her house, which wouldn’t have mattered at all if I hadn’t seen what I saw in her bike basket.”

“Books?” Vaughn guessed.

“Exactly,” Avery nodded.

“Well, that backs up her story,” the cop commented.

“Yes, except for the other things that I saw in her basket.”

“Which were?” Vaughn sighed.

“Rose petals.”

That got his attention. 

“What color?” he demanded.

“Pink.”

“Seems a bit suspicious, but there could be a logical explanation other than murder,” Vaughn commented.

“I thought so too, until the next event,” Avery agreed.

“Which was?”

“Dinner at the Himalaya Grill. We had just started eating when Linda’s phone buzzed. She read a text and said that she had to go call her mother and that she’d be back in a few minutes. I got on social media so that I wouldn’t have to just sit there, and I had completely finished my meal before she got back. When Linda came back in, I asked her if everything was okay, and she said that her mother was in the hospital for pneumonia, but that she’d be fine.”

“Sounds plausible, but when I called another classmate of ours who is a nurse there, I asked her to check on Linda’s mom for me and she said that they had no record of her being admitted. I came out after dinner and the rose was in the car.”

“I’m assuming you have more,” Vaughn said noncommittally. 

“Of course I do. The flowers that Deedee Benning received weren’t from her husband.”

“The card attached would indicate otherwise,” the cop raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, but when I spoke with Deedee about it later, she said that her husband swore up and down that he didn’t send them. I ask you, what man in his right mind would deny having given his wife flowers?”

“Nobody, no how,” her dad chimed in.

“Exactly,” Avery smiled at her father, then turned back to Vaughn Marsh. “Linda sent the flowers because she knew that I was going to be there and she wanted to freak me out.”

“And how do you know that, aside from Mr. Benning’s denial?”

“I asked her which florist the flowers were sent from and I went in to buy flowers. I asked the florist to check and see if there was a specific type of flower that wasn’t in the case. When she went to the back room, I looked in her order book and saw who had sent the flowers to Deedee.”

“You saw Linda Brown’s name on the list?” Vaughn seemed surprised.

“No, I saw the name of the character from my book, Violet Martin. Linda is a bookworm, she always has been, and she loves my books.”

“Which proves nothing,” the cop ran a hand through his hair and blew out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “You do realize you’re bordering on interfering in an investigation?” he challenged.

“Someone had to start digging,” Avery shot back. “I am not about to continue having you look at me like a criminal, even if I have to solve the case myself.”

“Are you done?” Vaughn drawled.

“No. Then there’s the scarf.”

“What about the scarf?” he humored her.

Avery hoped like crazy that he was realizing the validity of her points.

“It was pink with yellow butterflies…” she began.

“And how do you know this?”

“Because I asked Janet. Anyway, the outfit that Rosanne was wearing that night was navy and red. She’d never in a million years put on a scarf that didn’t match her outfit, even if it kept her warm, and this scarf wasn’t warm, it was decorative. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in pink either.”

“Is that it?”

“As far as I can remember. If I think of anything else, I’ll let you know.”

Vaughn studied her for a minute, then took a breath and spoke, his tone a bit kinder this time.

“So, assuming that your hypothesis is correct…if Linda Brown killed Rosanne Nelson, what would have been the motive?”

“I have no idea,” Avery shrugged. “I really don’t know Linda that well. When we were in school, she used to volunteer at the animal shelter, and she had about a thousand cats. She got good grades and loved to read.”

“Animal shelter?” Vaughn repeated.

“Yep, she loved animals.”

Vaughn and his partner exchanged a look.

“What?” Doris asked, sitting on the edge of her seat.

“If Rosanne’s husband’s permit had been approved, his new development would have displaced the animal shelter,” Vaughn commented, lost in thought. “Avery, how good of friends were you with Linda?”

“I wouldn’t call us friends. We hadn’t spoken at all until I came back home and she was at the girls night event. Why?”

“I have to wonder if she was obsessed with you. Remember, in your book, one of the reasons that the victim was killed was because she’d written a bad review of the protagonist’s new product. The animal shelter alone might not be sufficient motive, but maybe if she thought her favorite author was being attacked…”

“Let me grab my laptop…I can check my reviews to see if I see her name,” Avery sprinted for the stairs.

Doris looked at the two officers in front of her, their uniforms and guns making her a bit nervous.

“Coffee?” she asked.

“Yes ma’am,” the two men said in unison.

By the time Avery got back downstairs with her laptop, Doris had all three men, the officers and her husband, happily munching Christmas cookies and washing them down with strong coffee.

“Okay,” Avery murmured, clicking away at her keyboard. “I just need to pull up my author profile and I’ll be able to see the reviews…and here we go. Let me scroll. I’m probably looking for something more recent, right?”

“I would assume so, yes,” Vaughn replied, biting into another cookie.

Her eyes scanned the screen for about twenty seconds, when suddenly her heart skipped a beat. 

“There it is,” she breathed. “It’s a scathing one-star review and the poster’s screen name is MidwestRose. Can you trace it to see if it was Rosanne who wrote it?” she asked Vaughn.

“Yes, but it probably doesn’t matter.”

“What do you mean?” Avery frowned.

“If the killer was motivated by revenge, it doesn’t matter if Rosanne actually wrote the review or not.”

“The killer just had to assume that she did,” Avery nodded, catching on immediately.

“That looks like motive,” Dan mused.

“Yes, it does,” Vaughn agreed. “We’ve got enough to get a search warrant, and I’m thinking that her computer files will tell us all that we need to know.”

“I doubt it,” Avery mumbled, and everyone in the room stared at her. “She’s smarter than that. She goes to the library every Saturday – I’d check their computers first.”

“We’ll play it safe and do both, but thanks for the tip,” Vaughn nodded his approval for the first time.

“Would you boys like to stay for dinner?” Doris invited, much to Avery’s chagrin.

“Thanks just the same, Mrs. Sanders, but we’ve got a killer to arrest,” Vaughn said grimly, then turned to Avery. “You’ve been a big help in this case, but now you need to stay home and let us work, deal?” he asked.

“Deal,” the author nodded with a faint smile.

 






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 

“I think you’re right, this has to be the best party punch I’ve ever tasted,” Kerry held up his empty glass.

“Go easy on it,” Avery laughed. “There’s enough sugar in there to sink a ship.”

“Good – I’ll need the energy to play Santa.”

“You’re playing Santa?” her eyes sparkled merrily.

“Why do you sound so surprised?”

“Well, I don’t think even that whole bowl of punch will fatten you up in time, and you don’t have a fluffy white beard,” she stood appraising him, hands on hips. 

The two of them had been having a grand time decorating the children’s museum and turning it into a winter wonderland, complete with fluffy “snow” and twinkling lights.

“No worries, Santa brought everything he needs,” he held up a padded Santa suit and a full white beard, mustache and wig set.

“Nice,” Avery laughed. “I’m sure it suits you.”

“Ho ho ho, watch out, naughty girls get coal in their stockings,” he teased.

“Fifteen minutes until we open the doors,” the energetic museum director, who was dressed like an elf, popped her head around the curtain on the stage where Santa’s chair was set up.

“Thanks,” Kerry raised a hand.

“I guess that’s my cue to go,” Avery commented.

“Sure you don’t want to stick around and play with the reindeer?” Kerry asked.

“I’m allergic. Thanks for inviting me to help, it was fun.”

“I’ll walk you out. It doesn’t take any time at all to slip into uniform.”

He opened a side door to the parking lot and they discovered a sparkling blanket of snow covering everything, making the whole downtown look clean and bright. Flakes continued to drift lazily down, and when Avery looked up at him, they caught on her eyelashes.

“Brunch at my parents’ house tomorrow?” she reminded him.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” he promised.

“Knock ‘em dead, Santa,” Avery grinned, getting in her car. 

He stood and watched while she drove away.

 

**

 

After brunch, bellies were full, carols were playing on the stereo, and Avery couldn’t stand to stay in the house another minute.

“I’m going for a walk, anybody else?” she asked.

“That’s my girl. You can’t keep her glued to the chair when the snow flies. She’s gotta be outside,” her dad observed fondly.

“You could use a walk yourself you know,” Doris remarked, nudging her husband. “All those calories.”

“Snoring burns calories and I’m quite good at that, thank you very much,” Steve replied.

“I’m game. I love the fresh cold air too,” Kerry stood, heading for the coat closet.

Avery’s parents exchanged a look.

“Alright you two,” she warned. “There had better be some pumpkin pie waiting for us when we get back. And Dad, no squirting the whipped cream directly in your mouth, we’ve got company.”

“Spoilsport,” her dad muttered, his eyes already heavy as he reclined in his favorite chair.

 

**

 

“Your parents are so great,” Kerry smiled as the newly-fallen snow squeaked beneath their feet.

Hands buried in thick yarn mittens that her mother had knitted just a few days ago, Avery agreed.

“Yep, I’m lucky.”

“Got a question for ya,” he stopped and took her hands in his.

“Okay,” she looked at him warily.

“Santa wants to know what you’d like for Christmas,” he smiled tenderly down at her, brushing a stray lock of hair out of her face.

She gazed up at him, a strange warmth flooding through her that had nothing to do with her new mittens, a sweet smile blossoming over her delicate features.

“I have everything I need,” she replied, enjoying the safety of friendship.

“Nobody has everything they need,” Kerry stepped closer.

“You’re right,” Avery nodded. “I need a snowball,” she blurted, then bent down to make one and threw it at him while running away.

“Oh you’re going to pay for that,” he gave chase as she shrieked with laughter.

 






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 

“Your ex-husband was never in town on the night that you thought you saw him,” Vaughn Marsh explained. 

“He never left Boise, we confirmed that. When we went to the library, we found all the evidence that we needed, but we searched Linda Brown’s home anyway, and found that she was definitely obsessed with you. She had all of your books prominently displayed, along with framed articles and interviews. Her high school yearbook was open to the page where you had signed it and displayed with the other memorabilia. We also found a significant amount of evidence linked to the crime, which we’re not at liberty to discuss, in her home and in her locker at the antique store.”

“Wow. Do you think that I was in danger?” Avery breathed.

“You? No, never. She thought the world of you. But your ex-husband, and anyone who dared to criticize you…possibly.”

“That’s just…” she was speechless.

“Crazy?” Vaughn supplied. “Yeah, it is. We see all types of criminals, and some of them need a hospital more than they need prison.”

“So, what will happen to her?” Avery asked softly.

“That’s for the courts to decide. I’ve gathered the evidence, thanks in no small part to you, and handed it over to the prosecutors. They’ll take it from here.”

“Is she already in custody?”

“Yep. She’ll stay there until her bond hearing, and considering the nature of her crime, I don’t think they’ll let her out, so she’ll probably be there until her case goes to trial.”

“It’s strange to think that someone loves my work so much that it literally impacts their life and decisions,” Avery shuddered and shook her head.

“Well, I’m a fan too, but don’t worry, I don’t read the reviews,” Vaughn cracked a smile.

“You read my books?” Avery was astonished.

“Yep, I do. I’m impressed with your grasp of police procedure.”

“That’s why you thought that I was guilty…because you realized that I know how an investigation would be conducted,” she commented.

“I never really believed that you were guilty, but I had to at least explore the possibility, given the details of the case,” Vaughn shrugged.

“Yeah, I know,” Avery let him off the hook. “Well, thanks for coming by to bring me up to speed.”

“I thought you’d want to know. For what it’s worth, at least you can feel safe knowing that your ex is going to leave you alone.”

“Yeah, I’m thankful for that.”

“Divorce can be an ugly thing,” he commented, making no move toward the door.

“You’re divorced?” 

“Yeah, occupational hazard,” a corner of his mouth quirked upward in a wry smile.

“I bet. It’s gotta be hard to sit at home wondering if your husband is dead or alive.”

“Well, if she was sitting at home, we might not be divorced, but she elected to go out and party with men other than me,” he looked down, embarrassed.

“My ex cheated too,” Avery said softly.

Vaughn’s head snapped up.

“You’re kidding. He must be a fool.”

“At the end, I certainly thought so,” Avery gave him a rueful smile.

“At the end of my marriage, I was the one who felt like a fool,” Vaughn confessed. “Well, I should be going,” he visibly shook off his memories of the painful past.

“I’ll walk you out.”

When they got to the front door, Vaughn turned around, looking as though he wanted to say something.

“Thanks again,” Avery smiled.

“You’re welcome. Look, this may be entirely inappropriate, and I wouldn’t blame you if you said no, based upon our interactions up until now, but…would you like to grab a cup of coffee with me sometime?” he asked, a slow blush rising up the back of his neck.

“I really would,” Avery nodded. “And I’ll try my best not to pick your brain for book ideas.”

“That’s great,” Vaughn let out a breath, relieved. “Well, I’ll call you,” he stepped out onto the porch.

“I’ll look forward to it,” Avery grinned and waved goodbye.

“You sly minx, you’ve got a date with a policeman,” Doris teased from behind her shoulder.

“Mom! You have to stop eavesdropping,” Avery blushed to the roots of her hair.

“Who was eavesdropping? I was baking cookies. Not my fault that voices carry. Now get upstairs and finish your book. I’ll bring your lunch up to you,” she waved her daughter away.

Flushed with nothing but positive emotion, Avery flung her arms around her mother and hugged her tightly for a moment. 

“Thanks, Mom, you’re the best!”
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CHAPTER ONE


 

Autumn Roth pulled the smoking pan out of the oven, letting it drop onto the stovetop along with the dishtowel that she had used as a makeshift oven mitt. “Ow, ow, ow,” she said, dancing over to the sink and thrusting her hand under the cold water. 

 

“This is all your fault, Frankie, for chewing up the real oven mitt,” she said, looking down at her dog. The little terrier was sitting in the middle of the kitchen floor, her stumpy tail wagging happily at all of the commotion. Her wiry blonde fur stuck out in all directions, making her look as if she had just licked an electrical outlet. She didn’t look the slightest bit ashamed of herself, which wasn’t surprising. The terrier lived for mischief. 

 

Autumn turned off the water and dried her hands on a clean towel. She eyed the mess on the pan. The steaks themselves looked fine, but the foil was still smoking from where the grease had caught fire. She had been trying to save herself some cleaning, and instead had almost caught her house on fire.

 

“Well, at least flame-roasted steak sounds fancy,” she said. “Brandon probably won’t even notice. And the pasta salad turned out well. Now all that’s left is the dinner rolls — and dessert, of course.”

 

She continued chatting to Frankie as she pulled the frozen dinner rolls out and began to line them up on a clean pan. She had always been a chatterbox, and that wasn’t something that she could just turn off when she was alone. At least having the dog there made her feel a little bit less crazy.

 

The dinner that evening was important to her, and she wasn’t about to let the near-disaster with the steaks get her down. She and Brandon had been seeing each other for exactly a year. Ever since he had told her that he just wanted a quiet meal at home together for their anniversary, her dreams had been filled with the sound of wedding bells. He knew she didn’t want a public proposal. This evening together at her house would be the perfect time for the two of them to get engaged.

 

In her mid-thirties, Autumn felt the pressure as her biological clock ran toward its expiration date. She wanted kids and a husband, the whole shebang. Watching her niece and nephew grow up had only made her want that life all the more. Brandon might not be the fairytale prince she had dreamed of as a child, but he was kind and responsible, and most importantly, he was interested in her.

 

Autumn opened the oven to let it air out, then opened the kitchen window a crack to help her house clear of smoke. She checked the clock, then left the kitchen with Frankie at her heels. He would be here soon, and she wanted to freshen up.

 

 

She had just finished primping her hair in the bathroom when she heard a knock at the door. Frankie took off like a bolt of lightning, barking frantically. Autumn hurried back into the kitchen and unlocked the door, welcoming Brandon in over the yapping.

 

“Settle down, Frankie,” she said, exasperated. “You know who it is. Sorry, I swear she’ll get used to you eventually.”

 

“It’s okay,” Brandon said as he pushed the door shut behind him. “How are you doing?”

 

“Great,” she said, beaming at him. “I visited my aunt and uncle earlier, and they’re both doing well. I spent the afternoon cooking for our dinner tonight.”

 

“I told you not to go to any trouble,” he said. “I just want to talk.”

 

“It’s no trouble. You know I love cooking. Here, let me take your coat.”

 

She brushed the snow off of it and hung it up in the little closet by the door. While he took his boots off, she cracked open the oven to check on the rolls. They were almost done.

 

“Go ahead and sit down, I’ll bring the food out.”

 

“Autumn, I —”

 

“It’s getting cold. I put the steaks in too early, I should have cooked them last. Go on, sit down.”

 

He vanished into the other room while she bustled around, putting the steaks on plates and taking the bowl of pasta salad out of the fridge. She carried the food out to the dining room, then returned to the kitchen for the bottle of wine she had bought earlier that day. She checked the rolls once more, but they still weren’t ready. She would just have to remember to get them out in a few minutes.

 

At last, she sat down at the table across from Brandon. Smiling at him, she poured herself a glass of wine and passed the bottle to him. He put it down on the table.

 

“What’s wrong?”

 

“I told you not to go to all of this trouble,” he said. 

 

“It wasn’t any trouble,” she said. “I wanted to do this. For us. Can you believe it’s already been a year?”

 

He sighed. “This is exactly what I wanted to avoid.”

 

“What do you mean?”

 

“Autumn, I told you I didn’t want to do anything for our anniversary. All I was going to do tonight was stop by, so we could talk. I didn’t know you were going to make such a big production out of all of this. It’s just making it harder.”

 

She felt her stomach twist, but she forced herself to keep smiling. “Making what harder?”

 

“I don’t think we should see each other anymore, Autumn. We can be friends, but that’s it. That’s all I want.”

 

Autumn was floored. She had been expecting for him to propose, not… this. Things had been going well, hadn’t they? They had fun together, they never argued, they liked the same things. She had thought that he was as happy as she was.

 

“Brandon, I —”

 

“No, let me keep talking,” he said, interrupting her. “I want to say this before you get mad at me. I know it’s cliché, but this has nothing to do with you. It’s me. I’m just not ready for a committed relationship like this. I know that you want more, but I don’t. It isn’t fair to you if I keep leading you on. I care about you enough that I want you to be free to go and find someone who is really right for you.”

 

She stared at him, trying to gather her emotions and thoughts before she spoke. She did not want to cry. Not in front of him.

 

“Okay,” she managed at last. “I think you should go now. I need some time by myself.”

 

“Are you going to be okay? I don’t want to leave you here alone if you’re upset.”

 

“Please, just go.”

 

He got up slowly, looking at her with concern in his eyes. When she ignored him, he pushed his chair in and walked into the kitchen. She heard the closet door open and shut, then stomping as he put on his boots. A moment later, the front door shut behind him, and she was alone at last. She closed her eyes. She had never been more shocked in her life. Just when she had thought things were going so well, he had broken up with her. How could she have been so wrong?

 

The scent of something burning made her open her eyes again. The dinner rolls. She had forgotten all about them. She rushed into the kitchen and took the pan out of the oven. The rolls were blackened and smoking. Just like her relationship, they were trash.

 






CHAPTER TWO


 

Autumn spent the rest of the evening feeling sorry for herself. Her emotions were still too raw for her to take comfort in telling anyone. Brandon had been a part of her life for a year. Now, he was just… gone. Even the coming Christmas festivities seemed dampened now that she knew that she would be spending the holiday alone.

 

Well, maybe not alone, but without the man who she thought would be the love of her life. She knew her aunt and uncle would be glad to have her over for Christmas dinner, and although spending the evening in an assisted living home might not be what she had planned on, at least she would be spending it with people who cared about her.

 

She didn’t feel any better the next morning, but she didn’t feel any worse either. As she got ready for work, she wondered if maybe she hadn’t been as invested in her relationship with Brandon as she had thought. Her heart was still heavy, but most of her thoughts seemed centered around the knowledge that her dream of marriage and raising a family would be put on hold for even longer, rather than focused on the new Brandon-shaped hole in her life.

 

“What if he was right?” she asked Frankie as she brushed her teeth. “Maybe we really weren’t right for each other, and he’s the only one that could see it. I was so blinded by everything that I wanted that I didn’t stop to think that he might not be the one that I wanted it with.”

 

Despite her words, she didn’t feel much better as she left the house for Green River Grocery, the store that she managed. Located along the river for which it had been named – which was usually more of a muddy brown than green – the tiny store had been there for longer than she had been alive. If she had been willing to move, maybe she’d have been doing something more meaningful with her life but she loved Asheville. She had lived there for almost ten years, and even though almost nothing had gone as she had planned, the town had become her home.

 

“Good morning, Jeb,” she said as she pushed through the familiar doors, glad to be out of the cold. It was snowing lightly outside, and if the forecast was right, the snowfall would only get heavier toward evening. It was a good thing that she didn’t live too far away. Her little two-door car couldn’t handle the slick, icy roads very well.

 

“Is it just me, or are you looking down?” the store’s owner asked.

 

“It’s just the holiday blues,” she said, offering him a small smile. Jeb was in his fifties, and had taken over the ownership of Green River Grocery when his father had retired. He was in the store daily, but left most of the management of the employees and helping the customers to her. He was a friendly, but shy man, and preferred stocking goods and taking inventory to interacting with other people.

 

He sighed, straightening up from the box of flavored water that he was unpacking. “Well, what I’m about to tell you won’t cheer you up any.”

 

“What is it?” she asked.

 

“Green River Grocery is going out of business,” he said. “We’ve been in the red ever since that One-Stop Supermarket opened up just outside of town.”

 

“I’m sure people will start shopping here again,” she said. “This store’s been here since before I was born. It can’t close down.” 

 

Where would I work? she thought, but didn’t say. If Green River Grocery closed permanently, she wasn’t the only one that would be out of a job.

 

“I don’t have a choice,” he said, his eyes sad. “I just can’t afford to keep it open anymore. One-Stop has lower prices, more variety, it’s open longer hours, and it’s only twenty minutes away. I don’t blame people for doing most of their shopping there. I’ve been trying to think of solutions for months, but the simple fact is, if I keep the store open, I’m going to go broke, and I have a family to consider.”

 

“When?” she asked, feeling just as stunned and lost as she had the night before.

 

“The end of January,” he said. “I was planning on telling everyone after the holidays.”

 

“Why are you telling me now?”

 

“Most of the other employees other than you are either high schoolers, or retired, and doing this is a part-time job to make some extra cash. You’re the only one that’s paid a salary, and I know this is your main source of income. I wanted to give you extra time to find somewhere else to work before I shut the doors for good.”

 

“You want me to keep this from the others?”

 

He sighed. “Do what you think is best. You’re better with people than I am. I thought it would be nice for them to enjoy Christmas without worrying, but if you think they should know now, go ahead.”

 

She stared at him, feeling anger – true anger – for the first time in a long while. How could he put this on her? This was his store. If he was making the decision to close it, it was his job to tell the people who worked for him. Why did she have to be the one to decide whether to wreck everyone else’s holidays, or let them spend money that they didn’t have?

 

“Anyway, I’m just going to finish restocking the flavored water, then I’m going to get out of here. Let me know if you need references for any jobs. You’ve been a great manager, and I’m sure you’ll be great at whatever you do next too.”

 

To keep herself from saying something she might regret later, Autumn spent the next half hour on the other side of the store until she saw Jeb leave. In less than twenty-four hours, her life had been completely turned on its head. She was single, and in less than two months, she would be out of a job and her only source of income. Her mother had always told her that bad things came in threes, and she couldn’t help but wonder what would happen next.

 






CHAPTER THREE


 

After her shift, Autumn went to visit the two people who always seemed to make her feel better. Her aunt and uncle lived together at the local assisted living home. After her aunt’s stroke, her uncle, who had lost a leg during his time in the military, had been unable to care for her. Since he wouldn’t have been capable of taking care of her in their home alone, he had decided to move with her into the assisted living home.

 

They were both originally from downstate, but had chosen this facility specifically to be near Autumn. She enjoyed their company, and visited them a couple of times every week. Her mother lived across the country, so she was really the only family they had in the area. Neither of them had ever had kids.

 

“Autumn, I wasn’t expecting to see you. Come over here, let me give you a hug.”

 

“Hi, Uncle Albert,” she said, embracing the older man. “I know I was just here yesterday, but I could use the company. How is Aunt Lucy doing?”

 

“She’s with the doctor now. They are reviewing her medicines. She should be out in a little bit. Are you going to stay for dinner? I’ll go tell the cook.”

 

“Oh, I didn’t call ahead. I don’t want to be a burden.”

 

“Nonsense, he always makes extra anyway. You sit down, I’ll be right back.”

 

Feeling guilty, Autumn took a seat in the armchair in the common area while her uncle made his way toward the dining room and attached kitchen. She always felt bad when he did something that she could do herself, but at the same time, she knew that he valued what independence he had. Making him sit while she went to talk to the cook would do nothing but insult him.

 

“Hi,” she said to the older woman who was sitting a few chairs away. “Mrs. Zimmer, isn’t it?”

 

The other woman nodded and offered her a smile. Autumn grinned back at her. She was getting good at remembering names.

 

Asheville Meadows was a small facility, but comfortable. From everything Autumn had seen, the staff cared about their jobs, and everyone was treated well. She always enjoyed visiting, but at the same time, it often saddened her. She was one of the few people who visited regularly. Some of the people who lived there had families that only visited on the holidays, and others didn’t even have that.

 

Over the past couple of years, she had grown familiar with both the staff and the residents. Sometimes it is a difficult community to be a part of. Whenever she saw a new face, she knew that it meant that one of the old residents was no longer there. Occasionally they left to move in with family, but most of the time their absence meant that they had passed away. She admired the staff for having the emotional stamina to continue working there, after losing people repeatedly.

 

She saw her uncle was on his way back, and rose from her seat in case he needed help. He didn’t; he had had decades to get used to moving around on crutches. He settled into a chair next to the one that she had sat in and let out a sigh as he leaned his crutches against the arm.

 

“You’re in luck. We have creamy chicken casserole tonight. One of my favorite meals. Cook Benson said that there’s plenty for visitors. You are welcome to stay if you would like. You know your aunt and I are always happy to have you here.”

 

“Thanks, Uncle Albert,” she said. “It will be nice to have some company for dinner tonight.”

 

“You know I am thrilled to have you visit, but I have a feeling that there is more behind this than just wanting to see us again. Did something happen?”

 

“Yes,” she said. “I’m losing my job. The grocery store is closing, and I don’t know what I’m going to do.” She leaned her head back against the chair and sighed. “And Brandon ended things.”

 

“I’m sorry,” her uncle said. “I liked him. But it’s better to be alone than to be with someone who’s not right for you.”

 

“I know that in my mind,” she said. “But it’s a lot more difficult to make my heart understand.”

 

“Your heart will catch up,” he said, patting her arm. “And don’t worry about your job. I’m sure there’s plenty of other things out there for a bright young woman like you.”

 

She smiled. “Thirty-five – almost thirty-six – isn’t exactly what I would call being a young woman.”

 

“You’re forty years younger than me. I’m going to keep on calling you a young woman. Have you looked into working anywhere else yet?”

 

“Not yet,” she said. “I just found out at the beginning of my shift. It’s closing at the end of January, so I have some time. I don’t even know where to begin looking if I’m being honest. This is a small town. Most of the jobs that will be hiring in the middle of winter are part-time, for little pay. I would have to take two or three just to support myself.”

 

“What about that big store that opened a few months ago? They must be hiring.”

 

She made a face. “I’m not going to work for the One-Stop Supermarket. They are the reason Green River Grocery is closing down. I’ll find something else, or I’ll just work multiple jobs.”

 

“If you need to move for work, you do that. Don’t worry about me and your aunt. We’re fine here.”

 

“I don’t want to leave,” she said. “Asheville is my home. I have friends here, and you guys, and I don’t want to start over.”

 

“I’m just saying, if you do, don’t worry about us.”

 

“Thanks, Uncle Albert,” she said. “It looks like Aunt Lucy’s done with the doctor. I’ll help her over.”

 

She rose and walked over to her aunt, who is being pushed along in her wheelchair by one of the staff. She took over, wheeling her towards where her uncle was sitting. They had almost made it when she heard a loud clattering come from the kitchen. There was shouting; it sounded like someone was in trouble. Quickly putting the wheelchair’s brakes on, she turned and ran towards the sound. 

 

She stumbled to a halt at the door to the kitchen. Pots and pans were everywhere; steaming food was splattered across the floor. Lying in the middle of the kitchen was a man who was wearing an apron and a white cook’s hat. Cook Benson. She had first met him six months before.

 

“What happened?” she asked.

 

“I don’t know,” wailed one of the staff members who was kneeling beside him. “He clutched his throat and then just collapsed. He isn’t breathing. Oh, my goodness.”

 

The other woman was giving the man CPR, but he didn’t seem to be responding. Autumn could hear someone behind her on the phone, talking frantically to the emergency dispatcher. She stared down at the cook, feeling helpless. His face, she noticed, was red and blotchy, and there were hives on his neck. Had he come into contact with something he was allergic to?

 

“EpiPen?” she suggested, too quietly. Clearing her throat, she repeated the word, more loudly. The woman who wasn’t giving him CPR looked up at her. Something seemed to connect in her mind, and she got up and began patting his pockets. Autumn saw a jacket hanging on the other side of the room and hurried toward it. A quick search of the pockets, and she found the box that the epinephrine injection should have been in. She opened it. It was empty.

 






CHAPTER FOUR


 

Autumn stood in the corner of the dining room, watching in equal parts horror and fascination as the police and paramedics swarmed in the kitchen. The paramedics were hurrying to try to stabilize the poor man, but she thought it was already too late. He hadn’t been breathing for the entire time that it took the ambulance to get there. He hadn’t responded to CPR, at least not as far as she could see. The entire assisted living home was in chaos. One of the nurses was crying. The doctor on staff was arguing angrily with a police officer, who was trying to calm her down.

 

Autumn was in shock. She had never witnessed anything like this before. It was an emergency – a true emergency – and she had frozen up uselessly. But what could I have done? she wondered. Certainly no more than the staff that was trained in first aid.

 

She heard someone bark an order, and officers cleared a path to the dining room. The paramedics rolled out a stretcher with a shrouded form on it. She looked away. She couldn’t believe that she had just witnessed someone’s death.

 

“Ma’am?” someone said. “Pardon me, but I need to take your statement.”

 

She turned to find a young officer standing at her shoulder. He had a pen and a pad of paper out. He was a good fifteen years younger than her, probably just out of the academy. He was nervous, and she felt bad for him.

 

“What you need to know?” she asked.

 

“Just tell me what happened. Anything you can remember. And, um, I’ll also need your phone number and to see your ID, in case we need to contact you again.”

 

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to organize her thoughts. When she opened them, she started from the beginning.

 

 

She stayed at the assisted living home for another hour, making sure that her aunt and uncle were settled in their room before she left. The police and paramedics had gone already, and the mood in the building was subdued. She put on her coat and grabbed her purse, feeling tired and saddened, and in need of a warm bath. With dinner wrecked and the kitchen a crime scene, the home was ordering pizza for the residents, but she wasn’t staying for that. The last few days had been too much for her. She wanted to go hide in her house, and not come out until things were better.

 

“The keys weren’t there, I swear,” she heard a woman say. She paused, feet away from the open door that led to the administrative office. It had the sound of a private conversation, but she couldn’t seem to help herself from eavesdropping.

 

“Justine, the keys are right there, where they always are,” a male voice said. “I’m sorry. I know that it was an emergency, and you probably just overlooked them, but it cost a man his life. I’m going to have to let you go.”

 

“Please, Nick, I moved to this town for this job. I love what I do. I take great care of everyone here.”

 

“I’m sorry,” he said, and to Autumn’s ears, he sounded like he really was. “But I have to think of our residents. What if this was one of them? What happened to Benson was horrible, but we have emergencies almost every week. People go into cardiac arrest, they have strokes, they take falls, and for that we need someone who can keep their mind in an emergency. I know you must feel horrible about this, but I just can’t let you keep working here. I’m going to put you on administrative leave with pay until after Christmas. We’ll see what the police investigation turns up. But unless they find something that overturns the evidence in front of my eyes, I just can’t have you here anymore.”

 

The woman let out a sob, and Autumn stepped back quickly as she rushed out the door. She recognized the doctor; she had been arguing with one of the officers earlier. Justine didn’t even glance at her as she rushed towards the front door, trying desperately to keep her composure until she was outside.

 

“Can I help you?” a tired voice asked. She looked up to see the director of the assisted living home, Nicholas Holt. He ran his hand across his face, sighing. He looked exhausted. 

 

“Sorry, no, I was just on the way out.”

 

“Autumn, isn’t it? You’re related to the Ottos?”

 

“Yes, I’m their niece,” she said. 

 

“Were you here when the cook collapsed?”

 

She nodded. “It was horrible. I wanted to help somehow, but there wasn’t anything I could do.”

 

“Can I talk to you for a moment?”

 

She hesitated, thinking of the familiar comfort of her house, but then agreed. She followed him into the office, where he shut the door behind him. 

 

“I already gave my statement to the police,” she said.

 

“I know. I’m sorry, but I just want to ask you something.” His eyes darted to the wall behind her. She turned and saw a row of hooks, from which hung various keys.

 

“What is it?” she asked.

 

“As I’m sure you know, he wasn’t carrying his EpiPen with him,” he said. “We have epinephrine here that is prescribed to some of our other residents. Of course, it is against policy to give a prescription to someone it doesn’t belong to, but in this case, the use of someone else’s EpiPen would’ve saved his life. We keep the drugs in the medicine closet, and the key stays in here. When I came in here after the police left, I found the key to the medical supply closet hanging where it always is, but Justine swore to me and the police that when she went to find the keys, they were missing. I was just wondering if you saw her at all during what happened, and if you might remember what she was doing.” 

 

“I don’t think I saw her,” she said. “I know that she was visiting with my aunt right before this happened, but I don’t know what she did when the cook collapsed. I wish I could help you more. Everything just happened so quickly, it’s all a blur. Why? Do you think she was lying about the key?”

 

“I don’t know if she was lying, but I do know that she was mistaken. The key is hanging right there. When she told me what happened, I thought they might have been stolen and I rushed over, but here it was.” He shook his head. “I almost wish that she was right, that someone had stolen the key, because the alternative is that she killed a man because she panicked.”

 

Autumn stared at him. He shouldn’t be telling her this. He hardly knew her, but she understood that he was in shock too. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I wish I could say something that might clear matters up, but I can’t. I did see her arguing with one of the police officers earlier, but I don’t know what she was doing before that.”

 

“Unfortunately for her, there will be an investigation. She’s only worked here for about a year. I personally don’t think she meant to do anything wrong, and I hate to see her go through a criminal investigation right after all of this, but there’s no way around it. I have to do what is right by my residents, and if she loses her mind in a situation like this, then she’s not the right person to work here. We’ll have to find another doctor. I can’t take the chance of this happening again, and risk someone else suffering for it.” He gave her a tight smile. “Sorry. I’m sure you want to get out of here. I guess I just needed someone to talk to. Don’t mention what I said about Justine, okay? She’s going to have a hard enough time as it is, without any rumors being spread around town.”

 

“Of course,” Autumn said. “I won’t say anything. I hope you get everything figured out. For what it’s worth, this place has been great for my aunt and uncle.”

 

“Thank you,” he said. “You don’t know what that means to me. I started working here because I wanted to make a difference. I’ve seen what happens in some homes that aren’t run correctly, and it’s not pretty. We may not be a huge facility, but I try hard to make sure that everyone gets good care, and that we have employees that are passionate about what they’re doing. Feel free to come see me if you ever have any complaints, or just want to talk.”

 

She let herself out of the room, thinking about what he had said. It hadn’t crossed her mind until now that the cook’s death might not have been an accident. Now, as she thought of the empty EpiPen case, she began to wonder. It didn’t make sense that he would carry the empty case around with him without getting a refill. Had someone stolen his prescription from him just before he died? 

 






CHAPTER FIVE


 

After the worst weekend of her life, Autumn was still feeling down Monday morning. She had to be at the grocery store by ten, but part of her wondered, what was the point? Maybe she should just quit now, and use the next month to job hunt.

 

She knew that she would never do that, though. Jeb was a good man, and she didn’t want to let him down. She didn’t know how she would face the employees that morning. Should she tell them before Christmas or not? Witnessing the cook’s death the day before had chased that predicament from her mind, but now it was back full force. She didn’t know which choice was the right one. To tell them, or not to tell them?

 

 

She decided not to mention it that day. Looking at the cheery faces of her employees, it was hard to even think of breaking the news to them. She could always tell them tomorrow, or the next day, or the next, and let them enjoy the coming holiday season for as long as they could. She didn’t want to burden anyone else with the knowledge that she had, not until she had to.

 

After work, she drove straight to Asheville’s one coffee shop, the Cocoa and Coffee Café, where she was supposed to meet her best friend, Alicia. Alicia had worked at the store with Autumn, but had left the year before after she had gotten married. She had started working out of her home, making and selling jewelry, and hoping for a baby, a life that Autumn envied. Alicia was a perpetually cheery person, always optimistic, and she was just who Autumn wanted to talk to. If anyone would have answers to her problems, it would be her.

 

The snow had continued overnight, but had stopped early that morning. The roads in town had all been plowed and salted, and she winced as the car in front of her made slush splatter onto her windshield. She would have to take the vehicle through the car wash sometime that week. All of the salt on the Michigan roads in winter was terrible for vehicles. She had already found two small rust spots on her car, and didn’t want to find anymore.

 

She pulled in the parking lot and shut off her engine, grabbing her purse off of the passenger seat before getting out. It was a cold day, but not windy. The coffee shop had Christmas lights up and in the window hung a banner that wished passers-by a happy holiday. The sight of the decorations helped cheer her up a little. She had always loved the entire Christmas season, though once the holiday was over, she knew that the rest of winter would be a long, dreary wait until spring.

 

Alicia was already there, sipping a coffee and scrolling through her phone. Autumn ordered a peppermint mocha at the counter, then walked over and joined her friend.

 

“There you are,” Alicia said, looking up and beaming at her. “I didn’t even see you walk in.”

 

“Have you been here for long?”

 

“Not too long,” she said. “I was expecting the roads to be worse, so I got here early. How are you? On the phone, you sounded like you had something on your mind. Did Brandon finally pop the question?” She peered at Autumn’s hand, looking for a ring.

 

“No,” she replied, sighing. “That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. He dumped me.”

 

“No.” Alicia stared at her. “What happened? I thought the two of you were doing well.”

 

“I thought so too,” she said. “It turns out, we weren’t. He gave me the whole, it’s not you it’s me speech, and said he wanted to be friends, but that’s all.”

 

“He’s a jerk,” her friend said decisively.

 

Autumn smiled slightly at that. “Just a couple of days ago, you were talking about how he was the best guy I had ever dated, and I needed to hang on to him.”

 

“Well, now he’s a jerk. You can do better. Besides, you weren’t really in love with him, were you?”

 

“What do you mean? Of course I was.”

 

Her friend shook her head slowly. “I don’t think you were. I think you liked him, and maybe loved the idea of what you might have together in the future, but I don’t think you were ever really in love with him. Not like I am with Rory. You never talked about him much unless I asked, and you know I can’t shut up about my own husband. And when we went on that trip last year, you didn’t seem to miss him at all. If Rory left me, I would be a complete wreck. But looking at you, well, it doesn’t look like you were up all night sobbing into your pillow.”

 

“It’s not just Brandon,” Autumn said. “So much else happened too. This weekend was just so insane. I’ve hardly had time to process it all.”

 

“What else happened?” her friend asked.

 

“Jeb is going to close the store,” she said softly. “Ever since the One-Stop Supermarket opened up, I guess he just hasn’t been making any money off of it. It’s closing in January.”

 

“Oh, Autumn, that’s horrible. What are you going to do? Where is everyone going to work?”

 

“I have no idea,” she said. “And the thing is, I’m the only one that knows. He told me because he knows I support myself off of this job. He’s planning on telling everyone else after the holidays – rather, he wants me to do it for him – so they will be able to enjoy this time with their families.”

 

“That’s not right,” Alicia said. “They should know. Even if it’s just a part-time job for most of them, that doesn’t mean they don’t need the money.”

 

“I know,” Autumn said. “He said I can tell them sooner if I want to. I just… I don’t know. I don’t know if I should or not, and it’s driving me crazy. Then, of course, there’s what happened at the assisted living home…”

 

“Are your aunt and uncle okay?”

 

“Yes, they’re fine, thank goodness. One of the cooks that works there had an allergic reaction to something, and he died.”

 

“Wow,” Alicia said, sitting back. “That’s terrible.”

 

“I know. And that’s not all. I looked in the pocket of his jacket for his EpiPen, and I found a case, but there were no syringes inside. It was empty. And there’s the whole thing with the doctor and the keys…”

 

“What are you talking about? What doctor, and what keys?”

 

Autumn shut her mouth, realizing what she had let slip. She had promised Nick that she wouldn’t tell anyone but Alicia was her best friend and wouldn’t tell anyone else.

 

“Autumn?”

 

She sighed. It was out of the bag now, anyway. “Don’t tell anyone, but the doctor that works there claims that she couldn’t find the key to the medicine closet where they keep the other EpiPen’s, but when the director went to look for the key afterward, it was hanging in its usual spot. He thinks that she missed them in her panic, but it was a mistake that cost someone his life. He’s firing her.”

 

Alicia’s eyes were wide. “That’s insane. Your weekend sounds like it was a disaster. I’m so sorry. That poor doctor. Can you imagine how guilty she must feel?”

 

 “I know,” she said. “It’s like everything imploded. I don’t know what they’re going to do until they can hire someone else. The other cook is on a two-month long leave. Her daughter was just born.”

 

“They’re looking for a new cook, and you’re looking for a job,” her friend said.

 

“I can’t work there,” Autumn said, laughing. “I like to cook as a hobby, but I don’t have any actual training or experience.”

 

“I doubt they care,” Alicia said. “You could volunteer just for the holiday season. Then if you do well enough, you might be able to stay on long-term. This could be a way to make your dream come true. You’ve always wanted to have a restaurant.”

 

“It’s not exactly a restaurant,” she pointed out. “But maybe I will offer to volunteer. I’m not going to quit my job at the grocery store yet, so I can’t work there full-time, but I could stop in and make dinners, especially if someone showed me the ropes. With Brandon leaving me, I could use something to keep me busy until after the holidays.”

 

“I’m sure things will start looking up. I mean, they couldn’t really get much worse, could they? And about Brandon, I think it’s a good thing that he left. You want to be with someone you really love. To make a marriage work, there has to be something special there. It’s better to not get married at all than to marry the wrong person.”

 

Autumn gave her friend a grateful smile. What she was saying sounded a lot like what her uncle had said, and she thought that it was probably true. She wanted to get married, but she wanted to do it right. The truth was, she probably hadn’t been as in love with Brandon as she thought she was. She would just have to keep believing that there was someone else out there for her.

 






CHAPTER SIX


 

“Thank you for doing this. You don’t know how much it means to them. To all of us, really.”

 

Autumn smiled at the young woman who was leading her to the kitchen. She had been tasked with showing Autumn around the kitchen and explaining the instructions for the meals.

 

“I feel so bad for what happened,” she said. “Benson’s death must have been a shock to everyone. I know the staff here has full schedules, and trying to make meals on top of that must be hard. My aunt and uncle love this place, and it’s been great for them, so I’m happy to help however I can.”

 

“Mr. Holt is already gathering applications for the position, but he probably won’t hire anyone until the new year. The holiday season is just so busy, and not many people are looking for jobs a week or two before Christmas. Not permanent ones, anyway. It’s hard to find someone who wants to work for the salary that we can offer, most of the really skilled cooks can make a lot more money running their own restaurant, and he also doesn’t want to hire someone who’s just looking for an easy job. Cook Benson actually wanted to volunteer his time here, but Mr. Holt insisted on paying him.”

 

“Do you know if the police figured out what happened?” It had only been a few days since the man’s death, but life at the assisted living home had to go on. The residents still needed care, and they needed to eat. While Autumn wasn’t a highly trained cook, she had always enjoyed cooking, and unlike the staff members who had been pitching in in the kitchen for the past few days, she would be able to dedicate her time here without letting other responsibilities go by the wayside.

 

“I have no idea,” the young woman said, shaking her head. Her name was Natalie, and to Autumn she looked like she was just out of high school. “One of the nurses quit, and another staff member left as well, because they think he was killed on purpose.  I don’t know where the rumor came from, but I’ve heard people saying that it’s the doctor who did it.”

 

She lowered her voice for the last sentence. Autumn frowned. The only person that she had mentioned anything to was Alicia, but her friend wouldn’t have told anyone here. That meant the news of the doctor’s administrative leave must have spread faster than expected. 

 

“What have you heard?” she asked, wondering how much the young woman knew.

 

“Just that she’s the one that was supposed to get the keys to the medicine cabinet, but she never got them. I know it sounds far-fetched – why would she want to kill Cook Benson? – but at the same time, everyone that I’ve spoken to that was there the day it happened seems to agree that she ran off to get the keys and never came back. I don’t know what to think, and I guess it’s not any of my business. I’m just here to take care of the residents.”

 

“You’re right, it’s not something that we need to figure out ourselves. Better to leave that for the police. Right now, I’m more concerned about learning my way around this kitchen.”

 

That was the truth. The assisted living facility’s kitchen was much larger than she had remembered, with a cold, almost industrial feel to it. Everything was made out of stainless steel, and it was nothing like her warm, inviting kitchen at home.

 

“I helped the cook a couple of times,” Natalie said. “That’s probably why they asked me to show you around. There are thirty residents here, but on the holidays, we have a lot more people because families come to visit. Christmas is going to be pretty busy, so you will probably want to get some helpers too.”

 

“Since you already know your way around, would you like to help me out? I could use your help tonight, too, if you have time.”

 

“I’d love to help you for Christmas dinner, but I can’t tonight. My shift ends in three hours, then I have to leave. I’m taking night classes, and the semester ends next week, so I have a lot of studying to do. You’ll be fine, though. Tonight’s going to be a quiet night. We don’t usually have that many extra guests during the weekdays. It will probably just be the residents here for dinner.”

 

She thought that Natalie was trying to reassure her, but the thought of making dinner for thirty people was overwhelming. She had never cooked for so many people all at once. What had she gotten herself into? She was in over her head.

 

“This is the menu for the rest of the month. All of the residents get a print out the menu, so you should probably stick to it. Everything should be low-sodium; the residents that don’t have to watch their sodium intake can add salt to their meals when it’s on the table. There should be a book with all the recipes around here somewhere. Some of the desserts are premade, and we just heat them up, but we try to make everything else from scratch. I know a lot of people complain that the food is bland, but don’t pay them any attention. Just follow the recipes and the menu, and things will be all right.”

 

“And what if there are more guests than usual? Will I have to modify the recipes?”

 

“Yes, but there’s a handy chart that will tell you how to adjust the ingredients. You should try to make three to four extra servings for each meal in case someone drops a plate on the floor or a guest arrives unexpectedly.”

 

“Okay,” Autumn said. “It looks like tonight is meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green beans, and brownies for dessert?”

 

“Yep. Here’s the recipe book. I think the meatloaf is on page thirty-six. Make sure that you mash the potatoes well, because some of the residents can’t chew very well. Before Mr. Holt took over, we used the dried potato mix, but now we have to use real potatoes. It’s a bit of a pain, but people like them better, so I suppose it’s worth it.”

 

“Where will I find everything I need to start cooking?”

 

“The potatoes and spices are in the pantry, meat and milk are in the fridge of course. The brownie mix is in the pantry as well, and I think you’ll need two or three boxes. Pots and pans will be in the cupboards, other than the ones hanging above the stove. I’m sure you’ll be able to find everything, feel free to look around. There’s a few hours before dinner, so you have some time to familiarize yourself with the kitchen. Do you think there’s anything else you might need?”

 

“No, I guess not,” Autumn said, trying to keep the doubt out of her voice. “It seems pretty self-explanatory. I suppose I’ll get started. You go and do what you need to do.”

 

“Good luck. Mr. Holt will be in later today, so if you need anything else, he’ll be able to help you.”

 

Natalie gave her a cheery wave then left the kitchen. Autumn stood next to the island that housed the expansive stove range, feeling alone and overwhelmed. She told herself that she was only going to be doing this a couple of days a week until Christmas. It was the right thing to do. It wasn’t like she had anything better to do with her time, anyway. At least this way, she would be making a difference, and it would also give her something to take her mind off of the mess that her life had become.

 

“Potatoes,” she said, looking down at the recipe book. “Let’s start with those.”

 

It took her the better part of an hour to first find the bowls, knives, and peeler, and then wash and peel the potatoes by hand. By the time the potatoes were cubed and ready to be boiled, she sorely needed a break. She made her way to the bathroom. After using the facilities, she washed her hands and stared at herself in the mirror. She didn’t feel quite so overwhelmed anymore. It had been relaxing to stand at the sink peeling potatoes for an hour. Her mind had been free to wander, but instead of thinking about all the things that had gone wrong, she had been thinking about the future, and what she could do to make it better. First things first, she had decided she needed to find a new job. She didn’t have the faintest clue where she would start looking, but was sure that the Internet could help her with that. She should treat this as an opportunity to try to follow her dreams. If she could start work as a sous chef somewhere, she might be able to make enough money to support herself while she got the training she needed to become a real chef, then she could spend the rest of her life doing something that she actually enjoyed.

 

Feeling a little bit better about the coming months, she returned to the kitchen, greeting Mrs. Zimmer and a couple of other familiar faces on her way. Once in the kitchen, she filled the largest pot she could find with water from the sink and put it on the stove. She was just about to turn on the gas burner when something made her hesitate. She hadn’t yet turned the dial, but the air smelled strongly of gas. Something was wrong.

 

The hair on the back of her neck prickling, she looked down at the stove and saw that all of the dials had already been turned to high. Horrified, she quickly turned them off. They couldn’t have been on for the entire hour that she was peeling the potatoes — she would have noticed the smell — which meant that someone must have snuck in and turned them on when she went to the bathroom. Who would do such a thing? Chilled, she realized that this meant that Cook Benson’s death hadn’t been an accident after all. Someone was actively trying to kill the cooks at the assisted living home.

 






CHAPTER SEVEN


 

“Are you sure that you didn’t bump the dials, or turn them on and then forget about them?” Nick Holt asked her.

 

“I’m sure,” she said. “I may not have much experience in a large kitchen like this, but I’m not stupid. I know not to turn gas burners on without lighting them.”

 

He shook his head, staring at the stove in the center of the kitchen warily. “I can’t believe this. If you had lit one of the burners, the entire kitchen might have burned down. You could have died. This could have destroyed the entire home. Who would do something like this?”

 

“Maybe one of the residents just got confused?” Natalie suggested. Autumn had run into her when she rushed to Nick’s office after turning the burners off.

 

“It’s possible, I suppose,” Nick said. “But nothing like this has ever happened before. Natalie, I’m going to ask you to gather the staff. We need to figure out what happened here.”

 

“It can’t be a coincidence,” Autumn said. Her initial fear had passed, and now she was angry. Someone had tried to kill her, and she was certainly going to take it personally. “First Cook Benson dies, and no one can find an EpiPen for him, then this happens. Someone’s trying to kill anyone who works in the kitchen.”

 

“Why would someone want to do that?” Nick asked. “Killing our cooks doesn’t achieve anything, other than making the staff more stressed and taking away a member of our team. There’s no benefit to stopping the kitchen from working.”

 

“I know it doesn’t make sense, but it also doesn’t make sense that there would be two accidents, one fatal and one potentially fatal, in the same room in a matter of days. I’m just as happy to believe in coincidences you are, but this is a bit much for me.”

 

“I understand if you don’t want to volunteer here any longer,” he said. “And trust me, I will be looking into this. I won’t let this slide.”

 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do yet,” Autumn said. “Are you going to call the police?”

 

He hesitated. “If questioning the staff and residents doesn’t turn anything up, then I might,” he said. “I don’t want to waste their time, though. I know everyone here, and I’ll be able to get the truth out of them much more quickly than the police would. We don’t have any interior security cameras – all part of trying to make this place feel like a home, not the medical facility that it is. There isn’t anything that the police could do that I can’t.”

 

“I still think they should know. It might help them with their investigation into Benson’s death,” she said. He nodded. Glad that he had agreed with her, she continued, saying, “What should I do now? Should I try to finish the meatloaf?”

 

“You can head home if you want,” he said. “I don’t think anything in the kitchen should be touched. If I do have to call the police, they might want to dust for fingerprints. If you’d like to stay for dinner, you’re free to, of course. We will probably order pizza again. It may not be the healthiest thing in the world, but the residents like it, and it will help distract them from thinking about what almost happened.”

 

Autumn bit her lip, then decided that she had already planned to be here for the evening, so she might as well stay. “I’ll stick around for dinner. Let me know if you need any help.”

 

“I will,” he said. He looked at her, and she saw surprise in his expression. He hadn’t expected her to stay. “Thank you, Autumn. It really means a lot that you’re staying to help.”

 

 

 

Autumn joined her aunt and uncle, who were in their shared room together. When Uncle Albert saw her, despite her protests, he rose to hug her. Her Aunt Lucy, who was still unable to form clear words, and had limited mobility in her face and her right leg and arm, gave her the best smile she could.

 

“Hi, Aunt Lucy,” Autumn said, bending down to hug her aunt. “It’s good to see you.”

 

“Is dinner ready?” her uncle asked, looking at his watch. “It’s a bit early.”

 

“No, there won’t be any meatloaf tonight,” she said. “Something came up.”

 

She told them both all about what had happened.

 

“Nick thinks it was an accident – that some confused resident went in and did it without knowing what would happen.”

 

“Do you think it was something else,” her uncle said. “Do you think someone did it on purpose?”

 

“How can I not?” She shook her head. “It can’t be a coincidence. Not with what happened on Sunday.”

 

“But why would someone try to kill the cook?”

 

She threw up her hands, then felt bad for taking her exasperation and frustration out on her uncle. “I don’t know. All I know about this place is what I hear when I visit you guys. Uncle Albert, do you know anyone that might have some reason to want to disrupt the kitchen? Someone who hates the food here, or hated Benson, or anything like that?”

 

“Well, the food has never been great,” he said with a chuckle. “I know it’s not the cook’s fault, though. They have to give us all this low-sodium stuff, since a lot of us have issues with blood pressure and cholesterol. Plenty of people complain about it, but I don’t think anyone would actually do anything about it. Eating bland food isn’t exactly a good reason to commit murder. And Benson was great. He was always happy to laugh, and loved listening to the stories some of the residents told him. He was a good guy. He could have been making a lot more money cooking somewhere else, but he chose to work here. I don’t know anyone who would want to see him dead.”

 

Autumn sighed and sat down. Her aunt reached out with her good hand and patted Autumn’s arm. She gave her aunt a tight smile. Her emotions were a tangle right now. She was angry at what had happened, frightened by the thought of someone trying to kill her, and frustrated to know that she couldn’t do anything about any of it. All she wanted was to have a nice, quiet holiday season, do some good work in her spare time, and find a new job. She didn’t want to be involved in whatever was going on here, but at the same time, she couldn’t back out now. Not with her aunt and uncle still here. She would make good on her promise to cook some of the dinners, and just be sure to keep her guard up while she was there. She would double check everything before she used it.

 

About an hour later, someone knocked on the door to her aunt and uncle’s room. She got up and opened it to find Nick Holt standing outside with a box of pizza.

 

“I come bearing dinner,” he said. “I was wondering, would you mind if I join the three of you? Everyone’s eating in their rooms tonight. The police are here, and they’re going through the kitchen now.”

 

Autumn looked over her shoulder to check with her aunt and uncle before she said, “Yes, of course, come on in.”

 

She took the pizza box from him, placing it on the coffee table. Her uncle got up and pulled some paper plates and napkins out of the cupboard. She helped him carry them over to the table, and the four of them settled down to eat.

 

“So, I take it you didn’t find out anything from the staff?” she asked the director.

 

“Unfortunately, no. None of the staff remember seeing anyone go towards the kitchen, but we are a little bit understaffed as it is. None of the residents were able to help either. Someone suggested that the kitchen was haunted, and now that’s the most popular theory going around.”

 

“Better than the rumor about Justine,” Autumn said.

 

He raised an eyebrow.

 

“Natalie told me that people are saying that she let Benson die on purpose. I don’t know how it got started, but I feel bad for her.”

 

“So do I,” Nick said. “Telling her that she was being put on administrative leave is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. She’s a good woman, and I know that she didn’t do it on purpose. But at the same time, I have to think about the residents’ well-being. At least she’s not here to hear the rumors about her. I will have to talk to the staff about it.”

 

“Well, this is the most exciting thing that has happened since we moved in,” Uncle Albert said. “Benson’s death is terrible, of course, but there is nothing like a good mystery. When you find a new cook, will you tell them about what happened?”

 

“Yes,” Nick said. “I already thought about that. Whoever decides to work here deserves to know the possibility that the incidents are connected. Of course, it will probably take a while to hire someone new. I’m just glad Autumn has agreed to stay on for a while.”

 

“What?” her uncle asked, putting down his slice of pizza. “Autumn, I thought you had more sense than that. You can’t stay here and put yourself in danger for us.”

 

“Look, like Nick says, we don’t even know if what happened was connected,” she said. “Even though I don’t think it’s a coincidence, that doesn’t mean that I am right. I would feel bad if I left and someone else got hurt. I’ll just be careful from now on.”

 

“You better be,” her uncle said. “I’ll keep an eye out for you. I’ve got some friends here that will help as well. If anyone suspicious gets near the kitchen, you’ll know about it.”

 






CHAPTER EIGHT


 

The next day was one of her rare days off, when Jeb would be managing the day-to-day tasks at the store, and she was free to do whatever she wanted. It was a Thursday; not exactly prime time for going out and having fun, but she didn’t mind. After the busy week that she had had, she was glad to be able to just relax on her own with Frankie. The little terrier was perfectly content to lay on her lap while she sat on the couch and caught up with her favorite shows. She reheated leftovers, made some hot chocolate, and even turned on the gas fire in the fireplace. The hiss of the gas reminded her of what had happened the day before, and she felt her mood plummet, even as she sipped her hot cocoa. The police had found nothing. They still had no idea who had done it, or whether it had been on purpose, or an accident. Even worse, she had seen some of the staff looking at her suspiciously when she left the evening before. She didn’t know why anyone would suspect her, but was sure that there must be a rumor flying around similar to the one about Justine.

 

She kept telling herself that she would be perfectly safe when she went back to cook dinner that evening. Even if someone had tried to hurt her before, they wouldn’t try it again, not with the police already on alert.

 

“Okay, that’s enough moping around,” she said as the credits ran on one of her shows. She got up, Frankie hopping off her lap. Autumn carried her mug into the kitchen and set it in the sink. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

 

She put on her warmest socks, then pulled on her winter boots and a fluffy parka. She added a wool hat and a scarf to the ensemble, and clipped Frankie’s leash to her collar before she put on her gloves. It was cold outside, and flurries of snow were falling from the gray sky. Regardless, it was beautiful. The world outside was a white wonderland. Even though it was daytime, some of her neighbors had their Christmas lights on, and the soft glow made her heart lift. A walk around the block with her dog would be perfect to clear her mind of gloomy thoughts.

 

She locked the door behind her and started down the sidewalk, her dog sniffing and bounding through the snow. She waved to one of her neighbors, who was shoveling snow off of his driveway. When she got back, she would begin looking for a job. She loved this place, and didn’t want to leave it.

 

 

She was coming back around the block when she saw someone standing on her porch. Her first thought was that it was one of the police, hopefully coming to clear up what had happened the day before. Then she recognized the car parked in front of her house. It was just Brandon.

 

She called out to him as she drew nearer. He turned, looking surprised to see her out.

 

“I thought you were just ignoring me,” he said. “I suppose I should have guessed that you weren’t in when I didn’t hear Frankie barking.”

 

“We just took a walk. I wanted to clear my mind. What are you doing here?”

 

“I came to apologize,” he said. “I want to talk to you. Can we go in? It’s freezing out here, and I don’t have gloves on.”

 

She nodded, reaching into her pocket for her keys as she tried to sort out how she felt. So much had happened since he had broken up with her, and he hadn’t really been at the top of her list of priorities. She supposed that she was glad to see him, and she didn’t really harbor any anger toward him. She was much more concerned with the attacks at the assisted living home than with anything he might have to say.

 

“Come on in,” she said. “We can sit in the living room if you’d like. Do you want some hot chocolate? I had some earlier, but if you want, I’d be happy to make some more.”

 

“No thanks,” he said. “Actually, on second thought, sure. Why not? ‘Tis the season.”

 

She removed her outdoor gear and unclipped Frankie’s leash before pouring milk into the kettle on the stove. While it heated up to a simmer, she got out the package of hot chocolate and the mug.

 

“So, what did you want to talk about?” she asked.

 

“I guess I just want to see how you’re doing,” he said. “I called you yesterday, but you ignored me.”

 

“Oh, I was at the assisted living home. I’m volunteering there; cooking dinners on my evenings off.”

 

“That’s nice of you,” he said.

 

“Yeah,” she said absently as she poured the hot milk into the mug of cocoa.

 

“Autumn, what’s wrong?” he asked, putting his hand on her shoulder.

 

She bit her lip, wishing he would stop. He had wanted to end it, and it was over. Why couldn’t he just leave her be now?

 

“I just wish the circumstances were different,” she said, handing him the mug of hot chocolate.

 

“What do you mean?” he asked as he followed her into the living room.

 

“I mean, I wish I wasn’t volunteering there because I was covering for someone who died.”

 

“Someone died? What happened?”

 

She realized that he probably didn’t know anything about Benson’s death. He had never been much of one for the news, and she didn’t even know if the papers would have had anything in them about the death. It had only been a few days ago. How quickly did papers print the obituaries? She sat in the armchair, forcing him to sit on the couch, and told him about the cook’s death, and the near disaster with the gas in the kitchen.

 

“Are you serious, Autumn? You almost died.”

 

“Yeah. So, I’ve been a bit distracted. Plus, the grocery store is closing down, so I have to find somewhere else to work. This isn’t really a great time, Brandon. We can talk later. Let’s give it a couple of months, okay?”

 

“I don’t want to give it that long,” he said. He wrapped his hands around the mug. “I think I might’ve made a mistake.”

 

She frowned. On Sunday morning, she might have been glad to hear his words, but so much had happened recently that their breakup was no longer the most important thing on her mind. Witnessing a death and facing the prospect of losing her job had somehow given her the space to see that Alicia was right. She hadn’t been in love with Brendan. She cared about him, and she had wanted the future that he might have offered, but it wasn’t the sort of romance that she desired.

 

“I don’t think it was a mistake,” she said. “You’re right. I don’t think it was me or you. It was both of us, or neither of us. We just aren’t right for each other. No hard feelings, okay? Just let me figure out everything else that is going on, and we can talk again. We can be friends, like you wanted. I would enjoy that. I really did care about you, Brandon. I still do. I enjoyed spending the past year dating you. It was… nice. I had a lot of fun.”

 

He stared at her for a moment, then gave a dry chuckle. “I came here to try to repair things between us. I guess that was silly of me. I’m sorry for hurting you, Autumn.”

 

“Like I said, no hard feelings.” Even though she had come to terms with the fact that he wasn’t the one for her, thinking about their breakup still stung. She had been so sure that they would get married, and she felt ridiculous to think about how blind she had been. 

 

“I guess I really messed up, huh?” he said. “I’m sorry to bother you. I’ll be going now. I want you to be careful, though. Okay? Whatever’s going on at the assisted living home, it sounds dangerous. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

 

“I’ll be careful,” she promised. “My aunt and uncle are there, they will watch out for me. Nick also said he would keep an eye out for me and asked the staff to do the same. Someone has to cook the meals, and I really do enjoy it. I will just have to hope that I’m wrong, and everything was a coincidence.”

 

“Nick?” 

 

“Oh, he’s the director of the home. He’s a good guy. He seems to really care about his job.”

 

“Ah.” Brandon fell silent. Autumn frowned. 

 

“What?

 

“Nothing. It’s not my business anymore, I suppose. Here. Sorry I didn’t drink much of the hot chocolate.” He gave her a tight smile. “I’ll see you sometime. I’ll talk to you after the holidays.”

 

Puzzled and slightly hurt at his sudden departure, Autumn watched him go. Her emotions were a mess. She knew that Alicia was right. She hadn’t been in love with Brandan, and she didn’t want to waste her life being married to someone that she didn’t really love. At the same time, some small part of her brain wondered if she had done the right thing. Should she have taken him back? Was it time to settle? Was he her last chance at having a family?

 






CHAPTER NINE


 

Her relationship troubles were relegated to the back burner by the time that she went into work the next day. Thursday evening, she had successfully cooked dinner for the entire assisted living home. Everything had gone smoothly, and she hadn’t felt endangered once. Even better, some of the residents had come forward to compliment her afterward. Not only had she made a meal for thirty people without burning anything, they had liked it enough to thank her.

 

It was a good feeling, to know that she had done something right. She had thoroughly enjoyed making the meal, and was already looking forward to going back on Saturday to do it again. Before long, it would be Christmas, her favorite day of the year. She would spend most of the day there, preparing the Christmas feast that they would enjoy together the evening of the holiday. The thought cheered her up even more. She wouldn’t have enjoyed sitting at home alone all by herself.  Now, she would be spending it with her aunt and uncle, surrounded by the people that she had gotten to know at the assisted living home.

 

“Hi, Ms. Roth,” Grace, one of her employees, said when she got in. Autumn smiled at the younger woman.

 

“Hi, Grace,” she replied. “How are you doing today?”

 

“Great. I love working at this time of year. Everything just feels so festive. I’m looking forward to the time off around Christmas. I love that Jeb closes the store for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. A lot of places make their employees work through the holiday now.”

 

“He’s a good guy,” Autumn said. She frowned, thinking about the store’s fate. She hated being the only one that knew about it.

 

“Is something wrong?” Grace asked her.

 

“I’m just tired,” she replied. She forced herself to smile. “I’m going to go take my coat off, then I’ll come back here to help you restock the shelves.”

 

She told herself that she wasn’t lying. She was tired. She had been up late the night before looking for new jobs.

 

She managed to keep the secret for the next few hours. She focused on her work, restocking shelves, helping customers find what they needed, and wiping the registers clean periodically throughout the day. In the early afternoon, she was surprised to see a familiar face.

 

“Nick?” she said.

 

The director of the assisted living home turned around and gave her a smile. “Autumn. It’s a small world. I was just thinking about you.” He took in her khaki pants, her green shirt, and her name tag. “Do you work here?”

 

“Yep,” she said. “This is my day job, when I’m not moonlighting at the assisted living home.”

 

“I must have seen you around here before, but I didn’t realize it. It’s a nice store. I like the owner. His mother was at the home until last year, when she passed away.”

 

Autumn remembered Jeb’s mother’s funeral. She hadn’t realized the older woman had lived at Asheville Meadows.

 

“Can I help you find anything?” she asked.

 

“Nope,” he said. “I’m just here to pick some groceries up. I should probably start making lists, but I never seem to quite get around to it. I usually just walk the aisles and pick up whatever looks good.”

 

She smiled. “Well, that’s one way to do it.”

 

“I’ll see you Saturday, right? Some of the residents have family visiting, so it will be a bit of a bigger meal. Are you up to it? You did such a good job last night.”

 

“I’m sure I will manage,” she said. “Do you know if Natalie or any of the other staff will be able to help me?”

 

“Natalie asked me earlier today if she could have a couple of hours off from her normal duties to help. I told her to knock herself out. I can’t thank you enough for helping out, Autumn. It really means a lot to everyone there.”

 

“I enjoy it,” she said. “I’ve always loved cooking. When I was younger, I used to dream of opening my own restaurant.”

 

“What’s stopping you? You still could.”

 

She frowned. “I don’t know about that. I would need the money to get started up, and I don’t really have any experience other than the cooking I’ve done for fun. I mean I suppose I have some experience running a business, thanks to this job. But I don’t want to get in over my head. I don’t have anyone to help me, and it would be too much to manage on my own.”

 

“I’m pretty sure that you could do it, if you set your mind to it. Or at least, I get that feeling from your aunt and uncle. Your uncle talks very highly of you. They love that you visit so much.”

 

“I know it’s what I would want if I were in their shoes,” she said. “Family is important. My mom visits when she can, but she lives across the country. My younger sister is only a few hours away, but she is busy with her own family. I figure it’s the least I can do.”

 

“It’s more than most people do, and I respect that a lot.” He gave her a half wave and began to walk away, then hesitated. “I hope this doesn’t seem inappropriate, but would you want to go out to dinner with me next week?”

 

She stared at him, surprised. “Are you asking me on a date?”

 

“Don’t worry, I won’t be offended if you say no. I probably shouldn’t have asked anyway, I know a lot has been going on lately.”

 

“I would love to,” she said, smiling at him.

 

He returned her smile. “How about Monday?”

 

“That would be good. We can talk more tomorrow while I am cooking dinner. I’m looking forward to it.”

 

“Me too.”

 

Her heart was lighter than ever as she went about her work. She had been completely blindsided when he asked her out, but now she couldn’t stop thinking about him. He was handsome, and from what she had seen, was a kind person. She felt a little bit guilty for moving on from Brandon so quickly, but she told herself that he was the one who had ended it. It wasn’t like she was being disloyal to him.

 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Grace said, approaching Autumn in her coat.

 

“Have a nice evening,” she said. “Drive safely. The roads look like they are getting bad again.”

 

“I will,” her employee said cheerily. “Next time you see me, I will be driving a new car. I finally have enough saved up to make a down payment on a vehicle that I have been in love with for the past few months. The payments are bit steep, but it will be worth it. I think I’m up for a raise sometime soon, too.”

 

Autumn froze, her stomach swooping. Grace didn’t know that the grocery store was going to shut down. She was planning on having this job for a long time to come. She knew that she couldn’t let her employee get tied into a contract with payments that she may not be able to make after January.

 

“Grace, wait,” she said. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

 

Her employee turned towards her, her face puzzled. Autumn knew that her tone had been sharp, and she felt even more guilty.

 

“I’m sorry. I just couldn’t let you go out there and make a mistake.” She looked around to make sure they were alone, then lowered her voice. “Don’t tell anyone else yet, but Jeb is going to close this store for good. It will be closing at the end of January.”

 

The employee stared at her, her eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

 

“After January, none of us will have jobs. I thought you should know before you make a commitment like buying a car.”

 

“When was he going to tell us?”

 

“Not until after Christmas,” Autumn said. “He didn’t want to wreck anyone’s holiday.”

 

“Oh, my goodness,” the employee said. “Thank you for telling me. I guess… I guess the car will have to wait. I will have to find another job. Where are you going to work?”

 

“I don’t know yet,” Autumn said. “I sent in a couple of applications, but I won’t know anything for a while. Please, don’t tell the others, okay?”

 

“Why not? They deserve to know too. People need time to find work before this place shuts down.” 

 

“I agree. I… I just want time to think about it for a little longer, okay?” 

 

Her employee nodded hesitantly. Autumn watched her go. Her heart was heavy once more. She knew that Grace was right. She had an announcement to make.

 






CHAPTER TEN


 

Autumn stood in front of the mirror, looking at herself critically. Her red hair was as tame as it would get, and her makeup did nothing to hide the sprinkle of freckles across her nose, but all in all, she didn’t think she looked too bad.

 

“Get out here, I want to see you,” Alicia called from the other room.

 

“Hold on, give me a second.”

 

She freshened up her lipstick, and smiled at herself. First dates were always exciting. She could remember the first time that she and Brandon had gone out; they had seen a movie, and had gotten coffee afterward. She had liked how gentle and nervous he had been during the evening. He had been nice and unthreatening, and even though she hadn’t felt a spark, she had agreed to see him again. Things had gone on from there.

 

She had no idea what to expect from this evening with Nick. She had only ever seen him at the assisted living home, other than that once at the grocery store. At work, he was always thinking about a million other things, all of which were important. It would be odd to have his attention focused only on her, and it made her nervous. She was surprised at the butterflies in her stomach. She hadn’t felt that way about Brandon in a long time, if ever.

 

“Autumn, come on. You asked me to come over and help you get ready, but all I’ve done is sit on your couch and pet your dog.”

 

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she replied. She left the bathroom and walked into the living room, standing in front of her friend. Alicia twirled a finger, and Autumn turned around slowly.

 

“I like it,” her friend said. “The dress is a good color on you.”

 

She was wearing a dark green dress that she had dug out of her closet, along with pantyhose and black boots. The boots were required; the snow was coming down heavily, and didn’t show any signs of stopping soon.

 

“You sure it’s not too… Christmassy? With my red hair, I always feel like a walking Christmas ornament whenever I wear green.”

 

“Don’t be ridiculous. You look hot, and not at all like a Christmas ornament. What necklace are you wearing?”

 

“It is the one my mom gave me when I moved here.” Autumn looked down at the delicate silver four-point compass around her neck. “She said it was to remind me to follow my own path, and not settle for someone else’s.”

 

“That is good advice,” her friend said. “So, this guy, Nick. What’s he like?”

 

“He’s handsome,” Autumn said. “And confident. From what I’ve seen, he tries to treat everyone fairly. I think he has a good heart, even though he has a lot on his plate right now.”

 

“Now the big question,” Alicia said. “Why isn’t he married?”

 

Autumn raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

 

“Well, if he is as handsome and confident as you say, why is he single?”

 

“Maybe he just hasn’t met the right person yet. Just because he’s single in his mid-thirties doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with him. Look at me.”

 

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” her friend said. “You’re right, there is nothing wrong with being single. I guess it’s just that I know so many single women who always complained that all the good guys are taken, that whenever someone meets a single guy who seems too good to be true, I always worry that it is.”

 

Autumn wished that Alicia hadn’t brought the subject up. Now, she couldn’t stop wondering. Why was he single? Trying to push the paranoid thoughts out of her mind, she straightened up and looked at the clock. He would be there soon.

 

“Do you want me to leave?” her friend asked.

 

“No, you should stay. You can meet him, then we can talk when I get back. There’s some wine in the fridge, help yourself. You know how to work the TV. If Frankie has to go out, just put her out back. She won’t want to be outside for long, not with the snow.”

 

“A dog after my own heart,” the other woman said. “I’m not fond of all of this snow either. I need to live somewhere warmer.”

 

“Don’t you dare move away,” Autumn said. “You’re my best friend, you aren’t allowed to go anywhere.”

 

“I suppose I’ll stay here just for you,” Alicia responded with a grin. “My husband has nothing to do with it, of course.”

 

“Oh, Rory would follow you anywhere,” Autumn said. 

 

“Maybe it’s a good idea. He and I can move somewhere nice and warm, and you could come with us. You need to switch careers anyway, so you might as well do it somewhere with nicer weather.”

 

“I’m happy here,” she said. The truth was, she loved the snow. It was so beautiful, and she loved the changing seasons. She would not want to live somewhere that didn’t get snow in the winter.

 

“I guess I’ll keep chugging along here, then,” her friend said. “Whatever happened with that guy that died at Asheville Meadows?”

 

“Nothing,” she replied. “As far as I know, it was an accident. The police haven’t found anything incriminating. He was allergic to peanut butter, and the kitchen had some peanut butter powder to add to some of the residents’ food. A lot of them don’t eat as much as they need to, and it is high in protein and calcium. He ingested some, somehow, and that was that.”

 

“It still seems suspicious, doesn’t it? What about the lady who didn’t get to the key on time?”

 

“As far as I know, they haven’t found anything out about her either. Nick thinks that she just panicked and overlooked the keys. No one has found evidence to contradict him yet.”

 

“So do you feel safe there now? No more weird incidents like when the kitchen almost blew up?”

 

Autumn hesitated. Nothing else had happened, but a couple of time she had gotten goosebumps while she was in the kitchen, with the feeling that somebody was watching her. Maybe it was ridiculous, but her gut still told her that something there was wrong.

 

“Nothing else has happened, so I suppose I do,” she said at last.

 

“You don’t sound certain,” Alicia said.

 

“It’s fine,” Autumn said. “I don’t think I’m in danger. Even if somebody was trying to kill the cook, it would be too dangerous for them to try again. The police have already been called out twice.”

 

“Okay.” Her friend didn’t sound convinced, but it appeared that she had decided to let the subject drop. “Do you think you will keep working there after the holidays?”

 

“I doubt it,” she replied. “I’m sure Nick will hire someone more qualified. I have already been looking for other jobs. I have an interview at the feed store later this week.”

 

“The feed store? Will that pay enough?”

 

“They’re looking for a full-time manager, and it includes benefits, so I’m sure I will be able to survive on it. I’ll miss the grocery store though. The people there feel like family.”

 

“I’m sure you’ll be just as close with the new people wherever you end up working,” her friend said. “You’re good at that.”

 

Autumn smiled at her, then shot up when she heard the doorbell ring. Frankie took off for the door, barking. “That must be him.”

 






CHAPTER ELEVEN


 

She saw Nick’s eyes light up when she answered the door, and she felt herself blush. He had cleaned up nicely; he was wearing a black button-down shirt and black slacks, with a wool coat over it all. There was a dusting of snow on his shoulders and his hair.

 

“Are you ready to go?” he asked. “Or do you need a few more minutes? I know I’m a little bit early. Oh, who’s this?” He bent down to let Frankie sniff his hands.

 

“That’s Frankie. She barks at everyone, just ignore her. I have to go grab my purse, then we can leave.”

 

She hurried into the living room and took her purse off the coffee table. Alicia followed her back toward the door. Autumn made the introductions, then shooed Frankie back inside and left with Nick.

 

“Thanks for picking me up,” she said.

 

“I wouldn’t want to make you drive through the snow on your own like this,” he said. “I don’t think your car could handle it.”

 

She followed him toward his SUV, which he had parked alongside the curb. He held the passenger door for her and she got in, admiring the heated leather seats inside.

 

“This must be nice for snow,” she said. 

 

“It also comes in handy when I need to haul something for one of the residents. Not all of them have family that can move furniture for them.”

 

 

He drove them to the Fresh Harvest Inn, parking close to the door and then holding the passenger door open for her. Autumn smiled as she got out of the car. So far, so good. She was looking forward to dinner. She didn’t eat out much on her own, preferring to cook at home or get takeout. Come to think of it, it had been a while since she and Brandon had been on a nice date like this.

 

“Sorry, our options are a bit limited around here. I figured we shouldn’t drive too far, since the snow is supposed to keep coming down.”

 

“I love this place,” she said. “They have great food, and the kitchen is run by one of my uncle’s friends.”

 

“I know, he stops by the assisted living home pretty often. He’s actually one of the first people I called when I realized that we would need a new cook.”

 

“Oh? Is he going to start working at Asheville Meadows?”

 

“He politely declined,” Nick told her. “He said he wanted to stay in his own kitchen, and I understand that.”

 

“I’ll keep volunteering there as long as I can,” Autumn told him. “I’m not sure what my work schedule will be like coming into the new year, though. I’ll be starting a new job soon.”

 

Their conversation paused while they were seated and placed their drink orders. Once the server had walked away from the table, Nick said, “You said you’re starting a new job? Where?”

 

“I’m not sure yet,” she said. 

 

“Do you have any leads?”

 

“I have one. It’s just at the feed store, and I’m going in for an interview this week,” she said.

 

“What about your restaurant?”

 

She smiled. “That is just a silly dream. I need something that will actually make money.”

 

“Well, would you be interested in working full-time as a cook for me? You would learn to make every low-sodium recipe in the book.”

 

She laughed. “If only I had some actual experience cooking professionally, I would love it.”

 

“Well, you’ve been getting plenty of experience this past week. As far as I’ve seen, you seem to be handling it perfectly well. Everyone loves your food, there have been no complaints – which is a rarity – and I’ve seen you while you are cooking. You look happy.”

 

She realized that he was serious. “Are you really offering me a job?”

 

“If you want it, it’s yours. I will have to clear it with the board, but I don’t see why they would disapprove. The job description requires experience in the kitchen, but it doesn’t say how much, and as I said, you have already proven yourself.”

 

“Wow. I… can I have time to think about it?”

“Of course. Just let me know what you decide. I think you would be a good match for the position, but if you would rather work somewhere else, I completely understand.”

 

She fell silent, looking at her menu as an excuse to be alone with her thoughts for a few minutes. The job offer had come as a complete surprise. Why had he done it? She really didn’t have any experience in a professional kitchen, other than the volunteer work that she had done for the past week. He was going out on a limb for her, and he didn’t even know her that well. Was he offering her the job because he thought she would be good at it, or because he was interested in her? It was a lot to think about, and she wanted to talk it over with Alicia first before deciding.

 

Deciding to turn the conversation away from herself, she asked Nick about his job. “What made you decide to start working there? Did you move to town for the position?”

 

“Well, like I said, I’ve seen the way that some of these places are run. My own grandmother was in one that wasn’t great. A lot of these people, well, they don’t really have anyone else in their lives. This is the end of the road for them, and if I can make the last months or years a little bit better, I’m happy to do so. It may not be what I thought I would want to do when I was a kid, but I’m happy here, and I don’t think I would want to do anything else now. And yes, I moved to town for the job. The position opened up just as I was wanting to move. It was like it was meant to be.”

 

“I think it’s wonderful when people are passionate about their jobs,” she said. As she spoke, she realized that she had never worked a job that she was passionate about. She liked the grocery store, but she wasn’t crazy about the work itself. Working as a cook at the assisted living home, while it might not be the glamorous restaurant she had imagined as a child, she would be doing something that she actively enjoyed. She shook her head, not wanting to decide on the spot either way. She would go home and talk to Alicia about it, and come back to it later. Nick didn’t seem in a big rush to hire someone before the end of the year, so she wouldn’t be in a hurry either.

 






CHAPTER TWELVE


 

As Christmas got closer, she had less and less time to think about Nick and his offer. She saw him in passing when she was at the assisted living home, but both of them had their hands full doing their jobs. Christmas season was prime time for visiting, and there was a seemingly endless stream of people who were anxious to make sure that their family members were being taken care of. She often had to make extra for dinner, just to accommodate all of the guests. She was glad that they were visiting their families, but it certainly made more work for her and everybody else.

 

 

She woke up earlier than usual on Christmas morning, filled with excitement even though it had been many years since she had woken up as a child to run downstairs and find gifts under the Christmas tree. She had always loved this holiday, though, and was looking forward to even her own small celebrations.

 

She got out of bed, putting on her favorite soft bathrobe and walking downstairs to let Frankie outside. Snow had fallen overnight, but the sky was clear now, and the fresh snow in the backyard glittered. After Frankie was done, Autumn gave her her breakfast – which was the best present in the world as far as the dog was concerned – and made herself a cup of coffee, to which she added a dash of peppermint extract in addition to the usual sugar and milk. Feeling content, she walked back into the living room and sipped her coffee while she listened to Christmas carols on the radio. At nine, she picked up the phone and called her mother, who lived half a continent away.

 

“Merry Christmas, Mom,” she said.

 

“Merry Christmas, Autumn. How are you doing? I hope you aren’t spending the day alone. I’m going to try to fly out to visit next year.”

 

“I’ll be spending the evening with Uncle Albert and Aunt Lucy,” she told her mother. “I might stop and visit Alicia later today. For now, it’s just me and Frankie, but that’s okay.”

 

“I miss you so much, sweetie. We have to have Christmas together one of these years. I love you.”

 

“I love you too, Mom. We’ll see each other soon. It’s been too long already.”

 

After getting off the phone with her mother, she called her sister and had a similar conversation. Michelle put her three-year-old daughter on the line, and Autumn chatted with her niece for a few minutes.

 

“She loves the gift you sent her,” her sister said, taking the phone back. “Thank you, Autumn. You have got to come and visit sometime.”

 

“I will,” Autumn promised. “Once things settle down here, I will drive out there for the weekend.”

 

Feeling the first spark of loneliness that she had felt since waking up, she said her goodbyes and hung up. How had her family ended up so far apart? She missed them all. Once upon a time, they had been close, but now they were all so focused on their own lives that they hardly seemed to have time for each other.

 

Deciding it was time for her own Christmas celebration, she put down her mug of coffee and knelt by the small tree that she had set up in the corner by the fireplace. There were a couple of presents that she had wrapped herself the night before. Two of them were for Frankie. She called the dog over and unwrapped the gifts, giving her a new squeaker toy and a couple of treats from the new package that she had bought. Then she turned to the small gift that she bought for herself; a pair of socks with Cairn terriers on them. It wasn’t much, but she wasn’t comfortable spending her own money on an extravagant gift for herself, especially not when her own financial situation was in such dire straits.

 

“Merry Christmas, Frankie,” she said to the dog. “I’m glad you’re here with me.”

 

The dog, who was busy tearing up the discarded wrapping paper, didn’t look up, but her tail wagged harder. Autumn smiled. She may not have a loved one to spend the day with, but that didn’t mean that she had to be lonely. She had her dog and herself, and even though they lived hundreds of miles apart, she knew that her family was there for her in spirit.

 

A little bit before noon, she got dressed for the day and left the house, making sure Frankie was settled in with her new toy to keep her occupied. She had a bag of gifts for Alicia and Rory, who she was planning to visit before she headed to the assisted living home to start on dinner.

 

Her friend gave her a hug when she got to the door and invited her in. Their house already smelled wonderful; Alicia had gotten an early start on Christmas dinner. Her friend offered her a small glass of wine, and they sat in the living room chatting for a good twenty minutes before Autumn excused herself.

 

“I should get going,” she said. “I have to get started on dinner. We are eating earlier than usual, and there will be quite a few people there. The staff will be eating the Christmas dinner too, and a lot of relatives will be visiting.”

 

“I just love that you’re volunteering there,” Alicia said. “You seem to enjoy it so much. As a plus, you get to see Nick a lot.”

 

“I don’t talk to him much while I’m there,” she admitted. “He’s working. I don’t want to distract him.”

 

“How have things gone since your date?”

 

“Good,” Autumn said. “He’s always very friendly, and he said that he wants to go out again. I told him after the holidays are over would probably be best.”

 

“Why do you want to wait so long?”

 

“I have just been busy at the store, and working at Asheville Meadows in the evenings, and I’m sure he’s busy himself too. I’ve also been job searching, of course.”

 

“You don’t think you’re going to take his offer?”

 

“I don’t know,” Autumn said. “I don’t know if he’s offering me the job because he really thinks I would be good at it, or if he’s just doing it because he likes me and wants to do something nice. I don’t want to take it for the wrong reasons, and I don’t want to get him into trouble with the Board of Directors if I’m not up to the task.” She looked at the clock. “I really have to get going. I don’t think I will decide until after Christmas. We can talk about this more later.”

 

 

It was wonderful to walk into the assisted living home. Nearly every inch of the interior was covered with decorations; there were paper snowflakes that the residents had made, beautiful lights, and two large Christmas trees in the main area. Having been there so much over the past couple of weeks, Autumn had gotten to know many of the residents and staff quite well, and people greeted her warmly when she arrived.

 

Just being there made her heart feel glad. She hung her coat and her purse in the office on one of the hooks, then went to find Natalie, who would be helping her make Christmas dinner.

 

“There you are,” she said when she found the girl at last. “Are you ready to get started?”

 

“Yes, just let me take Mrs. Zimmer to the common room. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

 

Autumn hurried to the kitchen, eager to get started. She poured over the menu, making sure she didn’t miss anything. She had already gone over it a couple of times, but wanted to get everything right. Pot roast would be the main course, with fruit salad, homemade bread, and a variety of pies for dessert. They usually served frozen dinner rolls instead of homemade bread, but tonight was special. Everything would be made from scratch. It was going to be a busy day, but she was glad that all of the residents here would be getting a wonderful homemade meal for Christmas.

 

She decided to start by preparing vegetables for the pot roast. She was busy peeling carrots when Natalie appeared in the kitchen doorway.

 

“Ms. Roth, someone is here to see you.”

 

“Who?” she asked, surprised. If it was Nick, he would have just walked into the kitchen.

 

“Brandon… I can’t remember his last name. I’m sorry.”

 

Brandon was there? What in the world could he want? She hadn’t spoken with him since he had stopped by her house the week before her date with Nick. Hoping that everything was okay, she took off her apron and told Natalie to keep working on the vegetables.

 

She found Brandon waiting in the common room. He was holding a bouquet of roses, which he handed over to her when he saw her.

 

“They’re beautiful,” she said, “What is this about, Brandon?”

 

“I want to apologize. I know our last discussion didn’t go so well. The more I think about it, the surer I am; I made a mistake, Autumn. I know that it will probably take you a while to trust me again, and I want to make it up to you. You are a wonderful person, who I want to be a part of my life for a long time to come.”

 

He pulled her into a hug. She returned it, feeling flustered. She opened her eyes, and over Brandon’s shoulder, she saw Nick. He was staring at the two of them, a hurt expression on his face.

 






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 

She pulled back, out of Brandon’s embrace. She didn’t know if things would go anywhere with Nick, but she wanted to give it a chance. Just one date with him had shown her that there was so much more out there. She cared about Brandon, yes, but things were over between them. He had to accept that.

 

“Brandon, I appreciate the gesture, but you really shouldn’t have come here. I have a job to do, and I have to get back to work. What I said before still stands. I think you were correct when you said that we aren’t right for each other. Maybe we can get a coffee sometime this week and talk about it, but I really do have to go now. I hope you have a wonderful Christmas.”

 

“That’s it?” he said. “Autumn, I miss you so much. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. Please, give me one more chance. I…”

 

Autumn heard a soft whump come from behind her, then heard someone start screaming. She spun around and realized that the sounds had come from the kitchen. Dropping the roses, she rushed forward. She found Natalie beating a fire out of her smoking apron. Her hair was singed, as was her shirtsleeve, and her hand and arm were burned. The oven door was open, and a lighter lay on the floor.

 

“Natalie, what happened?” she asked, kneeling beside the younger woman.

 

“I don’t know,” Natalie sobbed. “I was trying to get the oven lit – the pilot light must’ve gone out – but when I clicked the lighter on, a huge fireball just exploded. Thank goodness I was using one of those long lighters, or my entire head would be on fire.”

 

“We have to get out of the kitchen now,” Autumn said. “Someone go and find Nick I think he’s in his office.”

 

No matter what he said, she knew that she would no longer entertain the thought that all of this was a coincidence. Someone is trying to kill whoever cooked in the kitchen at the assisted living home.

 

“What happened?”

 

She turned to see Brandon standing in the doorway to the kitchen. 

 

“You should get going. We can deal with this,” she said.

 

“No, I want to help,” he said.

 

“What’s going on?”

 

Nick was there now, standing next to Brandon, gazing at Natalie with concern.

 

“Someone fixed the oven so it would explode when someone tried to light it,” Autumn said.

 

His eyes widened. “Both of you need to get out of here right now,” he said. “We don’t know if there are other booby-traps in here. I’m going to call the police, but for now, we need to keep everyone out of the kitchen.”

 

She helped Natalie into the common area, and one of the other staff members brought an ice pack for her. The sight of the injured young employee brought both residents and staff swarming over, making sure she was okay and asking what had happened.

 

Autumn saw a couple of people heading towards the kitchen, their faces curious. She got up and hurried over to the door.

 

“No one can go inside,” she said. “I’m sorry, but it may not be safe.”

 

Mrs. Zimmer, who was standing by the door with her walker, was frowning.

 

“You really have bad luck, don’t you?” she said.

 

“It’s not bad luck,” Autumn said. “Someone’s trying to sabotage me.”

 

She managed to shoo people away from the door. By now, the common room was full of people. Everyone was talking about what had happened and crowding around Natalie. Feeling frazzled, Autumn took a step toward Natalie, but Brandon beat her there. She saw him ask people to give the young woman space, and offered him a smile from across the room. With Natalie taken care of, she had to find Nick.

 

He was in his office, and was just getting off the phone with the police when she found him. “They’re on their way,” he said. “I asked for an ambulance too. I don’t know how hurt Natalie is.”

 

“Good. I can’t believe something like this happened again. Who had access to the kitchen today?”

 

“Too many people,” he said. “It’s been a crazy day. Natalie helped make lunch with a couple of the other staff members. I don’t know who made breakfast. The door has been open most of the day; Natalie was trying to clean it for you so that it would be nice for Christmas dinner. A couple of the residents were also in there, making Christmas cookies for their families. It could’ve been anyone. I know you’re going to hate to hear this, but are you sure it wasn’t an accident?”

 

“How could this have been an accident?”

 

“Well, it’s possible that the pilot light just went out. It does happen sometimes, and these ovens are older.”

 

“If that was the case, wouldn’t the gas have shut off automatically? There should be a safety valve, shouldn’t there?”

 

“There is, but it responds to the metal cooling down after the pilot light goes out. The gas would have kept flowing for a little bit. Like I said, it’s an older system and it isn’t perfect. The fact that the explosion was so small tells me that the valve did work. The gas must have shut off just a few minutes after the pilot light went out.”

 

Autumn sighed and took a seat across from him. “So you think that it was an accident, just like the burners being left on and Benson’s EpiPen disappearing?”

 

“I don’t know what I think,” he said. “That’s why I called the police. It’s just hard to imagine that someone would try to kill the cook on Christmas day. What motive could anyone have to try to kill you and Natalie?”

 

Autumn frowned. Something had occurred to her. Natalie had been around each time that something bad had happened. This most recent incident was the least serious; like Nick had said, the emergency shut off valve had worked, and the explosion had been minor. Was it possible that she had done this on purpose to turn suspicion away from herself? If so, did that mean that she had something else planned?

 

She shook her head. No, that was ridiculous. Natalie had never given Autumn any reason not to trust her. Besides, why would the young staff member want her out of the kitchen?

 

“The police will be here soon,” he said after a moment. “And the ambulance for Natalie. We should talk to them together.”

 

“What are we going to do about Christmas dinner?”

 

“Well, with any luck, they will be able to finish up their investigation soon and we can get back to cooking. I’ll help you out; now that Natalie is injured, I wouldn’t want to ask anyone else to do it.”

 

 

It took the police a while to get through the kitchen and make sure everything else was safe. Natalie left for the hospital to get her burns treated, and everyone in the assisted living home wished her well. Brandon insisted on staying, and Autumn did her best to ignore him. She wished that he would just listen to her and leave; he was choosing the wrong time to act chivalrous.

 

At last, the police determined that the kitchen was safe. They had been unable to find any evidence of foul play. They suggested to Nick that he implement some basic safety training for anyone who was working in the kitchen, then left.

 

“Are you willing to help me with dinner?” Nick asked her. “I don’t want you to stay if you feel unsafe. No one will blame you if you don’t want to cook anymore.”

 

“I’ll stay,” she said with a sigh. “I wouldn’t feel right leaving, not with my aunt and uncle here, and not with you here. I would feel terrible if someone else got hurt.”

 

“All right, let’s get to work. Dinner might be a bit late, but I think we still have time. Do you want to ask your boyfriend to help?”

 

“Brandon? We aren’t dating. We broke up a while back. I don’t know what he’s doing here, but I already told him I’m not interested.”

 

His face seemed to relax a bit. He gave her a small smile. “Do you want me to ask him to leave?”

 

She glanced through the kitchen door, where she saw Brandon talking with her uncle and helping her aunt drink a glass of water. 

 

“No,” she said. “They like him, and he’s a good guy. Let him stay if he wants to. I don’t think he has anywhere else to go, anyway. His family all lives out of town.”

 

Nick nodded, and the two of them began work on Christmas dinner. Even though she was jumpy, nothing else happened. It seemed that the police had been right; there were no further booby-traps in the kitchen.

 

A couple of hours later, Autumn pulled the freshly baked bread out of the oven with a feeling of deep satisfaction. Despite everything that had happened, she and Nick had managed to pull together a wonderful Christmas dinner.

 

After the bread had had a few minutes to cool, she began to cut it into slices. Eager to try a bite of her creation, she cut a small slice for herself. She buttered it, then raised the warm bread to her lips.

 

A moment later, she spit the bite out in disgust.

 






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 

“What’s wrong?” Nick asked, turning to her with concern on his face. His sleeves were rolled up, and he had an apron tied around his waist.

 

“It’s salty,” she said. “Way too salty.”

 

Frowning, he tasted a piece of the bread himself, and spit it out immediately. “How did this happen?”

 

She had no answers. Worried, they tasted everything. The pot roast and fruit salad were both fine, but the gravy and the pie crusts were all way too salty. 

 

“There must be something wrong with the flour,” he said.

 

She pulled the bag of flour out of the pantry and tasted a tiny bit. She could tell immediately what was wrong. Granules of salt had been mixed in with the flour.

 

“Okay,” she said, “this cannot be an accident. Nick, you have to admit that something is going on here.”

 

He gazed at the flour, and she saw sadness on his face. “You’re right. But who? Who would do this? Why would someone want you out of the kitchen so badly? Why kill Benson?”

 

“I don’t know,” she said. “Whatever’s going on, it has to have something to do with the job position, doesn’t it? Whoever is doing this doesn’t seem to be targeting anyone in particular. We should start looking through the applications.”

 

“All right. We’ve got about half an hour before everyone will be ready. Let’s leave the food on warmers, and go to my office. We can look at the applications together. I don’t want to involve the police in this until after dinner, though. Everyone’s looking forward to this dinner so much. We will just have to put some frozen rolls in the oven and use one of the gravy mixes.”

 

“Agreed. Let’s go look now, though. I won’t feel safe until we know who it is.”

 

They returned to his office, shutting the door behind them. He pulled the blinds shut, then took a stack of papers out of the drawer, handing her half.

 

“You start with these, I’ll take the other half. Look for people that live locally, or have relatives in the home. Whoever did this would’ve had to have been here all three days that something happened.”

 

They began pouring through the applications. Autumn cross-referenced the names with the names of the residents, and looked for any possible connection between them. There weren’t too many applications, and it didn’t take long until one of them found something promising.

 

“Look at this,” he said. “Jimmy Zimmer. He applied before Cook Benson died. That’s a bit suspicious, isn’t it?”

 

“That’s very suspicious,” she said.  

 

“We were looking for a temporary cook, since our other cook is out on maternity leave, so it may not mean anything, but look at this… He applied again a few days after Cook Benson died. We should talk to his grandmother and see if she can tell us anything. She might remember where he was on those days.”

 

Taking the application, Nick left the room. Autumn followed him, wondering if this could really be it. Had this Jimmy person tried to kill her? Just how badly could he want the job?

 

Nick stopped outside of Mrs. Zimmer’s room. He knocked on the door, and said, “Mrs. Zimmer? It’s Mr. Holt. I’d like to speak to you for a second.”

 

“Come on in,” she called faintly. He pushed open the door and Autumn followed him. Ms. Zimmer was sitting on her chair, reading a book.

 

“Can we sit down?” Nick asked her. She nodded, and the two of them sat on the couch.

 

“We just want to ask you some questions about your grandson. He sent a couple applications in for the job as the new cook. He seems pretty interested in the job. Could you tell me anything about him?”

 

“Oh, yes. He’s always wanted to cook. He is so skilled in the kitchen. He always made the best meals for us. I practically raised him, you know. He lost his job a couple of months ago, poor thing, and has been searching so hard ever since.”

 

Nick exchanged a look with Autumn. That could be motive, right there.

 

“Mrs. Zimmer, do you know if your grandson was here earlier today?”

 

“Why yes, he stopped in to give me my gift, and he told me he would be back later for dinner.”

“Do you remember if he visited the Sunday that Benson passed away?”

 

“He was there for dinner…” She trailed off. “Now, Mr. Holt, I’m sure I’m wrong about this, but it sure sounds to me like you are accusing him of something.”

 

Nick opened his mouth, but at that moment the door to the room opened. In walked a man about Autumn’s age. He looked between his grandmother and Nick.

 

“Is everything all right?” he asked.

 

“Oh, Jimmy, I’m glad you’re here. This man is making a horrible accusation.”

 

“You’re accusing my grandmother of something?” Jimmy asked, his face reddening. “How dare you? You are just like all of the other homes out there, trying to take advantage of the elderly.”

 

“Now, Mr. Zimmer – can I call you Jimmy? I…”

 

“No, I don’t want to hear it. As soon as I get a job, I’m taking my grandmother out of here.”

 

“Jimmy, they aren’t accusing me,” the older woman said. “They were accusing you.”

 

Jimmy froze. “What?”

 

“It’s just, a few things have come to our attention. We know that you were here earlier today, and that you were there when Benson passed away. I don’t want to upset you, but I am going to insist that you talk to the police. I’m sure this is all a big misunderstanding, but I have to do my best to protect the people here, and whoever has been sabotaging the kitchen is putting everyone in danger.”

 

“You think I hurt those people?” he asked, looking stunned. “I would never hurt anyone, not for a stupid job like this. I don’t even want to work here anymore, not after this.”

 

“I’m sorry, Jimmy, but you are going to need to calm down. I am going to call the police.”

 

“Nick, wait,” Autumn said. She had spotted something on Mrs. Zimmer’s messy desk. Two syringes with the word epinephrine on them. Nick followed her gaze, then they both turned to look at Mrs. Zimmer.

 

“What is this? This is insane.” Jimmy made a fist and took a step closer. He hadn’t seen their look. Nick rose, tensing.

“Enough,” the older woman said. “Jimmy didn’t do anything.”

 

“I know he didn’t, Mrs. Zimmer,” he said. “I got this all wrong, didn’t I?”

 

“What’s going on?” Jimmy said, looking between them.

 

“I did it, Jimmy. I did it for you and your family, so you would have a nice job to take care of them.”

 

“W-what? Gramma, don’t say things like that. You don’t have to protect me. I’m innocent.”

 

“I did it, Jimmy. I knew Benson was allergic to peanut butter, so I sprinkled a little bit of the powder in his drink. I took away those syringes, and hid the keys. I thought if he left, it would give you the opening you needed to get this job. You’ve always dreamed of having your own kitchen, Jimmy. You could have cooked for me every day.”

 

“Did you do the burners on the stove, too? That almost killed me,” Autumn said.

 

“I would have been sorry if you died, dear, but Jimmy is my family. I’m not going to be around much longer, and spending the rest of my life in prison wouldn’t be the end of the world if it meant my grandson would be able to support his wife and child. I’m sorry poor Natalie got hurt, but it sounds like she will be just fine.”

 

“And the salt in the flour?” Nick said.

 

“I figured if everything else failed, you might be asked to leave if you wrecked Christmas dinner.”

 

Jimmy stared at his grandmother. “I can’t believe this,” he said. “You did this? You hurt those people? You killed someone?”

 

“It was for you, dear. You need the work so badly, and I knew that if this man just gave you a chance, you would impress him.”

 

Nick was shaking his head. “Mrs. Zimmer, please stay in your seat. Autumn, would you call the police? I need to keep an eye on her.”

 

“I will.” Autumn rose, and edged around Jimmy, who was staring at his grandmother in horror. She hurried to the office and got her phone out of her coat pocket. She dialed 911, and waited anxiously for someone to answer. The kitchen saboteur had been discovered, but she found herself wishing that Nick had been right and it had all been a string of coincidences. Her heart was broken for Jimmy. Maybe his grandmother’s mind wasn’t as clear as it once had been, but there was no getting around the fact that in trying to help him, she had killed one person, and had nearly killed others.

 






EPILOGUE


 

Autumn sat down at the table with her aunt and uncle. They each had plates of pot roast in front of them, with bowls of fruit salad, and piping hot dinner rolls. In the kitchen, two pans of chocolate cake were cooling; she would have to go and frost them in a few minutes. With chocolate icing, warm caramel sauce, and vanilla ice cream, it might not be as traditional as pumpkin pie, but it would still make for a delicious dessert. She thought they had done well, considering what they had been forced to deal with.

 

 They were the only ones who knew what had happened. The other residents hadn’t been told yet. She and Nick had discussed it, and had decided to let them enjoy Christmas with their families. They would address the issue the next day. As some of the surprise over who the culprit was wore off, Autumn realized that she should have made the connection sooner. Mrs. Zimmer had been there each time that something had happened. If only she had been a little quicker on the uptake, Natalie might not have been injured.

 

Nick wasn’t completely without blame either. He had been in denial that the incidents were linked. If he had simply looked a little harder, he might have discovered Mrs. Zimmer before she got the chance to hurt anyone else.

 

In the end, Autumn knew that both of them could have done better, but it wasn’t either of their faults. She would drive herself crazy if she blamed herself for this. The important thing was, Mrs. Zimmer had been caught, and wouldn’t be hurting anyone else.

 

On the upside, Brandon had finally left. She had the feeling that her Uncle Albert had something to do with it, but she didn’t bring it up at the table. She felt bad for Brandon, but she didn’t want to get back together with him. He wasn’t right for her, and she wasn’t right for him. It was time that they both found their own ways without each other.

 

She hadn’t seen Nick since the police had taken the older woman away. She thought that he might have retreated to his office. She knew that the incident with Mrs. Zimmer had saddened him deeply. He cared about everyone he was responsible for, and had tried extremely hard to convince himself that none of his residents or staff were to blame. She hoped that he would come to terms with things soon, and not blame himself for too long.

 

“Don’t look so gloomy, dear,” her Uncle Albert said. “This is Christmas, it’s a time to be happy. Your aunt and I are thrilled that you’re having Christmas dinner with us. You did a marvelous job. The pot roast is great. I’m sorry that there was a mishap with the bread, but no one will complain about the dinner rolls once they learn what happened.”

 

“Thanks, Uncle Albert,” she said. “Merry Christmas. I’m glad I get to spend it with the two of you too.”

“Merry Christmas,” he replied, smiling at her. Her aunt, unable to speak, patted her arm instead and gave her a lopsided smile. Unable to imagine how frustrating it must be to be unable to speak, she gave her aunt’s hand an extra squeeze.

 

“I love both of you, you know that, right? There’s nowhere I would rather be.”

 

“You know the funny thing?” her Uncle Albert said. “There’s nowhere I would rather be either. If you would have asked me five years ago if I wanted to spend Christmas in an assisted living facility, I would’ve probably had a heart attack from laughing so hard, but right now I just feel lucky that I get to spend it with my wonderful wife and my niece. The people here are good people, and it has really started to feel like home to us. Part of that is thanks to you, Autumn.”

 

“I know what you mean,” Autumn said. “This town has really become home to me, too. I’m going to do everything I can to stay here, even though the store will be shutting down.”

 

She knew that she was going to take Nick’s offer. Her uncle was right. This assisted living home was a good place, and the people here were like family to her. She would keep working at Green River Grocery until it closed, and then she would come here to start her new job, and her new life. Just a few weeks ago, she had thought that her life was falling apart before her eyes, but now she felt the beginnings of hope. She had a chance to start a new career, one that she was excited about, and she hadn’t made what might have been the mistake of her life in getting engaged to Brandon. She only had one life, and she didn’t want to just live it, she wanted to enjoy it, and make the world a better place while she did.
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PROLOGUE


 

Despite the heavy chill in the air, the clouds hadn’t shed a single snowflake all December. Even driving into the winding foothills, where the slate gray sky seemed like it was pressing in on the land, there was no sign of the festive white specks that every child so longed for around the holiday season. 

Henrietta White, however, didn’t have snow on the mind. In fact, any semblance of Christmas spirit was absent from her thoughts completely. If anything, she was glad for the clear weather as she drove her tiny German car back and forth along the winding rural road. The foothills just outside of Culver’s Hood, Nebraska, had a habit of growing dangerously slick this time of year. However, the dry skies were a comfort to her. 

Rocky outcroppings and green aspens dotted the landscape around her, and a little winding creek followed along the path of the road, guiding her toward her destination. 

She hadn’t planned to make the forty-five-minute drive into the hills, but unforeseen circumstances had forced her hand. She didn’t even bother calling into work and instead climbed right into her car when she’d received the anonymous note.

Glancing down at the plastic cup holder, she eyeballed the piece of folded up paper. It had been slipped under her apartment door around six a.m. A series of loud knocks had forced her to run and retrieve the strange note. She had, of course, also checked the hallway outside to no avail. 

Whoever had been so kind as to leave the threat hadn’t stuck around to be seen. 

Upon reading the haphazardly scribbled lettering, she’d thrown on her winter coat, grabbed her purse, and bolted out the door. That was why she hadn’t the time to call into work or make any other preparations. 

No need to raise unnecessary suspicion. 

Biting her lips nervously, she wished she’d had a moment to grab some coffee before heading out of town. However, it had been completely out of the question. She needed to get this cleared up here and now before it went any further. 

The last thing she needed was some foolish imbecile breathing down her neck—not when she was so close to victory, to freedom.

Henrietta grabbed the little note from the cup holder and unfolding it, she double checked the address that had been printed there. Glancing up, she checked the road signs. A small post, nearly hidden by a roadside tree, pointed the direction she needed to go.

Gripping the wheel, she pulled off and headed into a heavily wooded area. The little back road bobbed up and then down a few times, forcing her to put her car into gear. Rounding the bend, she made one final ascent toward the cabin. 

Only one other car, which she didn’t recognize at all, sat parked under the trees. Pulling her own car in next to it, she turned off her engine and got out, grabbing the note in her right hand.

The greeting of mountain silence hung around her—the kind of peace only the winter season seemed to bring. If it weren’t for the stressful situation laid out before her, it might almost be enjoyable. 

No time for lollygagging, she thought, putting her purse over her shoulder and making sure the envelope was still there. The building had Christmas lights in the windows which were lit up, as well as a tree. Walking up the wooden steps to the front door, each one creaking under her weight, she knocked with a heavy hand. 

She waited, listening. 

Footsteps shuffled about inside, heading toward the door. 

Moments later, the door swung open. Her eyes widening, Henrietta nearly cried out in shock about who she saw standing there, but never got the chance. 

A loud series of pops, followed by the scent of gunpowder, filled the air. 

Henrietta groaned, stumbled backward, and fell dead on the cold hard ground outside.          

 






CHAPTER 1


Friday, December 22nd – 3 Shopping Days Until Christmas

“That’ll be twenty dollars, please,” Margo Hanratty chimed cheerily as she bagged the pre-wrapped Christmas package—four bottled hot sauce jars in a stylish red and white box with a red ribbon tied around it. 

“Oh, I just know Ben is going to love it,” the woman gushed, shuffling around in her purse and pulling out her wallet. Undoing the clasp, she opened it and pulled out the bill. “I’m so glad I stumbled over this little shop. I thought for sure I’d never be able to find him a present this year.” 

“Well, I’m glad you found something you think he’ll like.”

“Oh, yes. It’s perfect.” Handing the money over with a wide smile, she picked up her bag and hugged it to her chest.

Margo let out a light laugh. “I do find that most men enjoy their hot sauces.” 

“Oh, I know that Ben is just like that, always dousing my cooking in some condiment or another. Sometimes, I wonder if he can taste the food at all.”

This time, Margo laughed out loud, her usual cackle ringing through the shop and adding to the overall cheer of the already Christmassy environment. “When my husband was alive, he was just the same. Of course, it didn’t help that I run a business that’s all about hot sauce.” 

The woman’s eye went wide. “Oh my, so you mean you’re THE Spicy Senora?”

“That’s me!” she beamed proudly. 

“Did you come up with every one of these hot sauce flavors?!” she exclaimed, motioning to the busy shop behind her and the shelves that were filled to the brim with bottles of various sizes.

“I did, indeed. I come up with every new recipe we sell.” 

The woman mouthed an inaudible “wow.”

“It started about fifteen years ago. I was just whipping up some hot sauce in my own kitchen. I took it to the City Summer Barbeque and people loved it. My husband suggested to me that I should try selling it, and the rest is history.”

“That’s amazing.” 

Picking up one of the business cards next to the register, Margo held it out to the woman. “Here is my card.” The drawing of a woman with full red lips, wide eyes, and hair made completely out of red, orange, and green peppers stared up from the card. “If you look at the picture closely, you can see that it’s me, just with slightly different hair.”

“Heavens, it is you!” she exclaimed excitedly, taking the card in her hands. 

“That has the address of the shop here as well as our website.”

The customer looked from the card up to Margo with a giddy smile that only the Christmas season could produce. “My, dear. I just have to say, I adore your hair.” 

“Oh, yes. I loved the artist’s choice to make it out of peppers, as well.”

“No, no. I mean your real hair. I like that a woman our age is still brave enough to show some spunk.” She clutched one hand into a fist and pumped it triumphantly. 

Blushing slightly, Margo ran a hand through her short spiky doo which had been dyed a bright reddish color. “Why, thank you. With a nickname like Spicy, it only seemed fitting.” 

“Well, I love it.” She held up her bag and nodded. “And thank you immensely for this. I know Ben will love it.”

“I know he will.”

“I just hope I picked out the right flavors.”

“Well, these are our signature batches. Jalapeno, Habanero, Chipotle, and Louisiana. You can’t go wrong.” 

“I’m sure you’re right.”

“If your husband likes the Signature Gift Box, bring him on back here to the shop and try some of our small batch and specialty flavors.” 

“I most certainly will,” she agreed. Giving a little wave, she headed off.

Letting out a heavy sigh, Margo leaned in on the wooden countertop, glad for a small break. While the shop was busy with customers, most of them were still looking at the items—trying to pick the perfect stocking stuffer or extra gift for the season. 

The upbeat twang of Joy to the World, a popular country singer’s rendition of the famous Christmas song, played softly over the speakers. The room, mostly made up of browns and reds, with wood paneling and display shelves, was decorated with long green garlands and white Christmas lights. 

Among the chaos of attempting to run a full-blown business, and up selling her newest Christmas specials, Margo found the peace and happiness in the season. Even with it being her first year without Don, her late husband, she felt blessed to have her daughter and her daughter’s fiancé to spend the next few days with.

Almost as if in response to her current train of thought, the front door’s swinging bell rang and her daughter walked in. She looked glowing behind her tightly wrapped wool scarf and knit cap. Her nose and cheeks had a cheery redness to them—a sure sign of the chilly weather and the coming snow. 

“Sandra, you made it,” Margo gasped thankfully.

Stepping behind the counter and removing her scarf, Sandra smiled. “Of course I made it, Mom. I couldn’t leave you hanging high and dry during the Christmas rush, now could I?” 

Not waiting for her to finishing taking off her hat, Margo embraced her daughter in a tight hug. “Oh, I love you.” A brief swell of emotion climbed its way up inside her, and she repressed the tears that were begging to get out. 

“I love you, too, Mom,” Sandra replied as her mother let her go. 

Completely in control of her emotions again, Margo slipped off her red apron with the Spicy Senora logo on it (the usual uniform of the shop’s employees). “You wouldn’t believe how crazy it’s been.”

Sandra glanced around the room at the people all crowded in and browsing the shelves. “I can see that.”

“This is nothing. This is literally the first break I’ve had from the register in the last three hours.” She held out the apron to her daughter. 

“What happened to Henrietta?” she asked, taking the apron and slipping it over her head. 

“I haven’t the slightest idea, hon.”

“Wait, she didn’t call?” Sandra gasped, her mouth falling open. 

“Nope. Not so much as a peep out of her. If she was sick, you’d think she’d at least call ahead to let us know she wasn’t going to be in today.”

“That doesn’t sound like Henrietta.” 

Margo sighed, her shoulders slumping and her posture withering slightly. “I know, but I can’t get a hold of her.” 

“I hope nothing is wrong,” she whispered, turning toward the register and logging in with her own employee number. Henrietta, despite being about fifty—the same age as Margo—was one of Sandra’s best friends. She’d worked at the shop as a shift manager for the past ten years and been influential in Sandra’s high school days. 

Holding out her hands, Margo could only shrug. “Nothing we can do about it now, hon. I’m sure everything is fine.” 

The sideways tweak of Sandra’s mouth said otherwise. 

“Can I check out here?” a customer with her arms stacked full of gift boxes asked, approaching the counter. 

“Of course,” Sandra replied, putting on a big smile that hid any hint of worry. 

“I’m gonna head to the factory and check on things if you’ve got it covered here,” Margo told her daughter. 

“I’ve got it,” she gave a firm nod. 

“Good.” 

“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. Pat and I will be a little later getting to the cabin tonight. I didn’t want you to worry.” 

“Thanks for telling me. I’ll keep an eye out for you two,” she confirmed as she started toward the wooden staircase that led to the upper floor of the hot sauce factory just behind the shop. “If I hear from Henrietta, I’ll let you know,” she called back. 

“Thanks,” she replied as she finished scanning the woman’s items. “I just hope nothing bad has happened.”  

 






CHAPTER 2


 

The second floor of the Spicy Senora factory was made up of a balcony that went all the way around the outer edge of the building’s wall and looked down on the process of whipping up the best line of hot sauces in Culver’s Hood, Nebraska. Before Margo had purchased the large brick building in the Old Market district of town, it had stood empty for several years. Prior to that, it had been a creamery. 

Coming to the top of the steps that led up from the front shop, Margo slipped into her office and sat down in her chair for a few seconds of rest. The whole morning had been trying, and there was still so much to do before she finally left for the family cabin—and her Christmas holiday—that evening. 

They still had to finish getting the last few batches of hot sauce done, they needed to pack up the last-minute packages that patrons had ordered online, and there was the factory Christmas party at the end of the day. Already, the factory was decked out in festive attire. Lights and garland ran along the balconies and a large cardboard cutout of Santa Claus in his sleigh hung from the skylight. Margo had sprung for some food and drinks for the men and women who worked tirelessly under her employment. In particular, she had ordered a few pies from a new shop in town called Pies and Pages. Supposedly, they had the best pies in the city. 

She was supposed to pick them up at two-thirty, and the party began at three. 

Checking her watch, she saw that it was already one in the afternoon. She’d spent the entire morning fending for herself in the shop, but she still had a little time to catch up on paperwork before she had to leave.  

Moving the mouse to bring the computer out of sleep mode, she didn’t even get a chance to log in before she was interrupted by shouting below. 

Pushing out from the desk, she darted out the door and onto the balcony. Peering over the railing, she spotted two men at the end of the line, who oversaw the final stage of the bottling process.  

“What’s gotten into you, today? You’re doing it wrong again,” Tate Hellman yelled. His work mask and goggles, which protected against the potent sting of the peppers they used in the process of making hot sauce, were both pulled aside. 

Thomas Drake, the second man who was still wearing his work mask and goggles, only threw up his arms in a shrug of self-defense. He had a ball cap pulled tight over his hair to keep it from falling out and potentially contaminating any of the product. 

“Are you drunk or something? That’s the fifth bottle you’ve messed up today. Are you trying to screw up?”

Thomas violently shook his head. 

“Well, you’re slowing the whole line down. We have to get these done before the end of the day, dang it. Do you want to be stuck working on this when we should be having our Christmas party?” 

Margo wasn’t going to stand around another second while things were falling apart in her factory below. Dashing for the stairway, she ran down onto the scene. By the time she got there, however, Thomas was nowhere to be seen. “What’s going on?” she demanded. 

“This fool has been fumbling all day. He’s ruined at least five bottles.”

“Mr. Hellman, name calling is hardly a proper response to the situation,” she reprimanded him, feeling like a school teacher with a misbehaving young boy. 

“My apologies, Ma’am, but I refuse to be held up here any longer today than I need to be. I intend to be home and celebrating the holidays with my wife by six.” 

“And I assure you, Mr. Hellman, you will be. However, why didn’t you inform Mr. Krimer about this?” 

“He hasn’t been around at all today.”

“Excuse me?” she gasped. Had her factory foreman also neglected to come into work today? Was there some debilitating sickness going around that prevented people from calling in?

“I’m telling you, Mrs. Hanratty, I haven’t seen a sign of him all day.” 

“What the devil is going on down here? Why has the line stopped?” a deep booming voice echoed from the top of the stairway. 

Margo turned to see Mr. Krimer standing there. “You haven’t seen him all day, huh?” she asked with a curious raise of an eyebrow.

“I swear, this is the first I’ve seen him,” the line worker stumbled over himself. 

Krimer approached them with a determined swing in his step. His shirt was taut over his barrel chest which was tucked into his jeans. “What’s happening down here?”

“Diego, Mr. Hellman claims you haven’t been in the factory all day?” 

“No, I’ve been here,” he reassured her. 

“Then why weren’t you taking care of that lazy good-for-nothing Thomas Drake?” the worker talked back. 

Diego narrowed his eyes in a way that only he could, with a commanding fury that would scare even the bravest of men. “You didn’t let me finish. I was going to say, I’ve been here, but not the entire time. Our delivery driver called in sick, so I’ve been playing catch up and doing some of the delivery runs in his place. That’s why I haven’t been here on the floor every second.” 

At least he had the decency to call in, Margo thought. “Thank you, Diego, for doing extra work that isn’t yours. However, it seems we have some issue with one of the line workers.”

“W-Well, Thomas has ruined at least five bottles today,” he reiterated. 

Diego looked at the worker with a less than amused glance. “I’ll talk to him about it, but just remember, he’s new here. You’re supposed to be the one training him and making sure things are running.” 

The line worker opened his mouth to argue, but didn’t manage to get any sound out. 

“Get back to work. I’ll go find Drake.” 

“He headed that way,” Margo motioned toward the side door, leading the way. While she knew Diego could come down like a hammer in situations like these—which was exactly why she’d hired him—she also knew that sometimes there were other life circumstances that could affect an employee’s performance. She wanted to be there and make sure Thomas Drake was heard. 

Just as they reached the building’s side door, it swung open. 

There stood Thomas, his goggles atop his hat and his mask to the side. 

Diego folded his arms over his chest, his biceps bulging. “Mr. Drake, what is this I hear about you slacking here at work today?” 

Glancing down at his feet, he let out a sigh. “S-sorry, Mr. Krimer.”

“Why did you run off when I came down onto the floor, Thomas?” Margo asked in an even tone. Thomas, while new, had seemed like a fairly confident man. His current behavior was surprising, and Margo assumed there must be something going on in his personal life. 

“I just got scared, is all,” he admitted. “Guess I’ve been a little jittery.”  

“Is there some reason you’ve slowed down the line today?” Diego jumped in.

His eyes remained on his boots, focused there with an undeniable force. 

“Mr. Drake? Is there something wrong?” Margo pressed firmly, but calmly. 

“Sorry. Holiday blues, I guess,” he gave a little half shrug. “It’s no excuse, really.” 

“You are correct. It isn’t,” Diego stated forcefully. “I don’t want to see any more broken bottles today. You understand?”

“There won’t be, I assure you, sir.”

“Good. Now, get this batch finished up so we can have our Christmas party.” 

He gave a firm nod, a smile tugging at his lips, and headed to his station. 

Margo looked at the handsome, young foreman and sighed. She loved her factory, and her business, but at that moment she couldn’t wait to get up to her cabin and relax the rest of Christmas season away.    

 






CHAPTER 3


 

At two-forty-five, Margo arrived back at the factory with the stack of pie boxes. It was growing colder, and the red scarf and wool cowgirl hat did little to keep away the chill. Snow seemed like an inevitable surety at that point. Still, the heat of the freshly baked pies, right out of the oven, was welcoming. She had to admit, they smelled divine. She’d simply gotten the staples—Pumpkin, Pecan, and Apple—and hoped the men enjoyed them. 

Heading into the break room, she set the pies on the long serving table. She’d spent the evening before decorating the room with red and green lights strung along the ceiling, a long red and white runner on the table, and a full-blown Christmas tree in the corner. There was even a pile of presents beneath the tree, all a part of the company’s secret Santa exchange. 

Of course, it wouldn’t be a Christmas party without some cooking of her own. The night before, she’d already pre-prepared a pot of her famous green, white bean chili. It utilized one of her favorite hot sauces, and the first one she’d ever made, jalapeno. It was a green sauce and worked perfectly with the stewed chilies, chicken, bacon, and beans that went into the dish. It had a little kick, but just enough to make it enjoyable. 

She set out all the pies at the end of the table and opened the boxes to display the delicious treats. At the head of the table, she had the oversized crock pot with the bubbling hot chili in it. There were multiple bags of thin and crispy tortilla chips, the kind with a hint of lime, for dipping into the chili. Red and green bowls, plates, and other party-ware were all at the ready for the men to come in and enjoy themselves. 

Last, but certainly not least, were the gift baskets she’d made herself to tell them all thank you for their hard work that year. The baskets contained each individual employee’s favorite hot sauce in a large size, along with Christmas chocolates, a bottle of Christmas peppers, and gift card for a movie rental and popcorn (for that perfect snowy night spent inside). 

They had all received a Christmas bonus as well with their checks that month. 

Margo only hoped they were all happy with their jobs there at Spicy Senora, and that they didn’t mind working under an older woman.

So far, there’d not been any issues. 

“Mrs. Hanratty?” a voice echoed from the door on the opposite side of the room that led behind the counter in the shop. 

“Oh, Shelton, how are you? Have you come to join in on the festivities?” 

The older gentleman, with a nearly bald head, smiled. “I wouldn’t pass up a chance to eat your chili, but that wasn’t why I came down.”

“What is it then? Don’t tell me it’s more work? Everyone in the factory is nearly done for the day.”

“Unfortunately, yes. I need you to come up to the office and look at something with me.”

She put her hands on her hips. “Is this going to take long?” She knew she should be more professional, but she was literally in the final moments of the year’s work before enjoying the Christmas party. She figured, if there was something wrong with the books, it could wait until the holidays were over.

“This is important,” he reiterated and disappeared back into the shop.

Shaking her head, she followed him into the shop and up the steps to her office. 

The accountant sat at her desk with the spreadsheet of the year’s budget and profits pulled up. 

“Is there an issue with this year’s increase?” she asked, sure that wasn’t the answer. She was a very careful businesswoman and made sure to never outspend her means. Last time she looked, this had been their best year for sales yet. 

“Not necessarily.” He pointed at the sheet. “However, there seems to be some holes here and there.”

“Holes?” 

He nodded pursing his lips as he looked over the file. “Like this, for instance.”

Bending over to get a better look, she examined the numbers. 

“This section here just isn’t adding up. It’s almost like some of our product just disappeared off the line.” 

“What? Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately, I am, and this isn’t the only spot I’ve seen it.” 

She folded her arms. “What could it mean?”

He shook his head and looked up at her. “I hate to say it, but it looks like someone is stealing product.”

“How is that possible? I have a security guard posted here at night, and a well-equipped alarm system.” 

Sighing, the accountant clasped his hands. “I’m aware of all that. It seems to me like there is only one answer here.”

Margo’s jaw dropped and her eyes narrowed, a hint of fire appearing there. “You can’t mean—”

“I do. I think someone who works here is making the thefts, possibly reselling the product for a profit.” 

“Well, what do we do about it?” she asked, finally taking a seat in the chair next to him. 

“I suggest we report the theft to the insurance as well as to the police. An investigation will get underway and hopefully get to the bottom of this.” 

“Are we in the red because of these thefts?”

He shook his head. “No, thankfully. It seems our thief is being very careful, only stealing a little at a time so no one would notice right away.”

“I see.”

“I’ll call the police and make a report if you call the insurance company,” he offered. 

Margo held her chin for a moment while she considered her options. “No, not yet.”

“Not yet? We need someone on this now.”

“Not until after Christmas,” she insisted. 

“The longer we wait, the more we chance the thief running off for good.” 

“I know that,” she retorted. “However, I don’t think it’ll happen. The thief probably thinks they’re safe at the moment. Also, if we call up an investigation now, our employees might end up being detained throughout the holiday. It would be unfair to the rest of the workers.”

“But, Margo.”

“My answer is final. I want everyone to enjoy their Christmas, including you. I promise, first thing on January second, you and I will call this in and get an investigation started. Until then, lock these files and forget about it.”

“I don’t know,” he hesitated, looking over the numbers one more time. 

Margo stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “Trust me, just try to enjoy your Christmas, okay? I know I’ll be enjoying mine.”

 






CHAPTER 4


 

As the last refrain of “We Wish You a Merry Christmas” rang out from the factory worker’s voices, there was applause all around. It was only a few minutes until five and the party was coming to a close. As was the tradition, after everyone had finished eating and exchanging secret Santa gifts, Margo pulled out her electric keyboard and played Christmas carols while everyone sang along. 

It wasn’t pretty, or even really on key—especially with some of the men belting as loud as they could—but it was a happy time together. 

As the party members began to thin out, accepting the Christmas baskets as they headed out the door, the room took on a comforting silence. Laying back in one of the chairs, Margo drew in a deep breath. While it had been a fun time, she was glad to be officially done with work until after the new year. 

Her mind wandered, thinking of the cozy cabin in the foothills outside Culver’s Hood. In her mind, she could see herself, her daughter, and her daughter’s fiancé all cuddled around the roaring fireplace as they ate Christmas popcorn (seasoned with sugar and peppermint), drank hot chocolate, and played card games. 

A noise from the doorway broke her daydream and she opened her eyes. “I’m leaving, Mom,” Sandra announced as she slipped on her black leather gloves. 

“Okay, hon. You going to meet up with Patrick?” 

“Yeah, we’re having dinner with his parents at six.”

“Ah, so that’s why you’re going to be late,” she mused. 

“Pat is sacrificing a lot to spend the holidays with us at our cabin. We decided it was best to at least have a nice dinner with his parents before we took off.”

Margo smiled. “It’s a good plan.”  

Sandra pulled her knit hat snugly over her head, covering her ears. “Just so you know, it’s already snowing out there.”

Margo sat upright. “I knew it would hit us, eventually.” 

“It’s really coming down, so I’d suggest you head out as soon as possible. You know how those rural roads can get in the winter.”

“What about you, hon?”

“Pat’s truck has four-wheel drive and he’s putting on the chains now.”

“What a boy scout,” Margo teased. 

“Be prepared,” Sandra giggled, giving the scout’s salute.

Glancing around the room at all the mess, the Margo sighed. “Well, I better get to work. I’ve got to clean all of this up before I can even think of leaving.” 

“I wish I could stay to help you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Margo said standing up. Walking over to her daughter, she kissed her on the forehead. “Thanks a million for all your help in the shop today.”

“No problem.” 

“Hey, if you’re thinking of leaving, I’d go now,” a deep voice echoed from the factory door. Diego stood there in his brown bomber jacket, his five-o’-clock shadow showing through on his face. 

“I will as soon as I can, but someone’s gotta clean up this mess,” she motioned to the room around her. Used plates and silverware sat in spots, the chili pot sat nearly empty, and leftover pies were waiting for some lone person to claim them. 

“I’ll take care of that,” the foreman offered, walking into the room and shutting the door behind himself. 

“Oh, Diego, you don’t need to do that.” 

“Sure, I do,” he retorted. He slipped his arm around her shoulders, which was an easy feat considering he was nearly a foot taller than Margo. “Besides, you have a forty-five-minute drive ahead of you. My apartment is just a few blocks away. It’ll be a lot easier for me to get home in this storm than for you to get to your cabin.”

“Are you sure?” 

“Positive. I’ll even lock up when I go.”

For a man who could be so stern with the men and women under his supervision, he sure had a soft spot hidden away. He was such a mystery to Margo. When he’d come to work for her, he didn’t have a whole lot of credentials, just a reference to working as a foreman on a farm in the middle of nowhere, New Mexico. 

“Thanks,” Margo said, hugging the tall man. 

“I gotta go. Love you, Mom,” Sandra waved, heading for the shop door. 

“See you in a few hours, hon,” Margo called, watching her go.

Diego was already working to gather up the plates.

“Make sure you wash out the crock. You can just leave it up in my office.” 

He gave a half-smirk. “I’ve got it. You better get going.”

“Right, I just need to grab my coat.” Dashing upstairs to her office, she pulled the heavy wool coat off the hook along with her hat. Glancing at her computer, which she had shut down before the party, she thought of the missing products.

Who could be stealing from her right under her nose? 

Shaking her head, she slipped on the jacket and headed back down the stairs to say goodbye to Diego.

* * *

Sandra had been right. It was really coming down. Snowflakes blanketed the roads and blurred Margo’s driving vision. Once she was out of the city, the storm was only growing worse. The roads were wet, quickly turning to ice, and snow was building up along the open landscape like a white blanket. Forced to go slow, she turned on her CD of Country Christmas Instrumentals to help calm her nerves.

Unfortunately, the music hardly helped. 

She had to admit that she was grateful for Diego taking over cleaning duty for her. If she’d taken the fifteen or twenty minutes to clean up, it would have been a miracle to even get out of the factory parking lot. 

She only hoped that her daughter and future son-in-law would be okay driving in the storm. She knew he had four-wheel-drive and tire chains, but sometimes you just couldn’t account for mother nature. 

Finally, after nearly an hour and a half of driving through the winding, snowy hills, turn off for the cabin came into view. 

Letting out an audible sigh of relief, Margo pulled up the long drive and spotted the cabin nestled at the precipice of the hill with a circular surrounding of trees. She smiled, happy to finally be there and looking forward to staring a warm fire.

Parking just outside, she climbed out of her car and paused as she noticed something that disturbed her. 

The front door of the building was ajar. 

“Oh, no,” she whispered. Had someone broken in?

Even worse, were they still here? 

Digging in her purse, she located her pocket knife and pulled it out at the ready. Walking carefully, she moved up the front steps as silently as she possibly could. Peeking through the crack in the door, all she could see was blueish darkness inside. 

Taking a deep breath, she threw open the door and turned on the light. 

A second later, she found herself screaming. 

Sitting in the easy chair near the cold fireplace was Henrietta White. Her face was deathly pale and a bloody wound in her chest had soaked through her shirt. 

She was dead. 

 






CHAPTER 5


 

“Mom, are you okay?” Sandra cried as she leaped out of her fiancé’s truck and rushed over to the back of the ambulance where her mother was sitting with a blanket over her shoulders and a cup of coffee in her hands. 

The small clearing that made up the cabin’s yard was filled with two police cruisers, an ambulance, Paramedics, EMTs, and police officers—all rushing about the scene.

“I’m okay, sweetheart.” 

“When I saw all the flashing lights up here, I didn’t know what to think.”

“I’m quite alright. I just felt faint for a bit when . . .” her voice trailed off.

“Hey, is everything alright?” Patrick asked as he got out of the truck and walked up to the two women. He wore a tight pair of jeans with a heavy down coat. His perfectly combed hair was being pulled apart by the blowing wind. 

“Oh, things are fine,” Margo assured the young man. 

“What, Mom? You felt faint when what happened?”

She hesitated, twisting her mouth to one side. “It was Henrietta White.”

“W-What do you mean?” Sandra stuttered nervously. 

“Margo Hanratty?” a voice that sounded like it was buried beneath gravel said. 

The trio turned to see a tall man heading their way. He wore an oversized cowboy hat upon his head, had the dark scruff of not having shaved that week, and held an unlit cigarette tightly between his lips. The lapel of his jacket held the star of a sheriff. 

“That’s me.” 

“I’m Sheriff Brian Carlsbad. Am I to understand you found the body?” 

“B-Body, what body?” Sandra exclaimed, her face going as white as the falling snow around them. 

“And you are?” he insisted.

Unfortunately, before she could answer, Sandra was collapsing into Patrick’s arms. “Sandra? Are you okay?” he yelled, holding her up and shaking her gently. 

Margo was quickly on her feet as well. “Take her back to the truck for now and make sure she stays warm,” she instructed. 

“Can we get a paramedic over here?” the sheriff barked, his voice cracking from years of smoking.

 In a split second, one of the EMTs ran over and was helping Sandra to the car. 

“I take it she’s related?” the sheriff joked. 

Margo didn’t find it funny and narrowed her eyes at him. “She’s my daughter.” 

“Sorry, sorry. Don’t get your feathers in a ruffle,” he defended himself, pulling a lighter out of his pocket and igniting the cigarette still hanging between his lips. 

“I didn’t faint on the scene, I just got a little woozy by all the blood,” she informed him, trying to put on a good face. She was the kind of woman who prided herself on her strong constitution and spicy personality. However, how could you not help but grow a little faint at the sight of a dead body—especially one as gruesome as that?

“I’m just saying,” he noted, taking a drag off his cigarette and blowing the smoke out into the frozen night air. It swirled above them with the falling snowflakes.  

“Are you supposed to smoke on a crime scene?” she scolded. 

“Nope, you’re not, but the crime scene is in there,” he jabbed a thumb at the front door of the cabin. 

Margo didn’t care for his nonchalant attitude toward police work, especially murder. It hardly seemed professional. “Are you from the Culver’s Hood Police Department?” 

He chuckled hoarsely. “Hardly. This is outside of the city’s jurisdiction, so it falls to me to take care of it.” He tapped his Sheriff’s badge. “Casper County is my stompin’ grounds.” 

“I see,” Margo replied, not too thrilled to have some small-town sheriff and his deputies overseeing this murder investigation. “And that ambulance?” 

“We don’t have much of a hospital or morgue in Tanson Hills, just a little clinic. However, our clinic does have one ambulance. You know, when you got farmers living thirty to forty minutes out from town, you gotta have something to rush them back and forth when they have an accident.” 

Margo had heard enough. “Okay, I get it. I assume you have questions for me?”

“I do, Ma’am.” 

“Well, let’s get this over with so my daughter and I can get out of this freezing cold and back to our homes in Culver’s Hood.” 

“We’ll just have to see about that,” he retorted. 

“What does that mean?” she demanded. 

Completely ignoring her question, he jumped in with his own. “First off, you said the little lady is your daughter. What about the gent?” 

“That’s her fiancé.”

“Mind telling me their names?”

“Sandra Hanratty and Patrick Williamson.” 

“And they just now arrived?” He peeked over her shoulder at the truck which was still running, pumping cloudy exhaust out into the night. 

“They were nowhere around when I found the body, if that’s what you mean.” 

“I see. So, you were completely alone?”

“Exactly. I arrived about six-thirty.”

“Can you take me through those exact events?”

“It took me longer than usual to get out here, thanks to the storm. I pulled up to where you see my car parked right now. I got out and noticed the door was open.”

“It was open when you arrived?” he asked for confirmation. 

“That’s right. I pulled out my pocket knife, just to be safe, and quietly stepped inside. I turned on the lights, and there was the body. I screamed and had to sit down for a quick rest.”

“Where did you sit?”

“Right out here on the front steps. I also called nine-one-one from here.” 

“Do you know the victim?” 

Margo nodded. “She is a friend and one of my employees.”

“Employees?”

“I’m the owner of Spicy Senora. Henrietta White was one of my customer service reps. She helped run the store, stocked shelves, created ads, that sort of thing.” 

“When was the last time you saw her alive?” 

“Yesterday. She had a shift at the shop. She was supposed to come into the shop today but never showed. I have no idea why she was out here instead of where she was supposed to be.” 

“You had no idea she was out here at the cabin?” 

Margo shrugged. “None. I don’t even know how she got inside, unless she broke in.” 

“Your friend didn’t have a key?”

“No.”

Glancing back toward the building, the sheriff shook his head. “There was no sign of forced entry, so someone with a key must have let her in,” he deduced out loud.

Margo couldn’t help but feel like he was revealing this train of thought on purpose. She anticipated his next question, not liking the direction this conversation was going.

“Mrs. Hanratty, who does have a key to this building?” 

Licking her lips nervously and hesitating to answer, she glanced back at the truck. “Only myself and my daughter.” 

“You’re positive about this?”

“I am.”

“The fiancé doesn’t have one?”

“Not unless he borrowed Sandra’s.” Margo turned her gaze on the sheriff’s eyes, trying to read the thoughts that were hiding in there. “Sheriff, you don’t suspect it was one of us, now do you?” 

His cigarette mostly gone, he dropped it to the ground and crushed it into the snow.

Margo tried not to flinch at his littering on her property. 

“Honestly, Ma’am, I don’t know what I think yet. Is it possible that someone had access to your keys at some point—could maybe make a copy?”

Digging into her purse, she pulled her key ring out and examined the item in question. It was nothing more than a simple door key, one that could be easily copied at any hardware store in the area. However, the implication was that someone they knew, someone close to them, got a hold of the key and made a copy. “I suppose it’s possible. When I’m at work, they just hang on a wall hook in my office.”

“And who has access to your office?”

“Everyone who works for me. I rarely close my office door, unless it’s at night. I’m not always in there, either. A lot of the time I’m helping out in the shop or supervising on the factory floor.” Margo wrapped her arms around herself and began stamping her feet. The snowfall hadn’t let up and she was freezing.

“So, basically any one of your employees.” 

“Great. First, I find out one of my people is stealing from me, now there might be a murderer in our midst?” she mumbled. 

“Hold on. What’s all this about stealing?”

“Just before I left work today for the holiday break, my accountant pointed out that the numbers were off. Someone’s been stealing product.”

The sheriff stroked his scruffy chin. “Maybe the two are connected.” He raised an eyebrow at her, his gaze peering into her. 

“I wouldn’t know, Sheriff. Until today, I had trust and respect for all my employees. Now, I’m not so sure.” 

“I see.” 

Pulling her scarf tighter, she motioned toward Patrick’s truck. “Are we done here? I’d like to get out of this cold.”

“Actually, I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” he noted, adjusting his hat on his head. 

“What? Why not?” 

“Well, Ma’am, from what I’ve seen so far, and based on what you’ve told me, no one else had access to this place.”

“And?”

“And, perhaps, whoever killed your friend was actually looking to shoot you as you arrived this evening.” 

 






CHAPTER 6


 

“You can’t be serious,” Margo complained as she was loaded up into the police truck. “Police protection?” 

“Let’s not call it police protection,” he suggested, leaning in on the passenger side doorframe. 

“That’s what it is, isn’t it?” she protested, folding her arms.

“Not technically. There would be more red tape involved.”

“You mean, I don’t have to do this?”

He hesitated, twisting his mouth to one side. “No, Ma’am. You don’t. However, I would strongly recommend it. This here is just a simple safety measure I’m personally setting in place to make everyone comfortable.”

That was great, Margo thought. It didn’t make her more comfortable. This meant he was just making her and her daughter stay under his watch because he felt like it. However, the creeping feeling that someone might—just might—be out to get her or her daughter was pushing her to do what the sheriff said. 

After all, he was a professional, right?  

“I don’t often get a murder case like this in my area, and I’m not going to let my only witness be in any sort of harm’s way. It’s just a precaution, believe me.”

“A precaution, huh?” Margo raised a skeptical eyebrow. 

“That’s right. I’ll be checking you into a nice and comfortable boarding house under my name. That way, it’ll be harder for anyone to try and track you down. You’ll be safer this way.”  

Somehow, she felt like this whole situation was overkill. Was going under this sheriff’s personal protection really necessary? Why couldn’t he just let her head back to the city, to her house?

Glancing over at her, his mouth turned up on one side as he read her expression. “It’s more for my comfort than for yours, okay? I just think this whole thing will feel better if we just play it safe. I wouldn’t want him getting you.”

“Him? How do you know it’s a him?”

“I don’t,” he replied before shutting the door. 

A moment later he appeared on the driver’s side and climbed in. In the confines of the car, he smelled of smoke.

“What about my daughter?” Surely, if it was a real possibility that someone had hidden inside the cabin to await their arrival, then Sandra could be in just as much danger as Margo—if there truly was as much danger as the sheriff thought. 

“Don’t worry. One of my deputies will be bringing her along later as well, just as soon as we can figure out a place for that boyfriend of hers.”

“Patrick?”

“That’s right. You did say that he was spending the weekend here as well, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Then he may be as much in danger as either your daughter or yourself. However, I’m wanting to check him into someplace different, a motel maybe, just to be safe.”

Margo raised a shocked eyebrow. “Wait a minute, just to be safe?”

The sheriff sighed. “I don’t like to think it, but he could have easily been the one to make a copy of the key, am I right?”

“You mean Sandra’s key?”

“That’s the one.”

“Are you putting my daughter in a different place, too? It’s Christmas, for goodness sakes.”

“No, no. For your comfort, I’m keeping you two together. It’s only Patrick who I’m putting up someplace different.” 

“You don’t really suspect him, do you?” she demanded. 

“I can’t rightly say, Ma’am, but I’m taking every precaution to protect all three of you. Whoever it is that’s done this, rest assured I will catch them.”

Somehow, his reassurance didn’t put her at ease. If anything, she felt more anxious about the whole ordeal than before.

* * *

The drive didn’t take very long, only about ten minutes. The tiny town of Tanson Hills came up so suddenly, appeared just off the side of the road in the cozy cusp of a few hills, that Margo nearly missed it. It had started as a few spread out houses here and there, even a trailer park off in the distance, but the lights of “downtown” were a surprisingly warm welcome in the storm. 

She knew she’d passed the small hamlet on other occasions as she’d gone to and from her cabin, but she’d just never noticed it.

The main street of the town cut into a section of old historic buildings, each with stonework sculptures on the front. A beautiful three-story church, a town hall, and a roadhouse surrounded a roundabout that had a Christmas tree at the center point.  Finally, they stopped in front of a brick building which looked like someone’s home. 

The windows were all glowing with the reds, greens, blues, and yellows of Christmas lights streaming around the frosted window panes. A gorgeous traditionally decorated tree was the centerpiece of the front room’s bay window. Margo wondered if it was real. Red and gold balls, with sparkling garland in a string, accented ornaments of angels, toy sleds, reindeer, and Santa Claus. 

Wrapped up in the fresh snow, the whole place looked like a picture you’d see on a jigsaw puzzle. Yet, no matter how cozy this setup was, it couldn’t remove the obvious fact that someone had been murdered, and Margo was stuck smack dab in the middle of the mess. 

 “This is Mrs. Tate’s Boarding House. You’ll be staying here until this whole thing calms down a little,” Sheriff Carlsbad announced, turning off the engine. 

“For how long?” 

“For as long as it takes,” he shot back, climbing out. Like a true gentleman, he walked around and opened the passenger door for her. The cold burst of wind and snow brushed her face, causing her to shiver. “Come along, then.”

She didn’t hesitate this time, not wanting to have to spend one more miserable minute out in this storm. After all, she was supposed to be in her own cabin, playing card games in front of a fire. 

This would have to make do for the moment. 

Following the sheriff into the front lobby, a hallway with a straight staircase going up to the second-floor landing and a small desk built into the floor, they paused and rang the bell. 

“Just a minute. I’ll be out in a second,” a voice rang from the back room. A minute later, an older woman who looked like she must be in her nineties emerged from the door at the end of the hall, just under the balcony. 

“Hello, Mrs. Tate.”

“Why, Sheriff. What are you doing here tonight?”

“I need the Henderson Suite for this nice lady.” 

The woman raised an eyebrow and smiled. “And who is this special lady?” she teased. 

“This is purely police business. Now, if you please.”

She shook her head. “Oh, poo. You’re never any fun.” She turned her back to them as she went through a series of little wooden boxes that were nailed to the wall until she came out with a brass key. “Here ya are, darling. I assume you can show her the way.”

“That I can,” he confirmed, guiding Margo up the stairway and to the left. Reaching the large hard wood door, he slipped in the key and stepped inside. The room was small, with a queen-sized bed on one side, a sitting area with a table and two chairs, and a door into what was presumably the bathroom. A large armoire held an old clunker of a television. 

However, a Christmas tree sat atop the table with its lights glowing, and a string of lights ran along the window as well. 

The room was chilly, maybe not heated at all by the feel of it. 

Almost as if reading her mind, the sheriff walked over and turned a knob near the fireplace. The gas came on with a pop, lighting up the room with its orange glow. “Now, once my deputy gets here with your daughter, I’ll be off to do some necessary digging. If you look across the town square here, you can see my office above town hall. I’ll be in and out of there.” He moved over to an old radiator that Margo had missed upon her first inspection. With a twist of his wrist, he turned it on. It made the familiar hissing noise, followed by the clicking of the metal expanding. “One of my deputies will be positioned outside your door at all times, just in case.”

“Great,” she responded, a little too sarcastically. If she didn’t know better, it felt like she was the one being held on suspicion of murder. 

“I’ll probably be back in the next few days to ask some follow up questions.”

“A few days? But it’ll be Christmas in a few days.”

“I’m aware of that. I don’t want to be digging around in murder during the holidays any more than you want to be here in this room, but we don’t exactly got a choice, now do we?”

Margo wanted to argue, but refrained. “You will be contacting the Culver’s Hood police, correct?” she asked, a hint of begging in her voice. In her opinion, the city’s police would be her only hope of getting her out of this situation. Holed up in some boarding house, under some makeshift police protection, was hardly a way to spend the Christmas holiday.

Not to mention, her mind was reeling with the possibilities of who of her employees could possibly be a murderer. 

She didn’t like the answers she was coming up with. 

All her dreams of a quiet and comfortable holiday were crumbling around her into dust. 

 






CHAPTER 7


Saturday, December 23rd – 2 Shopping Days Until Christmas

After her daughter arrived that night, they’d flipped through the channels (only local broadcasts were available) and found a rerun of an old Christmas episode of a western television show. Margo had refrained from talking about the murder at all, not wanting to upset her daughter who was clearly disturbed by the ordeal. Between the growing warmth of the fire, the quiet hum of the TV, and the pure exhaustion they both felt from the day, they were quickly asleep.  

It was at about five in the morning when Margo found herself sitting up and awake in bed. All the horrors from the night before came flooding back and she was inundated with thoughts of who the killer could possibly be. 

Knowing she wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep, even if she wanted to, she slid out from under the covers and sat in one of the chairs. 

Maybe if she just made out a list of all her thoughts, it would help declutter her mind and lower her current stress levels. Opening the little drawer on the table, she found a notepad with the boarding house’s name on it, as well as a pen. Pulling them both out, she instantly got to work. 

Who were the most likely people on her employee roster who would have a reason, any reason, to commit theft or murder? Scribbling out names one at a time, Margo carefully considered each option, feeling insane for doing so. 

These people were some of her most trusted friends. It was nearly impossible for her to imagine any hidden ill intentions. 

Sighing, she decided to take a different approach to this whole thing. Maybe just stick with facts, rather than wildly speculating and driving herself mad. 

Margo had seen Henrietta on Thursday the twenty-first. They’d worked the closing shift together at the shop and then had had dinner. They’d sat around for a few hours discussing the sales of the newest Christmas Peppers—a blend of jalapenos and greens peppers that were brined in a sugar and cinnamon candy sauce. There were blazing hot but deliciously sweet all at the same time. The new product had been a hit, but it had also been one of the items stolen from the factory according to the readout. 

Afterwards, Margo had even dropped her friend off at home that evening, since Henrietta had one too many cocktails at the restaurant.  

So, Margo deduced that her friend couldn’t have found herself at the cabin anytime that night. It was probably sometime in the morning or afternoon of Friday the twenty-third—yesterday—that Henrietta was murdered. 

But why was she at the cabin? Margo’s private cabin? Despite being friends, she’d never been out to the cabin. In any case, Margo would have to worry about those little details later. 

For now, she needed to consider any of her employees who weren’t at the shop or factory for some or all the previous day. 

Sandra hadn’t arrived until the afternoon that day, but Margo refused up and down to even consider her own daughter as a possible suspect.  

Who else could it have been? Margo had a few other people she’d hired to work in the shop during various shifts, but most of them were high schoolers. Most likely, they weren’t forward thinking enough, or invested enough, to plan a whole murder. She scribbled out their names. They were off the list. 

Next, she considered the factory workers, the men who ran the whole operation. They were all much closer to Margo’s office—and the keys. They were also closer to large quantities of the product if they wanted to slowly steal the items one by one. 

However, every single one of her factory workers had put in a full shift the day before, some of them even doing overtime to get a little extra cash for the holidays. However, they were all there the day before, weren’t they?

Then Margo remembered. Pete Hoorish, their delivery man, hadn’t come in at all. He’d called in sick. Could he be the one behind this all? Had he taken the day off so he could hide out in the cabin, just waiting around to pop someone off? 

Pete was a quiet guy. He was always sort of on the outside of the factory’s social circle. It was partially a result of his being gone most of the time making deliveries. 

Then Margo gasped. 

“Of course. Diego,” she whispered. Her foreman had been away from the factory for most of the day making the deliveries in place of Peter. Also, Diego would have the easiest time swiping product and selling it for a profit. 

She shook her head. It had to be one of those two men. 

“But why?” she wondered aloud. 

“Mom?” came the voice from the bed. Sandra slowly sat up, rubbing her eyes. 

“Morning, sweetie.”

“What are you doing?”

“Oh, I’m just trying to write some things down while I remember them.”

Sliding up to the head of the bed so she could lean against the headrest, Sandra folded her arms. “Do you think we’re being kept here because the sheriff thinks one of us could be the killer?” she came right out and asked. 

“Seems like you’re over your initial shock, hon,” Margo pointed out. 

“Doesn’t feel like it. I’m just awake enough to actually think about everything that happened last night, now.” 

“I understand.”

“So, do you?” she pressed the subject. 

“Honestly, I don’t know. He says it’s for our protection, but he could very easily just be using it as an underhanded tactic to keep us under wraps until he can dig up clues.”

“But it wasn’t one of us, Mom.”

“I know that, sweetie,” she replied, ripping off the sheet of paper from the pad and stuffing it into her pocket—the same jeans she’d worn the day before. Standing up, she walked over to the coat rack. “That’s why I’m going to do a little digging on my own.”

“You’re leaving?”

“If I can get past that guard in the hallway, I am. I’m not just going to sit around here while some killer is running around.” 

“I’m coming with you then.”

“No, you’re not,” she ordered, pointing a finger for her daughter to stay still.

“Why not?”

“It’ll be hard enough as it is for me to sneak out of here. We can’t both do it. Besides, I don’t want you getting in trouble with the police.” She pulled her coat off the hook and slipped it on. Getting her scarf tied around her neck, she fitted her hat upon her head. “I’m going to at least try and get in contact with the homicide division of the Culver’s Hood police. I trust them to figure this out more than this sheriff.” 

“Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” she asked, hugging the pillow to her chest. 

Margo paused, her hand on the doorknob. “No, I don’t.” With that, she cracked the door open and peeked out into the hallway. 

 






CHAPTER 8


 

Much to Margo’s surprise, the young deputy outside the door had fallen asleep. He’d been there since late the night before, and he was probably exhausted. He looked almost cute cuddled up against the floral wallpaper for support—sort of like a child. 

Now, all she needed to do was walk past him and down the stairs without waking him from his slumber. Tiptoeing out the door, she shut it behind herself with only the slightest tap of the lock going into place. 

The deputy stirred slightly, but thankfully didn’t wake. 

Trying not to breathe too loudly, she moved past him to the stairway where she made her way down into the tiny lobby. Now, all she needed to do was locate a telephone and call herself a cab to drive her back to the city, or at least to the cabin to pick up her own car. The sheriff had taken her cellphone as a “precaution,” he’d said. 

More and more, she was wondering if Sandra’s question was a valid one. Perhaps they were really trying to pin this murder on them. And why not? After all, it was her cabin. Who else would have easy access to just waltz in, grab a gun, and shoot someone?

She hadn’t done any of that, of course, but she could see why the sheriff was taking these measures to keep them in one place. By law, she knew, they could easily just refuse the protection. 

There was nothing that said they had to stay there, so she didn’t feel like she was breaking any laws by sneaking out this way.

If that was the case, why did she feel so sneaky for doing this?

“Why, young lady, where are you going?” came the voice from the end of the hall. 

Margo froze in place, stiff as a board. Turning her head slightly, she spotted the old woman who owned the boarding house standing there. 

“I’m just about to set out breakfast for this morning. Cinnamon waffles, scrambled eggs, candied bacon, and some good hot coffee. I always serve at six-o’-clock sharp.”

Margo glanced up at the wall clock and realized it was ten to six. “Oh, yes, I see that. However, I have an appointment in the city this morning that I have to be at.” 

“Oh? That’s too bad. You’d love my candied bacon.” 

“I’m sure I would.” She waved and started heading for the door, sure she could find a phone somewhere else. 

“Hey, wait a minute.”

She froze again, sighing. If this woman went on talking, she was sure to wake up that deputy. She didn’t want to have a conversation about what she was doing with him, and definitely didn’t want to have to face the sheriff.   

“Does the sheriff know you’re leaving?” she asked, shaking a finger at Margo.

“Yeah, he knows,” she lied, hoping it would buy her some time. 

She nodded. “In that case, I’ll be seeing you later, I’m sure,” she beamed. 

Margo let out a little sigh of relief. It seemed the sheriff had neglected to share any details about the murder case with the old woman. As far as she knew, the sheriff’s guests were nothing more than that—guests. 

She intended to keep it that way. “See, ya,” she called again, turning to exit. Then she paused, remembering looking out the window the night before as the sheriff pointed out his office, which was directly across the street. 

Turning back to face Mrs. Tate, she put on her best saleswoman smile. “Actually, do you have a back door?” 

* * *

The whole town was a silent winter wonderland. The snowing had stopped, leaving at least a foot of white fluff over everything. Not a soul appeared to be out on the streets yet, so Margo attempted to be as sneaky as possible, only walking along the back streets. 

It only took a few minutes to locate a little greasy spoon café tucked away on a side street of the tiny town. A cheap string of garland and some lights, that looked like they had been sitting in a box since the seventies, decorated the window. Additionally, all the tables had mini Christmas trees on them. Somehow, it made the place feel quainter and more inviting. 

There was a phone tucked away in a nook near the service counter, which looked almost as equally aged as the Christmas decorations. A large bound copy of the yellow pages sat on a shelf nearby. Grabbing the book, which had collected a good amount of dust from disuse, she blew off the dregs and opened it. Soon, she found the Culver’s Hood cab service’s number. 

Dropping a few quarters from her purse in the phone, she dialed out. 

She knew this was going to probably cost her a pretty penny, but it would be worth it to figure out what exactly was going on. 

After ordering her taxi (it would be at least a thirty-minute wait for them to arrive) she took a seat in the corner booth, farthest back from the front windows and door. It was strangely cozy, and a little exciting, snuggled up like that. In a way, it felt like being a child on Christmas morning, waiting for everyone else in the house to wake up.

Only this time, she was waiting for a cab to arrive so she could investigate a murder related to her employees. That sort of took some of the warm fuzzies out of the situation. 

“Can I get you something to eat, hon?” The waitress in a pink dress and cream apron drawled, chewing on a piece of gum. 

“Oh, sure. Start me off with a cup of coffee.” She noticed the menu, a single sheet of paper, leaning against the Christmas tree on the table. Picking it up, she showed it to the waitress. “I’ll just glance over this while you grab the coffee.”

“Sure, thing,” the woman said, heading off behind the counter.

Feeling starved after hearing Mrs. Tate go on and on about candied bacon and waffles, Margo decided to order a full-sized breakfast plate (which contained bacon, sausage, eggs, and a waffle) while she waited for her cab to arrive. 

Devouring her meal, and being pleasantly surprised by the quality, the only thing she wished for was a bottle of her favorite habanero sauce to top it off with. She’d just have to go without this time, she decided. 

Just as she was paying her tab, and finishing off her third cup of black joe, she spotted the white and black checkered cab pull up outside. 

“That’s me,” she told the waitress, leaving a tip on the table. 

Heading outside into the bitterly cold morning, she got into the back of the taxi and asked to be taken to the Spicy Senora factory in Culver’s Hood. 

“I know the place,” the driver confirmed, shifting the car into the drive and heading down Main Street and out of town. She kept her eyes peeled for the sheriff or any of his deputies, planning to slide down in her seat so not to be seen. 

However, she didn’t have to resort to any such tactics as they left the town behind. 

* * *

Margo had originally planned on going to the police first, but decided that she wanted to do a little digging on her own first. For all she knew, they’d pass any responsibility off on the sheriff and she’d end up right back at Mrs. Tate’s boarding house again.

The open, snowy landscape rushed by in a blur with only the occasional tree or far off farmhouse to keep any interest on the horizon. 

Resting her eyes, she quietly waited out the drive, wondering just what she might find. Perhaps nothing.

“Here we are,” the cab driver announced.

Margo jumped awake, realizing she’d fallen asleep in the back seat. 

The driver chuckled quietly at her startled expression. Furrowing her brow, she paid the man and climbed out to face her familiar stomping grounds. She would just pop in and have a look around. For all she knew, the killer or thief, or both, had left some sort of clue in the factory that she’d missed before she realized there had been foul play going on under her nose. 

Passing the shop and stepping to the side of the building, she headed down the alley to the side entrance. This was where the employees usually came in during the mornings. 

She’d gotten about halfway to the door when she realized someone was standing there. A man with dark hair and wearing a dark business suit and dressy trench coat was fiddling with the doorknob. 

He was trying to break in!

 






CHAPTER 9


 

While the man looked oddly familiar, he certainly wasn’t one of Margo’s employees. The well-pressed suit was throwing her off as well. Did this mean her thief and murderer was someone who wasn’t an employee? If so, she was both relieved and horrified all at the same time. Had she really let security measures at her business get so bad that a random man could walk in off the street and take the product, or was this some sort of professional gentleman thief?

She was about to find out. 

Retrieving her pocket knife and unsheathing the blade, she kept it low and at the ready. Finally, leaping forward, she confronted the burglar. “Who are you? Why are you trying to break into my factory?” she demanded. 

Letting out a startled cry, the man threw up both of his gloved hands. “Whoa, lady. Whoa. Just take it.” His hand darted to the inside of his jacket. 

Margo felt her blood run ice cold for a second as she wondered if he was going to pull a gun out and finish her off once and for all. This had been a terrible idea from the start, her mind screamed at her. 

“Just take it,” he repeated, revealing a small leather wallet, not a gun. He tossed the item across to her so that it landed at her feet in the snow. 

She glanced down at it with confusion marring her brow. “What?” 

“My money. Go ahead and take it and go.” 

Her jaw dropped open. Did he seriously think she, a fifty-year-old woman in a cowboy hat, was mugging him? “I don’t want your money,” she snapped.

“What is it then? You want the jacket?” he proceeded to start removing the coat.

“I don’t want anything. Stop it,” she ordered.

He froze in place with his coat only half on. “Well, what’s the deal? Are you just one of those psychos who gets their kicks out of stabbing random people?” he gasped, his face turning pale. 

“Now, hold on a minute. I’m no such thing, but I do have a right to protect my property from thieves.” 

“Just cool it with the knife. I’m not a thief. I’m not trying to do anything bad,” his voice squeaked slightly. 

“It looks to me like you’re trying to break into this building, a building that happens to belong to me.”

He blinked a few times, as if surprised by this comment. “I swear, I wasn’t, lady.”

Instinctively, she reached into her purse for her phone, but then remembered it wasn’t there. That didn’t stop her from making her threat. “Maybe we should just ask the police what they think,” she suggested, shaking the purse to make it seem as if she had her phone hidden away.

“No, no police, please,” he begged, sounding more sad and pathetic by the minute. If he really was a robber, he seemed like a spineless one. She was growing less and less sure that he was her man, after all. Besides, a man like this hardly seemed like he could keep it together long enough to pull off months’ worth of thefts without anyone noticing until the books came in. 

Still, something about him seemed so familiar, it was uncanny. It was almost as if she was looking at someone she saw on a regular basis, but something about his features were off. 

Why couldn’t she place him? 

Slowly, she lifted her hand from her purse. “Okay. No police.”

“Thank you, thank you,” he clasped his hands in a symbol of gratitude. 

“You better start telling me what you’re doing before I change my mind,” she shot back, not wanting him to grow too comfortable with the situation.

“I swear, lady, I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I don’t break the law if I can help it,” he was rambling, his words coming out in sputtered clusters. 

Was he trying to hide something?

Margo could only raise a suspicious eyebrow in response. 

“L-Look, I would never do anything that would land me in jail, okay? I’m too scared of going to a place like that. I’d be eaten alive.” 

It sounded as if he were stalling, and Margo didn’t have the time for it. “If you claim you’re not doing anything wrong,” her eyes darted from the door handle back to the man, “then maybe you can explain exactly what you were doing, because it sure looked like you were trying to break into my factory.”

“I wasn’t, I thought you guys might be open,” he confessed.

“Even if we were, only employees are allowed in through this door. Customers come in through the shop.”

“O-oh, I didn’t know. You see, I was hoping to talk to you, Ma’am,” he spoke in a suddenly respectful tone, standing up straight. 

This new comment had her taken aback. “Me? You wanted to talk to me?” Suddenly, her heart started up racing. What if this young man was the murderer? What if he wanted to see her so he could kill her, finish the job he’d intended to do this whole time? 

“I was hoping I could ask you about a job.”

That completely threw her off guard. “Wait a minute, a job? You’re here looking for a job?”

“That’s right, Ma’am. I was told you might have a job opening available. I specialize in PR and advertising.” He shook his head. “He swore that you had a position open, even told me to show up today around this time and to use the side entrance.”

“He? Who told you that?” she demanded, now completely confused by the situation. 

The young man opened his mouth to answer, but no sound came out. Instead, the singular whoop of a police siren turning on and off echoed down the snowy alleyway. 

Margo spun on her heel and noticed the familiar sheriff’s truck pull up along the street outside the shop, its lights flashing its arrival. “Oh, no,” she whispered. 

At the same time, the rushed patter of feet could be heard darting down the alley in the opposite direction. Spinning to face the sound, she watched the young man in the suit disappearing in the distance. 

Her chance of figuring out who had given him the false information about a job disappeared with him. 

 






CHAPTER 10


 

“I thought I’d find you here,” Sheriff Carlsbad mentioned as he sauntered down the alleyway. 

“Wait, hold on a minute. He’s getting away. Aren’t you going to chase him?”

“Chase who?”

“That man who was just trying to break into my factory,” she demanded, motioning with her knife toward the now empty alleyway.

The sheriff eyeballed the knife in her hand suspiciously. 

Her face growing hot with embarrassment, Margo closed the blade and deposited the tool in her purse. “I’m telling you. I caught a man trying to break into my factory. I was just trying to stop him from stealing more of my product. He claimed to be here for a job interview.”  

“And was he?”

“No, of course, not. But before you so rudely interrupted me, he was about to tell me some potentially important information.” 

“Oh?”

“So, aren’t you going to go after him?” she insisted again, thinking that he understood the situation now.

The sheriff hesitated, his eyes searching the woman’s face. Finally, he answered. “No.”

“No?” 

“No. This city isn’t in my jurisdiction.”

“What about the homicide case? What if that guy was our murderer? What if he could have told us something about the murderer?”

“Mrs. Hanratty, don’t you worry. We’re working on things as we speak, and I think we’re getting very close to an answer, but I’m nearly positive that John Doe who just ran off isn’t our man.”

Margo hesitated, her eyes wandering with her thoughts. “How do you know that?”

“I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation, but I can say that until we have the criminal safely behind bars, I want you tucked away safely at Mrs. Tate’s.” 

“You can’t be serious,” she groaned. 

“I am,” he retorted, pulling a cigarette out of his jacket pocket and placing it between his lips. Igniting his lighter, he lit the cigarette. 

“How do I know you’re not just holding me and my daughter until you can get proper evidence against us?” she spat out, expressing Sandra’s concerns as her own. She knew it was a mistake to make such an accusation of the police, especially a small-town sheriff who was just trying to do his job.

He raised an eyebrow at the outburst. “I’m not holding you at all,” he answered. 

Margo let out an amused laugh.

“You’re right. You have the freedom to go about as you please, but I would advise against it. I’d feel a lot safer, and happier, with you in Tanson Hills.” 

“But it’s Christmas,” she shouted, much louder than she had expected. Her voice bounced off the brick walls of the alleyway, starling a stray cat out of its hiding place. 

Again, her face was growing red hot from embarrassment. 

“I’m sorry,” she muttered a quiet apology for her attitude. 

Now, she knew the real reason for her upset around this whole murder investigation. She’d been so looking forward to a break from work, her employees, and the factory, that she couldn’t stand to let it go now. This murderer had stepped in and guaranteed to mar her Christmas holiday. Her insistence on sneaking out of the make-shift safe house and doing some private investigating—despite having no experience in the field at all—was simply because she wanted results faster. 

The sooner the case was solved, the sooner she could have her cabin—and her vacation—back intact. 

“Look, Mrs. Hanratty, I realize how trying this is. I’m sure you had very specific plans for your holiday away from the stresses of work.” He motioned to the factory, cigarette in hand, drawing smoke circles in the air. “However, a murder has occurred, and it’s my duty to get to the bottom of it and catch the culprit. I’m giving up time I could be spending at my warm home in front of the TV with a beer in my hand to be out here in the cold, freezing my butt off, while I try to figure out what’s happened.”

Margo looked down, feeling slightly ashamed of her selfishness. On the other hand, this whole murder affected her way more than it did the sheriff. 

“My point is, it’s your duty, as my witness who found the body, to do as I say. The only way we’re going to catch this guy, is if you cooperate. The sooner we figure out who’s behind this whole fiasco, the sooner we can get back to celebrating the best time of the year.” He placed the cigarette between his lips and took a long drag. The end lit up like a little Christmas light. “Unfortunately, before we can celebrate, we have to deal with the reality that criminals don’t take a Christmas break. It’s the harsh truth of the world.” 

Dropping the cigarette into the snow, he stomped it out with the heel of his cowboy boot. She eyed his littering, again, with distaste.   

“I suppose you’re right,” she admitted, giving him a sheepish shrug of her shoulder. 

“I promise, you’ll be able to enjoy your holiday, murder or not. Mrs. Tate hosts a pleasant Christmas dinner each year on Christmas Eve, and she sings carols around the tree on Christmas morning. It may not be what you planned for, but it’s something.” 

Margo gave a knowing nod in reply. “You’re right, sheriff. My apologies for running off like this, this morning.” 

“Honestly, it’s fine. I needed your help with something anyway. I figured you and I may have to make a trip to this address either way.” 

“What’s that?”

Motioning to the building, he smiled. “I was hoping I could have a look at your employees’ time stamps, to see who was here or not during the time of the murder.”

 






CHAPTER 11


 

Unlocking the door and taking the sheriff inside, Margo showed him to the office. She had an odd creeping feeling in her stomach, mostly a result of being back at the factory, and in her office so soon. She had felt so sure that she wouldn’t be seeing the inside of this building until the new year that it was a little jarring being forced to be there for the sake of a murder investigation.

Turning on her computer, she brought up the computer program of time stamps and let the sheriff peruse the information listed there. 

Just as her deductions earlier that morning had concluded, the only employees who weren’t around were Peter and Diego. Peter had no time stamps at all for the day of the murder and Diego’s delivery updates showed that he had been out of the building for a good number of hours. 

“Very interesting,” Sheriff Carlsbad mused as he examined the computer screen. “This Diego is your factory foreman?”  

“That’s correct. Yesterday, Peter, our normal delivery man, couldn’t make it into work. Diego covered the delivery route for the day while also squeezing in his own duties.”

“Impressive.” He leaned in, running his finger over the screen. There were stamps of delivery times for various grocery stores and shops around the small city. “Looks like there aren’t any breaks long enough for him to have disappeared on us.” 

Margo could tell by the tone of the officer’s voice, that he was still skeptical about this ironclad alibi. She knew just as well as anybody that he could have put in the stamps at any time he wanted to make it look good. 

However, what possible reason could he have for stealing from her and committing such a horrible murder? Perhaps, Henrietta had caught onto his scheme, so he was forced to silence her? Then, why had the body turned up at Margo’s cabin? 

She shook her head. 

“And, I assume, that if I had one of my deputies call these locations that they’d confirm that your man had been there?”

“I’m sure they would,” she said, not so positive that was the truth. 

“Good, if you don’t mind, I’ll forward this to my office and have my deputy get right to work on it.” 

“Sounds fine to me,” she agreed. 

“After that, how about you show me around the factory a bit, so I can get a feel of the place where a potential murderer might work?” 

* * *

Sheriff Carlsbad wasn’t a man of much tact, but Margo went along with things anyway. She pointed out the hook where she hung her keys every day and explained again how the door to her office was just left open. 

“But who’s to say my daughter’s keys weren’t copied instead of mine?” Margo asked as she led the way down the wooden staircase into the shop. 

“My deputy asked some thorough questions on that topic, and we deduced that the only person who could have picked up our daughter’s keys and made a copy was her fiancé.”

“You can’t be serious,” she exclaimed, entering the dark shop. Between all the lights being off, the lack of traffic on the street outside, and all the deafening snow, the room seemed oddly silent. Only the shuffle of their own footsteps on the old wooden floorboards made any sort of real noise. 

“Don’t worry, I’m not pursuing him as a viable suspect,” he comforted her, stepping out from behind the counter to examine the contents of one of the shelves. It held the jalapeno sauce that was easily their most popular product. 

“Wait, you’re not?”

Glancing over his shoulder at her, he shook his head. “No, he has an alibi. He was out Christmas shopping with his mother the entire day, looking for a gift for your daughter, as a matter-of-fact.”

“Guess he likes waiting until the last second,” she joked. 

“Anyway, it is clear to me that your daughter almost always has her purse on her person, making it a difficulty for anyone looking to steal her keys.”

Margo nodded. “She once had a man try and snatch her purse when she was in high school. Since then, she won’t let her purse out of her sight unless she’s at home. Even when she is here working for me, she keeps it under the register counter.”

“She also works part-time as a receptionist at a gym as well?”

“That’s right, and it’s the same situation. She has a locker there. She keeps her purse locked up in there all day long.” 

“See my point?” He moved back to the counter and examined the special display of the Christmas Peppers, stacked in the shape of an aspen tree with a star on top. 

“You’re basically saying the killer has to be someone who works here at the factory, someone who had total access to my keys.”

“That’s about the long and short of it,” he confirmed the fact to her. 

She also noticed that she, as a suspect herself, wasn’t exempt from that category. She knew, deep down, there was still some small suspicion of her and her daughter as well. The sheriff was just being careful about how he went about things, not wanting to scare off suspects before he had this thing under wraps. 

Luckily, Margo knew for a fact that she wasn’t the killer, and she was ninety-nine percent positive about her daughter as well. 

“Well, what now?” she pressed. 

“Now? Do you think I could buy one of these bottles of Christmas Peppers?” he asked with a winning smile. 

Margo let out a quiet laugh and shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t without opening a whole register. Everything is shut up and put away for Christmas.” 

He waved his hand. “Never mind then. Let’s head back to Tanson Hills. I want you safe and sound at Mrs. Tate’s until I can pinpoint the murderer and bring them in.” 

This time, she didn’t argue. If he was right, and the killer really was after her, she had to agree with him. Using the front door this time, they stepped out into the cold. 

It had begun to snow again.  

 






CHAPTER 12


 

Starting in on another thirty-minute drive, Margo was beginning to feel weary of driving back and forth in a seemingly constant stream. The fresh snowfall hardly helped, although it wasn’t nearly as bad of a storm as the night before. She was cold from being stuck outside so much and wished for the warm fire of her cabin—or at least the room in the boarding house. Luckily, the heat blasting from the sheriff’s car was welcoming. 

The cab she’d taken into town had been frigid, and the driver reluctant to turn on the heat—something to do with the amount of gas used in relation to company mileage. Margo was happy to not be sneaking around anymore, and that she’d been able to help the sheriff with the investigation a little. She simply hoped all of this would be cleared up soon.  

She’d closed her eyes for a moment, realizing just how tired she was from the last few day’s events—not to mention waking up super early for no good reason other than thoughts bouncing all around in her head. 

Resting her eye felt good, and a wave of temporary peace washed over her.  

She hadn’t fallen asleep, of course, not with the killer still out on the loose. She wondered if she’d be able to get some decent shut-eye once the person was behind bars. Still, the darkness behind her eyelids and the hum of the truck’s engine were enough to at least put her in a better headspace than she had been.

She was realizing now, more than before, just how affected by this whole traumatic ordeal she’d been. 

The comfortable silence of the drive was suddenly interrupted about halfway through as Sheriff Carlsbad’s phone began to buzz. Opening her eyes just a sliver, she watched as the officer dug deep into his pocket and glanced at the caller ID. 

His expression was one of anticipation. 

Making a quick check of his passenger, he glanced over to see if she was truly asleep. 

Margo made sure to keep her eyes shut tight and her breathing steady so as not to bother the sheriff. Much to her surprise, he assumed she was, indeed, asleep, and he hit the button to answer the cell phone. “Hello?” he spoke with a hush in his voice. 

“Sheriff? I just finished up that autopsy,” a voice echoed faintly from the speaker. It was a low volume, but Margo could just make out the words. By just the first line of greeting alone, she deduced that it must be the county coroner. 

She was glad to have pretended to be asleep. Maybe any new news would set off the sheriff on hunting down the murderer. 

Additionally, maybe it’d clue her into whoever it was that had double-crossed her at work.

The sheriff glanced over one more time just to make sure she was asleep. “Go ahead.”

“The victim was shot at close range with a point twenty-two revolver. The bullet pierced her heart, and she died almost immediately.”

“I see, and the confirmed time of death?” he pressed. This seemed to be the information he was most interested in. 

“I’d place it at just a little after eight on the morning of the twenty-second.”

The sheriff grunted thoughtfully. “Just as we thought, huh?”

“Seems so.” 

Sheriff Carlsbad glanced down at his watch. “Is there anything else?”

“As a matter-of-fact, there is,” he noted. 

“Go ahead,” the sheriff drawled. 

“Well, it seems to me that the body was moved.”

“What?” the detective exclaimed quietly. 

“That’s right. There are traces of dirt in the hair, under the fingernails, you get the picture. Also, based on the damage to the skin tissues, I’d say this body laid outside for a little while—maybe an hour or two—before being brought inside.” 

The sheriff grunted. “Does that mean our murderer hung around for a couple hours after killing her, or did someone else move her?” 

“I couldn’t rightly say. That’s your department, not mine,” the coroner joked, not taking responsibility for answers that weren’t his. 

“I wasn’t asking you, I was just thinking out loud,” he argued. 

“Well, I’ll leave you to think out loud on your own.”

“Thanks, for calling. If you think of anything else significant, make sure to ring me again.”

“I will. You want me to send that report over to you?” 

“Yeah, I should be at the office sometime in the next fifteen to twenty minutes.”

“Alrighty, it’ll be waiting on your computer when you arrive.” 

“Thanks,” he replied, finally hanging up. 

Margo had her eyes slightly parted again, looking at the sheriff for any sort of facial expressions or reactions. What was he thinking?

He glanced over at her again and she shut her eyes, hoping she hadn’t been caught. 

“How long have you been awake?” he asked, his tone hard and scolding. 

Trying to play it off, she yawned, letting her eyes flutter open slowly. Stretching her arms wide, she looked around at the white landscape. Despite the falling snow, the sun was breaking through the clouds and reflecting off the sparkling horizon. “Are we almost there?” she asked, ignoring his question. 

He shook his head and sighed, not willing to pursue the matter. After all, it was his fault for taking a private phone call with a witness in his car—sleeping or not. “It’ll be another fifteen minutes,” he informed her.   

 






CHAPTER 13


Sunday, December 24th – Christmas Eve

The second night at the boarding house in Tanson Hills had been far more cozy and comfortable than the previous one. The local TV station had been playing a marathon of old black and white Christmas movies, which always put a little warmth into Margo’s spirits. 

They’d both fallen asleep fairly early, feeling content that they were safe with the deputy outside. However, the last thing on Margo’s mind as she drifted off was the stranger who she’d caught outside the factory. 

Waking from her slumber around six a.m. Margo sat up in bed and looked around the room. The Christmas lights in the window offered some dim, yet colorful light to the room. The gas fire, however, had timed out sometime during the evening, leaving the room slightly chilled.

Hopping out of bed and rushing on her tiptoes over the freezing hardwood flooring, she turned the fireplace back on. She then proceeded to slide into one of the nearby chairs, holding her feet out toward the flames.

Her mind wandered, thinking of all the events that had led up to her and her daughter being guests at the boarding house. She could hardly believe it was already Christmas Eve. It didn’t quite feel like a holiday, not yet anyway. 

She knew that a little good food could cure that problem.

She took a deep breath and realized she could smell breakfast cooking in the kitchen below. While her meal at the café had been good, she was expecting much more from Mrs. Tate’s cooking.

Glancing around for her socks, she spotted a pair of fuzzy white slippers with the boarding house logo on them. They were tucked under the bed slightly, so she hadn’t noticed them before. She considered that there may be a matching robe in the bathroom as well. 

Reaching over, she managed to get a hold of the slippers without touching the cold floor again. Putting them on her feet, she stood up. 

Sandra was still sleeping soundly, and Margo didn’t want to wake her. She decided to let her daughter rest while she went downstairs to check out the morning offerings. Sliding across the room, she carefully opened the door. 

The next second, she let out a startled scream.

Sandra, hearing her mother’s exclamation, sat bolt upright in bed, also screaming. 

Standing directly outside the door so that he was face to face when Margo went to leave, was Sheriff Carlsbad. “What are you doing? Trying to scare us to death?”

“My apologies, but I didn’t know you were going to come bursting out like that.”

“I didn’t burst out at all. I slowly and quietly walked out.”

“And then screamed.”

Margo rolled her eyes. “Okay, so you startled me.” 

“I was just getting ready to knock on your door,” he told her. 

“And I was just getting ready to go downstairs for some breakfast. What is it, sheriff? Do you need my help with something again? Did those files not send properly?” 

He shook his head. “Not at all. In fact, I have some good news.”

“Oh?”

 “We picked up the murderer this morning. You’re free to return to your cabin for the rest of the holiday.” 

Margo blinked a few times, not quite believing her ears. “You arrested the killer? Who was it?”

“Just as I suspected, it was your foreman, Diego Krimer.”

Margo’s jaw dropped. While she had suspected Diego herself, she could hardly believe her ears. 

“Oh, my goodness,” Sandra squeaked from the room. 

“Are you sure?”

“As your foreman, he had his own set of keys to the factory, correct?” 

“That’s right.”

“He had complete and open access to come in and steal your product whenever he wanted. He also had the most access to your office. Therefore, it would be very easy for him to make a copy of the key to your cabin.”

Margo had to admit, all of this made sense.

“What about his alibi?”

“My deputy called the places he made deliveries to. They all agreed that he had made the deliveries, but not at the times he had punched into the system. There were at least a few hours at the beginning of the day, right while the murder occurred, that no one remembers him being around. That gives him ample time to come out here, kill the victim, and get back.” 

“But why kill her? I don’t understand.”

“We believe his motive was protection. She found out his scheme, so he lured her up to your cabin and shot her.”

“And he’s confessed to all of this?” she pressed, needing a sure confirmation that it was, in fact, Diego who’d committed this horrible crime. She just couldn’t bring herself to believe it, still. 

“Hardly. He’s denying the whole thing.”

She folded her arms. “Then how do you know for sure it was really him?”

The sheriff’s mouth tightened. “Mrs. Hanratty, I thought you’d be happy to know we caught a murderer.”

“How do you know?” she insisted, asking again. She was going to have her answer or else. 

Sighing, he shook his head. “We took his fingerprints. His name isn’t Diego Krimer.”

“What?” she nearly screamed it. 

“His real name is Daryl Black. He was a major drug runner for the Mexican Cartel, transporting items across the border and hiding them in an underground bunker on an old farm.”

Margo was completely overwhelmed. The man who had worked as her foreman, who had become her friend, was an ex-criminal. Maybe he just decided it was time to deal in small potatoes and started stealing her products and selling them. 

“Anyway, I just came by to tell you.” He tipped his hat to them. “Enjoy your Christmas holiday, ladies.”

With that, he disappeared down the hall with his deputy.

* * *

“I don’t believe it, Mom. I don’t believe it one bit.” Sandra was arguing as the two women drove in Margo’s car toward the cabin, fifteen minutes up the road. The sheriff’s department had delivered the car to the boarding house for them so they could easily get on their way.

Before leaving, they’d stopped and tried to enjoy the breakfast that Mrs. Tate had prepared, but the harrowing news about Diego hung over their meal like a dark rain cloud. Neither one had said very much.

 “If the police have good enough reason to arrest him on the charges, I don’t think we have any other choice, hon,” Margo admitted, reaching over and patting her daughter on the knee.

“It doesn’t make sense.”

“I know, but he tricked us all.”

“I just don’t believe it could be him,” she exclaimed, turning to face her mother. 

“For now, let’s just try to forget about the whole thing, okay? Let’s enjoy our holiday together.” Coming to the turn off for the cabin, Margo pulled on the steering wheel and directed her vehicle into the dirt yard and parked. “It’s Christmas Eve, after all.”

Sandra folded her arms and sighed. “I suppose you’re right. It’s just hard, that’s all. I mean, he’s been the foreman as long as I’ve been helping out around the shop.”

“I know, why don’t we head inside and you can call Pat. Tell him it’s okay to come up now. While you do that, I’ll get the fire going and start working on some Christmas cookies. How does that sound?” 

Her daughter’s frown melted into a sincere smile. “It honestly sounds nice.” 

“Good, let’s get out of this cold weather.” She squeezed her daughter’s shoulder before opening her door and climbing out. Sandra quickly followed suit, tightening her scarf around her neck as she jogged toward the door. 

Margo was about halfway across the yard when she spotted something fluttering in the dry, leafless bushes on the other side of the car among the trees. She made a scolding noise in the back of her throat. “They just had to leave litter behind.”  

“What, Mom?”

“Oh, don’t mind me. Just go on ahead inside. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Okay,” Sandra agreed, slipping her key into the lock and unlatching it. 

Margo trudged through the slippery, wet snow to the bush. Bending down, she retrieved the piece of paper that was still half buried in the drift. At first, she didn’t intend to look at it at all. She’d just take it inside and drop it in the trash. 

However, she froze in place when she noticed something scribbled at the top of the paper—a name. 

The name written there was Henrietta.  

 






CHAPTER 14


 

With shaking fingers, Margo carefully unfolded the note, revealing the rest of the words written inside. Her eyes darted back and forth, eagerly reading onward. 

Henrietta, 

I know about your little scheme. I know you’ve been stealing products from the factory and reselling them under the table for a profit. If you don’t want me to tell the police, you’ll meet me at the address listed below today at eight in the morning. 

Merry Christmas, 

Thomas Drake 

Margo took in a sharp breath of realization.

Most likely, as the coroner had said, Henrietta had been killed outside. She was probably holding the note—in order to check the address—and dropped it when she fell. Then, because of the fresh falling snow that same evening, the police had missed this vital piece of evidence completely. 

If the note was correct, it meant that the sheriff had the wrong person locked up. Even if Diego was an ex-criminal and drug runner, he wasn’t the murderer or the thief. 

It seemed that Henrietta herself, Margo’s old friend and employee, was the one doing the stealing. More than likely, she was taking the stock directly from the store shelves. According to the letter, it seemed that Thomas Drake had figured out what she was doing. Did this mean that he was the killer?

This caused Margo to pause.

Thomas Drake had been on the job all morning long during the time of the murder. He’d even gotten into an argument with one of his coworkers on the floor. 

Finally, Margo remembered something vital to the case. Gasping, she glanced down at the letter again, and at Thomas’ name written there. 

The day before, just outside the factory, she had encountered a young man in a business suit who had looked uncannily familiar. However, she’d been unable to place him. Now she realized he looked very similar to Thomas Drake, her newest line worker at the factory. She figured that they might be related, maybe even brothers. 

Thomas had broken several bottles the last day at the factory, and he even kept his hat, goggles, and, mask on during the whole argument. He never spoke out loud or defended himself. 

It was because it hadn’t been Thomas at all, but a look alike. 

Maybe he’d told the man that there was a potential job for him in it if he just did what he asked. The job market was difficult, to say the least, and perhaps the stranger had agreed just to get an in. 

Shaking her head, she folded the note and pocketed it, retrieving her phone in the same motion. She needed to call the sheriff right away. 

Suddenly, the crunch of feet on snow drew her attention and Margo spun around before she could dial out. 

She let out a quiet squeak of surprise upon spotting Thomas Drake standing there at the mouth of the drive, a gun pointed at her. 

“Put that phone down right now,” he ordered.

Margo obeyed without hesitation, dropping the phone into the snow. 

“Good, now hand over that note.” He held out an expectant hand. 

She dug into her pocket again to grab the incriminating paper, but stopped when a familiar voice echoed through the chilly air.

“Not so fast,” Sheriff Carlsbad commanded, stepping into the open circle of trees from behind another one of the snowy bushes. He had his gun trained on the assailant. 

“What the heck? What is this?” Thomas growled.

“Put your gun down, now,” he shouted. 

The murderer hesitated, his eyes darting from the cop to the woman. 

“Things will go easier for you if you just put that gun down.” 

“Not a chance. You’re not going to prove it was me,” he shouted, stalling. 

“I can bet that gun your holding will match the bullet that killed Henrietta White,” he accused. 

“And what about this note,” Margo got the courage to say. 

“What’s going on, Mom?” Sandra asked, coming to the door.

“Go back inside,” the concerned mother ordered.

“Oh, my goodness,” she exclaimed, her face going pale as she collapsed. 

Thomas looked over as the girl fell, his guard down for just a second. 

It was long enough.

Like a streak of lightning, the sheriff ran and tackled the gunman to the ground, handcuffing his arms behind his back. “You’re under arrest for the murder of Henrietta White. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” 

Realizing things were now safe, Margo ran to her daughter’s side.  

 






CHAPTER 15


Monday, December 25th – Christmas Day

The melodic ting of a knife against glass rang out over the table as Margo stood up, raising her mug of cider. “Before we dig into this delicious Christmas dinner, I just wanted to say a few words of gratitude.” 

Sandra, Patrick, and Sheriff Carlsbad—whom Margo had invited to eat with them—all looked up from the delicious looking array of turkey, stuffing, cranberry sauce, mashed potatoes, and pumpkin pie with smiles on their faces.

“I just want to say how thankful I am to have Sheriff Carlsbad with us this evening to celebrate this day of peace and happiness. This day would not exist without all the hard work you’ve done over the past few days.”

“Hear, hear,” Sandra agreed, lifting her own mug. 

“I can’t take all the credit,” he admitted, raising an eyebrow at the spiky haired woman.

“Still, you managed to save my life, and possibly the life of my daughter. On top of that, you managed to apprehend the killer of an old friend.”

“Just doing my job,” he said, his smile widening. 

“In any case, I’d like to dedicate this meal to you. To quote Dickens, To Sheriff Carlsbad, ‘the founder of the feast’.”

“The founder of the feast, indeed,” Sandra joked. 

The whole group laughed, raising their mugs and drinking the hot mulled cider. “To Sheriff Carlsbad,” they all said. 

“Thank you. This means a lot,” he accepted the praise warmly. 

“You deserve it.”

“I very much appreciate this meal. I usually spend my Christmas in front of the TV with a beer. Never been much of a family man, I suppose.” 

“Maybe we can change that,” Sandra teased, her eyes passing from him to her mother.

Margo rolled her eyes. “Let’s eat.” 

The dishes filled to the brim with tasty food were passed around for everyone to get a serving. 

“So, I don’t mean to bring up work, or the murder case, at the dinner table, but what is going to happen to Diego now? I mean, he isn’t the killer.” Sandra leaned in, looking at the sheriff. 

“Nothing is going to happen to him. He was never arrested.”

“What?” Margo exclaimed. 

“I’m sorry I had to do it, but I lied about the whole thing. Diego has no more of a criminal background than I do, and all of the places I called confirmed his deliveries were at the times he noted.”

“Now, wait a minute. I don’t understand. Why tell us all of that if it wasn’t true?” Margo demanded to know. 

“It was a diversion. I knew the real killer was probably keeping an eye on your cabin, or at least I had hope. I was still under the assumption that you were potentially the intended victim.” He pointed at Margo. 

“You put me in harm’s way on purpose.”

“Oh, don’t you worry, I was there the entire time watching everything. Anyway, I knew that the killer would already be waiting around at the scene of the crime, or that he’d come back once he heard we’d arrested someone. Luckily, I was dead on. When he came out of the trees with his gun, I was there as well to stop him.” He raised his glass to Sandra and smiled. “The real hero is you, my dear. If you hadn’t fainted, I might not have gotten my chance to take him down.”

Sandra’s face flushed from embarrassment. 

Patrick laughed, raising his glass. “To my fiancé.”

“But he wasn’t coming back to kill me. He was coming back to find that note he’d accidentally left behind,” Margo said. 

“That’s right. He probably assumed that he could easily just grab it and leave without anyone seeing him. Thankfully, you found the note before he could get to it. Altogether, it meant we not only caught the murderer red handed, with the murder weapon, but we also had a note proving that he was there. With the confession from his brother that he’d stood in at the factory, we basically have this case in the bag.”

“Thank heaven for that,” Margo agreed. She turned to the sheriff, her eye narrowing upon him. “I still don’t like you tricking us like that.”

“Hey, without you, solving this case might not have been possible,” he complimented her as he cut into his turkey and took a bite. 

“Perhaps,” she laughed. 

“This is really delicious.”

“It’d be better with this,” she offered, handing him a bottle of her famous chipotle hot sauce.

“I never say no to hot sauce.” He took the bottle and unscrewed the cap, adding some on top of his food. Scooping up the sauce with a little bit of turkey, gravy, and mashed potatoes, he ate the bite. 

“Do you like it?”

“Oh my, yes. This is heavenly.” 

“Good, because I got you a present.” Margo stood up and walked over to the tree to retrieve a package. 

“Me?” he asked, surprise in his eyes. 

“Merry Christmas, Sheriff,” she said as she handed over the wrapped box with a little drawing of Santa Claus waving up from the paper. 

Eagerly, he ripped into the package, pulling the box flaps open and peering inside. “Oh, my. You remembered,” he said, lifting the bottle of Christmas Peppers from the box.

“I’ve also included the gift box of our specialty sauces.” 

“I couldn’t have asked for a better present,” he praised her. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I think he likes it, Mom,” Sandra winked at Margo.

“Like I always say, most men love their hot sauces.”
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CHAPTER 1


 

“Meowwwwww. Meowwwwww. Meoowwrrr.” 

“Goodness gracious, such a fuss. Sorry, Charlotte, but the tree’s going to be there for a while.” Grace Danning reached down and scooped up an unhappy black cat.  She’d just finished stringing multi-colored lights around the red Christmas garland that framed Black Cat Books' bay window. She then had to nail chicken wire from one wall to another to keep Charlotte, and her partner-in-crime, Emily, from upsetting the Christmas tree. Attractive? Not so much, but they couldn't be trusted to leave the tree alone. 

 

Both cats, named after two of the Brontë sisters, loved stretching out on the padded window seat in the afternoon sun. They didn’t appreciate having what they considered to be their domain off limits because of a silly tree. Christmas, smismas, was their opinion. She laughed at Charlotte's outraged expression, kissed her head, and set her down. “Go find Emily, she’s probably taking a nap in the children's section. You know that's her favorite.” 

 

“Meoowwrrr.” Charlotte growled deep in her throat again, eyeing the chicken wire with contempt. Still looking disgusted, she hurried away when the front door opened, letting a frigid gust of air sweep in.

 

“Ho, ho, ho!” boomed a deep voice. “Where are my favorite elves?”

 

“Blake!” Grace turned toward the visitor. “Merry Christmas! Why didn’t you call? Kate or I would’ve picked you up at the airport.”

 

He stamped his feet against the mat protecting the hardwood floor, then shed his coat and gloves, dropping them on the chair by the door. “Merry Christmas, Grace!  Glad you mentioned Kate. With you both having the same shade of red hair, green eyes, and sometimes identical mannerisms I still have trouble telling you apart once in a while. Awful of me, I admit. I truly apologize.”

 

Grace smiled. She wasn’t offended in the least. “Lots of people have that problem. Including relatives.”  

 

“Then I’m in good company. There was no need for either of you to come out in the cold if you didn’t need to. I used an app on my smartphone to summon a car to pick me up.  Amazing, isn’t it? What if Santa had such technology? He’d have a whole slew of help delivering presents, or should I say a whole sleigh of help.” He chuckled at his own wit.

 

She chuckled with him. “He certainly would. Are you staying at Thistlewood Inn?”  

 

“I am. Jenna had my room all ready, as she’s done the last few times I’ve been here. I came a little early, so I’d have some time to relax and unwind before the tea.”

 

“Good idea.” Grace watched as he looked around the bookstore. She, and her twin sister, Kate, had spent the evening yesterday decorating for Christmas after they’d closed. Grace had just finished up. They were running a little late with the decorating this year, but no matter, it looked beautiful.  

 

Between the fake-but-totally-real-looking Christmas tree heavy with all manner of Christmas ornaments and bows, the Santa snow globes scattered about, the silver and gold sprayed pine cones in the red basket by the front door, and sprigs of evergreen on the fireplace hearth next to bowls of fragrant homemade evergreen soap, it looked more like Christmas central than a bookstore. 

 

Their customers today had loved it. Grace did as well. Christmas was her favorite time of year. She loved the decorations, the baking, her Christmas tree, family, and the coziness of the holiday. There had still been a crowd in the bookstore when they’d closed at five o’clock. Maybe she and Kate should consider expanding their hours during the holiday season. 

 

“You’ve done a nice job with my latest investment, I see.” Blake’s warm brown eyes shone with approval. “I love the gnomes outside. They’re terrific.”  

 

Grace and Kate had recently made Indiana native, and popular best-selling author, Blake D’Arcy, a partner in their bookstore. They were thrilled with their venture. Grace smiled. “Cute, aren’t they? They’re Kate’s. She bought them a few weeks ago. Melchior and Ivy are their names.” She glanced out one of the narrow windows that flanked the front door. “Speaking of Kate. Here she comes.” 

 

A couple of seconds later the door flew open again, letting another round of frigid air in. Kate’s face broke into a wide grin when she saw Blake. She quickly took off her coat and laid it on top of his. “You’re here! I was afraid the weather might delay you. We got about three inches of snow as you can see, and they predicted only a dusting.”

 

“And miss being the guest of honor at Black Cat Books' famous Christmas tea? Never! Besides, I’m playing Santa, remember? I’m looking forward to that. It’ll be a first for me.”

 

Kate laughed. “I’m not sure if our Christmas tea is exactly famous, but I can’t wait to see everyone’s expression when they realize this year’s guest, and Santa, is you!”

 

“Last year, Judge Mason Gardner played Santa and he bored everyone to tears,” Grace chimed in. “He’s a dear man, but he was simply awful at being Santa. Please don’t tell him I said that in case you run into him.”

 

He held an index finger up to his lips. “I won't say a word,” he promised.

  

“By the way, Blake, we’ve been keeping your visit a deep, dark secret, so don't let everybody in town see you if you can help it,” Kate warned.

 

“I shall stay in my room at Thistlewood until the appointed time,” he said. He checked his watch. “I guess I should get out of here, so you two can lock up and go home.”

 

“You stay as long as you want,” Kate said. 

 

“Do you really think people are going to recognize him?” Grace asked. She thought Kate was being a little ridiculous.

 

“You never know. Wouldn't you recognize Belinda Drake if you saw her walking around Sweetwater?”

 

Belinda was Grace's favorite author. Next to Blake, naturally. “Okay, yes, I would.”

 

“All right then.” Kate looked at Blake. “I just don't want to spoil our surprise. So, what do you think?” She swept her arm out.  “Christmasy enough?”

 

“Gorgeous! You two are so creative. All we need is some mistletoe, a fire in the fireplace, and a good book to read, and we’ve got the perfect Christmas scene.”

 

“Books and fire, no problem.” Grace then pointed up to the archway behind him that led to the children’s and young adults’ sections. “And mistletoe hung.” 

 

Kate scowled. “I don’t know if that was a good idea. Unless you want every guy in town trying to kiss you.”

 

Grace’s swatted Kate’s arm. “Yes, they’ve been lining up all day, didn’t you notice?  I’ll have to fight them off with a broom until Christmas is over, I’m sure. Don’t be a prude. You’re too young for that. Whatever you do, don’t turn into Aunt Victoria. She was so sour, she put lemons to shame. Remember how we always had to visit her at Christmas time and she scared us to death?”

 

“I’m not a prude,” Kate protested. “And she was probably a lonely old woman.”

 

“I'm sure she was. But back to the mistletoe, it depends on who the man is. Have you seen our new mailman? He’s pretty cute.” She turned to Blake. “Excuse Mrs. Scrooge puss here. She and Jeremiah had some sort of argument last night. Looks like she’s not over it.”

 

Blake gave a jubilant burst of laughter. “No need to explain anything to me. With three ex-wives, I know how that is.”

 

“It wasn’t exactly an argument, Blake,” Kate retorted, throwing a miffed look at her sister. “It was more of a heated discussion. He wants to buy an old car he saw in a barn out in the country somewhere. He thinks he can restore it.  Where he plans to do this work, I don’t know, since our garage is already full.”

 

“Every man needs a hobby,” Blake told her. “It could be worse. At least he's not hanging out in bars.”

 

“I suppose you’re right, but the garage? I swear we have wedding presents we haven’t even opened stacked in there, and we’ve been married for thirty years. But never mind all that. Grace, do you have Blake’s Santa suit ready? I want everything to be perfect for the tea.”

 

“Yes, I picked it up yesterday,” Grace assured her. “It’s in my hall closet. Extra-large, like you ordered.”  

 

“Good.” Kate rubbed her hands together. “I don’t want anything to go wrong. The food is going to be delivered right before the tea, and the Christmas china is all set in the back room.”

 

“I think we have everything under control. Nothing is going to go wrong. Don’t worry, sis, we’ve got this.” Grace turned her attention to Blake. “How’s that online class you’re teaching?” 

 

“It’s a lot of fun, but exhausting. I’ve got some talented people in it, and some not so much, but they all try really hard. It’s been quite an experience. And I mean for me, not my students.”

 

“That’s great that you’ve found time to do a class. And I think it’s wonderful how you’ve done like other writers, and taken on a co-author,” Grace said.

 

“Thanks. So far, it’s worked out great, and it's a big help to me. I don't have to work so hard.”  He laughed at his own words.  

 

“Are you going to do it again?” Kate asked. “The online class, I mean. I might take it.”

 

Grace stared at her sister. Was she serious? “You’re going to write a book now?”

 

Kate stiffened her back and glared at Grace. “I might. You never know. How hard can it be?”

 

“You’d be surprised,” Blake interjected. “It can be pretty hard, especially when your ideas dry up, and your characters decide to do the tango after you’ve choreographed a nice mambo for them.”

 

   “I…um…wasn’t trying to diminish what you do, Blake,” Kate stammered, looking chagrined. “I apologize. But I really do think I’d like to write a book sometime.”

 

“No apology necessary. If you want to write a book, write a book,” Blake encouraged. “My next class starts in three weeks.”

 

Grace made a face. “Oh Blake, please don’t encourage her. My sister, the queen of unfinished projects.”

 

Blake laughed. “Maybe you’re being a little rough on her, Grace?”

 

 “I certainly am not. She starts things then just loses interest. Ask her what happened to scrapbooking.”

 

Kate planted her hands on her hips. “That could still happen. You know how busy we’ve been with the bookstore. I haven’t had time.”

 

Grace wasn’t done. “What about the photography? And the plans to take up pole dancing? Which, at age fifty-two, is ridiculous, I might add.”

 

Kate bristled. “It is not ridiculous at all. Believe it or don’t, it isn’t all about sexy poses and wearing skimpy clothes. It’s a sport. Like gymnastics.”  

 

“Hah!” Grace shook her head in disbelief. “If that’s a sport, then—”  

 

Blake held a hand up. “Stop quibbling, you two.  It's Christmas time. Good cheer, peace on earth, goodwill to all, that kind of thing.”

 

“You're right. Sorry. Can we take you out to dinner?” asked Kate. “I’ll ask Jeremiah and the kids to join us.”

 

“I appreciate the invitation, but I’m rather tired. I’ll have Jenna make me one of her egg salad sandwiches and I’ll dine in my room.”

 

“That doesn’t sound like fun, dining alone.” Grace had hoped she and Kate could spend a little time with Blake before he called it a night.

 

“It’s fine. I don’t mind at all. I’d prefer it. I’ve just finished a tour of book signings and some writing conventions, and they take a lot out of me.”

 

“We’ll go along with whatever you want.” Grace tried keeping the disappointment from her voice.

 

 “Do you need me around tomorrow?”  he asked.

 

Kate and Grace looked at each other. “I don’t think so,” they replied together.

 

“Great.  I’m going to stay holed up in my room. I’ve got a bunch of emails to attend to, and other business to catch up on. Call me on my cell if you really need to reach me. I’ll pick up my Santa costume tomorrow night, Grace. By the way, I’m planning to be at the bookshop a little early Thursday.

 

“I want to set up my table and set up a couple of piles of advanced copies of Riddle Me Dead before you open, and your Christmas tea gets underway. I’ve got some bookmarks and other items to give away that your readers will like, I think. I’d prefer to do this alone, if that’s okay with you two. One of my quirks.”

 

“It’s fine, Blake,” Kate assured him. “We aren't planning to open until a little before 1:00, when our tea starts. We need time to set up, and it's easier if there are no customers milling about. We'll probably come in around ten or so. I have some paperwork I need to do, and Grace wants to sort through a book shipment that arrived this morning, and we both have some other stuff to do before the tea begins.”

 

“That’ll work,” he told her.  

 






CHAPTER 2


 

Grace hated getting up on cold mornings. She wasn’t a winter person. Or, if truth be told, a morning person. She shivered. She craved warmth, sunshine, and the beach. More than once she’d pondered moving to Florida and opening another Black Cat Books. Maybe someday, if she could convince herself she wouldn’t miss Kate, Jeremiah, and their four kids too much. She opened one eye. Despite her down comforter, and the knee socks she always wore to bed under her flannel nightgowns, she shivered. Good thing there wasn’t a man currently in her life. He probably wouldn’t think her knee socks were sexy bed attire. 

 

Maybe it wasn’t so good. She might not be freezing if she were in a relationship. She looked over at her alarm clock. It was flashing 4:00 a.m. Grace sucked in a breath. No wonder it was so cold. Apparently, the power had gone off during the night. She grabbed her cell phone then blinked in horror. 9:45! She’d never make it to the bookstore by 10:00.  The cold must have shocked her body into semi-hibernation. 

 

She wouldn't be the least surprised if Kate wasn't already at the bookstore telling Blake how irresponsible her sister was. They might be twins, but besides their looks and mannerisms, they certainly weren’t identical in personality or temperament. Kate had to have a plan, a backup plan, and who knows how many other back up plans. She liked maps and itineraries and lists. Lots and lots of lists. 

 

Grace preferred breezing through life, unfettered by plans, clocks, or calendars. She didn’t even take a list grocery shopping.  Much more fun that way. She smiled to herself picturing Kate in a full-blown snit because Grace hadn’t arrived yet. But as much as they quibbled, she adored Kate, and couldn’t picture life without her.

 

She reluctantly threw off the comforter and sat up, slipping her feet into slippers. Her cell phone rang. She grabbed it, already knowing it was Kate. “I know, I know. I’ll be there as soon as I can. It’s not quite ten yet, how come you’re calling already?” Grace rushed on not letting Kate get a word in. “My power went out. Did it go out everywhere? It’s freezing in—”

 

“Grace!” Kate cut in. “I don’t care right now. Listen to me. I’m at the bookstore. I’ve called Ian. I can’t believe this! How could this happen in our town? Inside our bookstore no less. I can barely breathe. It’s awful. Please get here quickly. I need you.”  

 

She struggled to follow Kate. “What’s the matter? Why did you call Ian?”

 

“He’s dead. Grace. Dead! Someone killed him. Right here!”

 

“Dead? What do you mean dead? What are you talking about? Who?” Grace wondered if she was still asleep and muddling through a nightmare.

 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. I mean Blake is dead! As in he’s not alive. What else would I mean? It looks like they bashed his head in with something.  Who could do that to someone? Are you coming in soon? Ian told me to stay put until he arrives, but I don’t feel comfortable being here alone with poor Blake lying in a pool of blood.”

 

Grace shuddered at her sister’s description.  Blake lying in a pool of blood? She didn’t want to hear the gruesome details. Kate’s words bounced around in her head, refusing to sink in.  

 

“Charlotte and Emily are nervous, too,” Kate kept talking. “They refuse to leave my side. They keep howling and looking at me for an explanation.”

 

“I’m sure he picked up the Santa suit,” Grace said, mostly to herself as she tried absorbing Kate's words.  “When could this have happened?”

 

“Did you not hear what I said? How can you be so calm? This morning when he was here alone, obviously.  Please get here quickly,” Kate’s voice trembled in her ear.

 

“I will. I’m running a little late. Not that it matters now.  I’m sorry, Kate.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

 

“All right. Poor Blake. Who would’ve wanted him dead? No one knew he was here, did they?”

 

“I have no idea. Someone did, I’m sure. Family or friends. Ian will sort everything out.”

 

“Okay, I’ll be waiting for you.”

 

“Bye.” Grace sat on the edge of her bed, unable to move. Blake was dead? Tears congested her throat then filled her eyes as her heart clenched. He meant so much to her. And to Kate, too. She couldn’t believe he was gone. It was unreal. Murder didn’t happen in Sweetwater, Indiana. Grace couldn’t remember the last murder. It probably happened in the last century.  She and Kate had been so elated to have him as a business partner. How could he be dead?  She was sure he’d picked up the Santa suit last night, hadn’t he? 

 

She went downstairs and pulled open the closet door that stood in the entry hall. The Santa suit hung as lifeless as Blake evidently was now. Her teeth chattered from the cold, and from the shock of Kate’s news. She must have dreamt that he’d picked it up. She’d been so tired. She’d fallen asleep reading Riddle Me Dead, and had dragged herself to bed in the wee hours of the morning.  The empty suit looked so sad now. She quickly slammed the closet door on it.

 

She went back upstairs. The tea! They’d cancel it, of course. Someone had to contact Blake’s family, too. She’d let Kate deal with Detective Ian Logan. She wasn’t his favorite person even though twenty-seven years had passed since she’d left him at the altar.  Not exactly at the altar, but she’d backed out of their wedding two days before it was supposed to have happened, which wasn’t any better. It wasn’t a matter of not loving him, she had. She still did, a fact that no one, including Kate, knew. She’d been afraid to be tied down. What if he got killed in the line of duty? How would she go on? So stupid of her. What an idiot she'd been. He’d never forgiven her, and she doubted he ever would.  She hadn't forgiven herself. 

 

Thankfully, she had little reason to see Ian anymore. But when they did run into each other, he looked right through her as if she didn’t exist. He’d gotten married, but his wife had died a few years ago. She had wanted to reach out to him, but knew that wouldn’t be welcome, so she’d stayed away.

 

Grace put Ian out of her mind, and tried, unsuccessfully, to put Blake out of her mind as she rushed through a shower. She dressed in a pair of flannel-lined jeans, her saddle-brown riding boots, and a heavy, woolen red Christmas sweater with a likeness of Rudolph on it. She hoped it wasn’t too festive considering Blake’s murder. She brushed her long hair once she’d dried it then put it in a braid.  

 

###

 

Ten minutes later, she arrived at Black Cat Books. Her stomach roiled when she saw the yellow crime scene tape strung across the front door of the bookstore, banning anyone from entering. 

 

The front door was jerked open, startling her. “The tape is there for a reason. Don’t touch anything.”  

 

Her eyes met Ian’s. Almost six feet tall, he was still handsome and fit. His ultra-short hair was an attractive silver; a stunning contrast to his piercing blue eyes.  Really Grace? she scolded herself. Blake’s been murdered and you’re admiring the man whose heart you broke?

 

What did he think she was going to touch? She hadn’t even reached for the door handle. “Ian, Kate called me about Blake. She asked me to come to the bookstore. He was supposed to play Santa at Black Cat’s annual Christmas tea. He was our guest of honor.” She stopped rambling and drew a breath.  “Can I come in? I’m not going to touch anything.”

 

“Absolutely not. I don’t need you, or anyone else, contaminating the scene of the crime.” 

 

“I didn’t think of that. Where’s Kate now?” 

 

“I told her she couldn’t stay here. She told me to tell you she’s at Pinky’s.”

 

“What happened?” Grace found it very unnerving to not be able to go into her own bookstore. She wrapped her arms around herself and tried to stop shaking. Was Blake's body still inside?  

 

“When Kate arrived, she found Mr. Blake D’Arcy lying on the floor. She called 911. She was pretty sure he was dead. She was correct. She said there was a complete set of fireplace tools at the bookstore, even though they were never used. Is there a reason why the poker is missing?”

 

“No,” Grace answered, picturing the tools in their usual place on the right side of the fireplace. It was a working fireplace, but with all the books, they thought it safer not to use it. “It’s really not something we’d notice. We’re so used to seeing them there. Oh no! Is that what killed him?”

 

“Any idea who wanted him dead?” he asked, ignoring her question. 

 

“No,” Grace replied right away. “I mean he never mentioned having an enemy, or anything like that. He seemed fine when he arrived. He was thrilled to be playing Santa at our tea.  It's supposed to be today at 1:00. I can’t believe this. Ian, can … can you put up a sign that it’s been canceled? You’ll find printer paper in one of the desk drawers in the office. You can make a sign on that.” 

 

“I’ll take care of it, but with the tape blocking the entrance, no one’s going to try and come in anyway.”

 

Grace supposed he was right. “Was the bookstore broken into?”  

 

“No. Right now, it looks like maybe it was someone he knew. No sign of a forced entry. Or maybe he left the door unlocked and the killer waltzed in.”

 

“I can’t believe this,” she said. “The poor man. His new book is coming out next week, and now he’s dead. Can you tell me anything else?”

 

“Not for now. My team is dusting for fingerprints, taking pictures, and cataloging other evidence. George Halliday, the county’s medical examiner, will be here soon to collect the body.”

 

The body. He was still inside! She couldn’t handle hearing Blake reduced to nothing more than a body. A dead body.  She blinked back tears.  

 

“Do you have contact information for him?” Ian asked. “There was nothing in his wallet and he didn’t have a cell phone on him.”

 

Grace tried to think.  “He probably left his phone at Thistlewood Inn. That’s where he was staying.”

 

“Kate mentioned that.  We’re going through his room, too. Back to my question, do you know whom we should contact?”

 

“No, I’m afraid not. He didn’t talk about family much. He was divorced a few times. He’s not married now. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have any kids.   I think his agent would probably know more.  Her name is Alice Braddock of Braddock Literary Agency.  In Chicago. Or maybe try his Facebook page?”

 

He gave her a brief nod. “It’s cold out here. Why don’t you join Kate? I told her I’d give her a call when it was all clear.”

 

“Will it be today?” Grace asked.

 

“I can’t promise we’ll have everything wrapped up today. Sorry, I’ve got to get back inside.” He started to swing the door shut.

 

“Wait!” she cried. “Our cats, Charlotte and Emily, are in there. Are they okay?”

 

“Don’t worry, they’re good. I closed them up in the kitchen. They’ve got food, water, and access to the litter boxes.”

 

“Thank you,” Grace said, but the door had already shut. Of course, Charlotte and Emily would be fine. They loved the bookstore, and had been living in it since their kittenhoods.  Their grandmother had been the original black cat of Black Cat Books. Grace had taken Charlotte and Emily home once during a snow storm, and they'd fussed and carried on the whole weekend. They didn't want to be anywhere but in Black Cat Books. 

 






CHAPTER 3


 

She hurried back to her car and drove to Pinky’s. They had the best doughnuts and breakfasts in town, but the heart-wrenching news about Blake had rendered her appetite non-existent. Pinky’s had been in Sweetwater since forever. The giant, blinking, happy cow sign high above the parking lot greeted Grace as she pulled in. She quickly made her way into the diner. The gleaming white tiles and chrome was a little blinding at first, but the red leather booths were comfortable, and the place was always spotless. 

 

It seemed the news about Blake hadn’t spread. She didn’t hear anyone murmuring about it. She made her way to where Kate, her hands around a mug of steaming hot chocolate, was sitting, her face looking pale as the moon.

 

“Hey.” She slid into the booth across from her twin. “I just saw Ian.  I can’t believe this. I’m so sorry you had to find Blake. How awful.”

 

“It wasn’t my best moment, that’s for sure,” Kate said, looking as mournful as Grace felt. “I think I’m still in shock.  Who wanted Blake dead? Was it someone in town? And why?”

 

“Who in town would want him dead? The only people he really knows here are us.”

 

“Hiya, Grace,” a waitress came up to their table. “What can I get you?”

 

Grace turned her attention to the waitress. “Hi, Patti. I’ll take a hot chocolate, too, please.” 

 

“You got it, girl. Be right back.”

 

“I certainly have no idea who would want him dead, or why,” Grace continued when Patti was out of earshot.  “It was someone who knew he was in town, that much is clear. But why at the bookstore? Why not at the Thistlewood? Why period?”  

Kate leaned toward her. “We should talk to Jenna, see if anyone asked for him. See if she saw anyone lurking about.” 

 

“We’d best leave all that to Ian and the other members of the Sweetwater Police Department, I think. I'm sure they'll ask her. Anyway, Jenna goes to bed rather early, doesn’t she? She may not have seen, or heard, anything.  If there had been anything to hear or see, that is.”

 

Kate sighed. “I guess you’re right.” She took a drink out of her mug. “How was it? Talking to Ian?”  

 

Grace shrugged as Patti dropped off a jumbo mug of hot chocolate, a mountain of whipped cream precariously balanced on top. “Thanks, Patti.”

 

“Give a holler if you want anything else.”

 

“We will.” Grace looked at Kate. “It was okay. It wasn’t exactly a conversation.  I can’t even remember when we’ve spoken last. Right now, all I can think about is Blake.”

 

“Me, too. I feel so helpless.”

 

 

“I know.” They sat in silence for quite a while, sipping at their hot chocolates, until Grace reached out and squeezed her sister’s forearm. “I fell asleep last night reading his latest book. Now he’s dead! I can’t believe he’s gone. How does that even happen?”

 

“Especially here in Sweetwater. Oh! What about the Christmas tea? We have to cancel it!” 

 

“Ian's going to put a sign on the door. I’m sure this will be all over the news soon. He’s a world-famous author.” 

 

Kate nodded. “Now what?”

 

“Good question. I guess we wait until Ian’s done. He said he’d call you, right?”

 

“He did,” Kate’s eyes widened in surprise. “I guess he decided to come in person, speaking of the devil.” She tilted her chin. “Don’t turn around.” 

 

Grace felt irritation simmering. The last thing she and Kate needed was to be questioned by him at Pinky’s. Rumors would fly out of here like bats out of a cave at dusk. On the other hand, maybe he’d found something important that he had to share. At least the place had emptied out somewhat, and there was no one seated near them. She noticed the people who were still inside Pinky’s turn their heads to see where the detective was heading, then thankfully, lose interest. 

 

“I apologize for the interruption,” Ian said, his voice low, when he stopped at their table. “Do you both have a few minutes? Or would you feel more comfortable at the station?”

 

Grace caught Kate’s eyes. She knew Kate would get the message that she wanted her to take the lead. They were good that way, able to communicate without words. 

 

“Here is fine. Please, sit down.” Kate scooted over so he could. “What did you find?”

 

“I’ve got some questions for both of you,” he said, smoothly evading her question. “Was the bookstore locked when you closed up yesterday?”

 

“Naturally. We always lock up.” Kate looked affronted at the question.

 

“What about the alarm?” Ian asked. “You have an alarm, right?”

 

“Yes, we do, and it was set,” Kate told him, still looking displeased. “Blake had a key to the store, and the code. He would know to turn it off once he was in the store.”

 

Ian’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Why would he have a key, and the code to the alarm?”  

 

“He recently became a silent partner in our business.”

 

“What was his role as a silent partner?” Ian pressed.

 

Kate glanced at Grace then went on. “He provided capital. He wasn’t going to be involved in Black Cat Book's daily operations, except to come by every now and then and thrill our customers, and us.” 

 

“Why did he want to be a silent partner? He’s a famous author, that seems a little strange.”

 

They were interrupted by Patti’s arrival. “Good morning, detective.  What can I get you?”

 

“Hi, Patti. Nothing for me, thanks.”

 

“You girls still okay?”

 

“Yes, thanks,” Grace told her.

 

Kate continued where she’d left off. “He’s from Indiana. He may have been famous, Ian, but he was as down-to-earth as they come. He loved Black Cat Books and wanted to make sure it didn’t disappear. He came in our store quite a few times a year. He loved it. We grew fond of him and vice-versa, it was something he wanted to do.” 

 

Ian looked at Grace. “Is there anything you want to add?”

 

She shook her head, a lump forming in her throat. Her hands tightened around her mug.  “No. That’s it in a nutshell.” 

 

“What was he doing there this morning?” Ian asked. “By himself?”

 

“He wanted to have some time alone to get his display in order for the tea today,” Kate replied.

 

“Did either of you notice any strange cars parked on the street, or people in the bookstore who made you feel uncomfortable lately? Customers that seemed a little off?”

 

“No,” Grace answered. “We didn’t notice anything out of order. What did you find inside? Do you have any clues? Other than the missing fireplace poker?”

 

“When can we go back in?” Kate piggybacked Grace’s questions.

 

“I’d say tomorrow afternoon probably. Halliday has removed the body, he’ll do the autopsy soon, and my techs are finishing up.”  He slid out of the booth. “I’ll give you a call, Kate, when you can go back in.”

 

“Thanks, Ian,” she responded. 

 

Grace noticed he hadn’t answered her questions, but she let it go. “I guess there’s nothing to do now but go home.” She reached in her purse and found her phone. “I’m going to send out a blast email to everyone on our mailing list about the tea being canceled. I hope it reaches them in time. I should have confirmed that Ian had put up the sign.”  

 

“Good idea,” Kate said.  “But by now it’s probably on the news.”

 

Grace looked down at her phone. “You’re right. Plus, the crime scene tape that’s strung up will alert everyone that something’s happened, and that our tea has been canceled.” She looked up. “There are already stories about his death on the internet. That was quick.”

 

“News travels fast, especially bad news, it seems. I’m going to see Jenna. I wonder if the police found anything of interest in Blake’s room? Do you want to come along? We’ll leave our cars here and walk over.”

 

“Walk?” Grace stared at Kate as if she’d announced she was leaving for Mars that afternoon. “It’s freezing out, in case you hadn’t noticed. And I still don’t think Jenna will have anything to offer.”

 

“Come on, the brisk air will be good for us. We need to clear our minds after this shock. I know I do. It’s only seven blocks.”

 

In this weather, it may as well be fifty blocks, thought Grace, feeling miserable. “All right, but I think it’s a waste of time.”

 

###

 

Thistlewood Inn was also on Main Street, eleven blocks west of Black Cat Books, which occupied a prime space on the corner of Main and Hamilton Avenue. She hated to admit it, but Kate had been right; the sharp, cold air did feel good, and her mood improved. The sisters walked in companionable silence. 

 

Main Street looked beautiful. There were tiny white lights and red bows attached on the lampposts, and the stores had gone all out in decorating their front windows for the holidays. It looked like a Christmas card scene.  Grace stopped to admire a large, silver Menorah in the window of a newly-opened modern art museum. Grace had meant to go in and introduce herself to the owners, but now that was pushed back on her agenda.

 

A few minutes later, Kate and Grace entered Thistlewood Inn.

 

Jenna Carra, the inn's owner, was behind a massive oak counter. Her eyes were glued to the television. Grace wasn’t sure she’d heard the door close. 


“Hi, Jenna,” Grace and Kate called out at the same time.

 

“I’m sure you’ve heard all about it,” Jenna whipped around and launched in without greeting or preamble. “He was here last night and now he’s dead! I cannot wrap my head around this. It's all over the local news. How awful. How are you two holding up? I can’t imagine finding a dead person lying about. Which one of you found him?”

 

“I did,” Kate volunteered. “And I still can’t imagine it, either. It’s not something I want to repeat, I can promise you that. Were the police here?”

 

“Yes. They still are.” She pointed at the ceiling. “I convinced them to let me stay down here. All my guests had to leave. Luckily, I only had two here, and another couple who had already left on a side trip to Tennessee, and won’t be back for a few days.” She looked at the ceiling. “They said they’d be done soon. I’m not sure who’s going to gather Blake’s suitcase, clothes, and other stuff he brought. I’m not sure how to reach his family. I don’t even know who they are.”

 

“I gave Ian his agent’s name,” Grace assured her. “I’m sure he’ll contact her and take care of everything.”

 

“Good. I’ll put it all in a safe place until someone collects it,” Jenna said. “As soon as the police tell me I can.” Her mouth turned down in sadness. “Poor man. He was so nice. Not snobby at all. He sat with me and the other guests last night and played Gin Rummy with us, can you believe it?”

 

Grace smiled. “I can. Blake was that type of guy. He was supposed to play Santa at our tea. He was our surprise guest of honor.”

 

Jenna’s eyes widened. “How marvelous. Well, not now, naturally. He wouldn’t tell us why he was in town. I thought it probably had something to do with the bookstore, though. The tea was today, wasn’t it? I suppose that’s all off now.  I was so looking forward to it.”

 

“We were too,” Grace said. “We had the food and favors and gifts all planned. We canceled the food. Because of the circumstances, the caterer didn’t charge us.”

 

“You know, I had a thought. It doesn't have to be,” Kate said, tapping her chin. “We can still have the Christmas tea. You know how popular it is. Wouldn't Blake want it to go on? We can have it in his honor. We just won’t have a Santa this year.”

 

“I think that's a great idea,” Jenna agreed after a few seconds, breaking into a smile. “It will show everyone that the Christmas spirit is still alive, despite Blake's demise. And, I think you're right. He would want it to go on. He seemed so full of life. He wouldn't want us moping around being maudlin. We can't make Christmas go away, so we might as well celebrate with his memory in mind.” 

 

“We'll pick another date,” Kate continued. “I'll call the newspaper and the radio station, and we'll mail flyers and email those on our newsletter's list. It'll raise everyone's spirits.”

 

Grace wasn't sure. Wasn’t it too soon to be celebrating anything? Would it be disrespectful? She didn’t voice her doubts, she couldn't bring herself to extinguish the shine in Kate and Jenna's eyes. 

 

“You’re quiet, Grace,” Jenna observed. “Do you agree that you and Kate should go ahead with the Christmas tea?”

 

“Truthfully, I wasn’t sure, but I think you and Kate are right. He wouldn’t want us moping around. It will be a lot of hustling to get everything done, Kate.”

 

“Pffft. When did that ever stop us? The Black Cat Books Christmas Tea is officially back on.”

 

“Yay!” Jenna cheered. “I’m looking forward to it.”

 

“Jenna, did you see anyone suspicious lurking around?” Kate switched subjects. “Did anyone come visit Blake? Did you hear any kind of argument coming from his room? Did any strange phone calls come in for him? Was he acting strange, afraid of anything?”

 

Grace almost smiled despite her sadness. Kate sounded so much like the amateur sleuths in the mysteries Grace loved to read. Her twin preferred to read romance. “For heaven’s sake, Kate, stop grilling poor Jenna.”

 

“I don’t mind, Grace.” Jenna looked at Kate. “No, the police asked me the same thing, and more than once. Either they were trying to trick me, or they have incredibly bad memories. I went to bed around ten. You know my private area is on the fourth floor.”

 

“You're the only one up there, right?” Grace asked.

 

Jenna nodded. “I put on my sleep mask and white noise machine last night, and woke up early this morning to make breakfast for everyone. I assumed Blake had already left on an errand, or to meet with someone since he didn’t join us for my outstanding carrot cake oatmeal and fruit cup. I don’t ask a lot of questions of my guests. They like their privacy usually.” 

 

“What if one of your guests need you during the night?” Grace asked.

 

“They dial zero on their room phone. It rings on a phone beside my bed. I’ll hear it, eventually. I tell my guests to be patient. Luckily, I can count on one hand the times I’ve been awakened in the middle of the night.”

 

“I guess we’ll take off and go home. I don’t know when Grace and I can go back to the bookstore,” Kate said.

 

“I’m glad you two stopped by. I hope you can go back to Black Cat soon and I hope they find the killer. It’s scary thinking a killer is running loose around here. If they indeed are. Blake was from Indiana, too, wasn’t he?” Jenna asked.

 

“Yes,” answered Grace. “Brookhaven.”

 

“Let me know as soon as you reschedule your tea. If you hear anything about a funeral, I’d like to go. Will you let me know?”

 

“Sure thing,” Kate said. “On both matters. We’ll see you later.”

 






CHAPTER 4


 

When Grace and Kate reopened Black Cat Books three days after Blake’s murder, it wasn’t long before it was filled with their regular customers, as well as with people who came from miles away. Some, unfortunately, were more interested in Blake’s murder than the great selection of books, and the sisters’ famous homemade Christmas jam. Grace could only hope she and Kate could persuade them to pick up some books while they were there.

 

“You poor things!” exclaimed one woman to the twins, fanning herself with a large paperback that Grace wanted to snatch out of her hand. “I’d have fainted away if I’d found a dead body. Blake D’Arcy, no less!  I could hardly believe it when I saw it on the news. I love his books. Unbelievable! I feel sick thinking about it. I could barely bring myself to come in here.” She peered at them over reading glasses. “Now where was it that you found him dead exactly?”

 

“Why don’t you tell me what you usually like to read,” Kate said to the woman, making a face above the woman's head that only Grace could see. “We’d like to let Blake rest in peace, and want our customers to enjoy browsing and buying their favorite books. I think it’s what he would want, too.”

 

Grace smiled to herself. Kate was so good with people. Not that Grace didn’t enjoy their customers, too, but Kate seemed to know what to say in every instance without hemming and hawing the way she did, sometimes. 

 

Black Cat Books was sparkling with Christmas glee. Grace was relieved that Ian had contracted a cleaning company to clean up the chaos from Blake’s murder. It wasn’t a job that either she, or Kate, was prepared to deal with emotionally, or physically. She didn’t even want to know where Kate had found Blake. And she was sure Kate didn’t want to relive that again.  

 

“You’re right! You’re so right.” The woman’s attempt at laughter came out as a nervous squeak. “I’ll go see what you have over in your mystery section.”

 

“Good idea,” Kate agreed. “Please let Grace or me know if you need help finding anything.”

 

###

 

When the bookstore closed, both women were worn out. After they’d straightened up, fed Charlotte and Emily, then lavished attention on them, they went to their office, sprawled on the couch they kept in there, shed their shoes, and rested their feet on the coffee table.

 

Kate shook the newspaper she was reading. “Here’s another story about Blake in one of the Chicago papers. I’ve been waiting all day to read this. The medical examiner has ruled it a criminal death by blunt force trauma. No surprise there. 

“According to Halliday, the wound on Blake’s head could be consistent with that of a fireplace poker. That makes me ill that they used something in our store to kill Blake.” She let out a long sigh. “That’s about it, then it goes on to list all his books, and the fact he was a partner in Black Cat Books. Just reading this makes me tear up.”

 

Grace patted her sister’s leg. “Me too. I think we’re going to have to get rid of the rest of the fireplace tools. I can’t stand looking at them now. Does the paper say anything about suspects?”

 

“Nope. Only that his murder is under investigation.” Kate made air quotes around the last two words. “Which means they’ve got zip, zilch, nada, nothing! I don’t know that they’ll ever find the killer.” 

 

“We don’t know that. Maybe the police found something the killer left behind that they haven’t released to the press. Or to us. Not that I think Ian is going to share anything. I pray they do find the person who did this to Blake.”

 

“Me too. We’re going to his funeral, right?”

 

Grace threw her sister a Seriously? look. “We are definitely going.”

 

“I bet it’s going to be a huge affair given how famous he was,” Kate said. “Do you think the murderer will show?”

 

“Kate! What a thing to say!”

 

“Not really. I’ve heard that murderers sometimes come to the funeral of their victims to gloat.”

 

Grace couldn’t imagine something so macabre. “I only care about paying my last respects to him. I already miss him so much. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to go home. I plan to curl up with a good book. Preferably not a murder mystery. I don’t think I’ll be able to read any of those for a while.”

 

Kate grinned. “So, you’re going to switch to romance?”

 

“Maybe for a month or so. Got any suggestions?”

 

“Plenty of them!” She got up and stretched. “Charlotte and Emily seem okay, don’t you think?”

 

“I think so. I don’t know if they saw anything, and even if they did, how would they know what they were seeing?”

 

“True. Come on. Let’s go home. We’ve got to come back in the morning.”

 

Kate’s phone buzzed. She reached for it on the coffee table. “It’s the police department. Hello?”

 

“Now?” She looked sideways at Grace and shrugged a shoulder.

 

“We’re both here. At the bookstore, I mean. We’re getting ready to leave. Ok. Sure.” She disconnected.

 

“What did they want?” Grace's heart rate bumped a notch. This couldn't be good news.

 

“Ian wants to talk to us. He asked if we could wait.”

 

“Maybe he has something good to report.” Then again, why not tell Kate on the phone if that was the case? 

 

“Somehow, I doubt it. Let’s go downstairs and turn off the alarm so it doesn’t start shrieking when he comes in.”

 

Grace followed her sister downstairs. She was hoping to get home, and take a nice bubble bath before she settled in with a book. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing Ian again. 

 

Kate turned the alarm off when she saw Ian approach. She threw the door open. “Come on in.” 

 

“I know it’s kind of late, but this is important,” he said.

 

“It’s okay,” Kate replied. 

 

 “What happened?” Grace asked.

 

“I looked into the agreement you had with Blake,” Ian wasted no time in getting down to business as he faced the women.

 

“Where did you find it?” Kate asked.

 

“I called his agent, as Grace suggested. She gave me the name of his sister, his accountant, and his attorney.”

 

“How did she take the news of his death?” Grace asked. “His agent, I mean?” She knew Blake had been with her since he started out. The poor woman must be terribly upset. 

 

“She’d heard about it on the news, but she didn’t sound particularly devastated. She was a little tight-lipped. I got pretty much the same reaction from his sister.” 

 

“I don’t recall Blake ever mentioning a sister, do you, Kate?”

 

“No, I don’t either,” Kate replied.

 

“His sister gave me her address,” Ian said. “I’m sending Blake’s things that he had at Thistlewood to her.”

 

“Are you closer to finding the killer? Is that why you’re here?” Kate asked, holding up crossed fingers. 

 

“We’re working on some angles. His attorney faxed me the business agreement Blake had with both of you. It’s quite an agreement.”

 

Grace’s throat went dry and goosebumps rose on her skin. She suddenly knew where this was going. It was no surprise that the police would hone in on their agreement. 

 

“Kate, your husband drew up the contract for your partnership, correct?” Ian asked.

“No. Blake’s attorney did. Jeremiah reviewed it thoroughly. Either Grace or I would’ve gotten you a copy if you’d asked for it.”

 

“There’s a legal clause he put in that benefits you both monetarily in the event of his death.”

 

Grace felt numb. Did Ian think she and Kate killed Blake? Surely, not. If that’s what he thought, it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard of. So much so, that she almost laughed out loud. She answered before Kate did. “That’s true. Blake insisted. He wanted to make sure we were taken care of in the event of his death.”

 

“Black Cat Books was having some financial issues,” Ian went on.

 

Kate pinned Ian with an icy glare.  “If you’re suggesting that either Grace or I killed Blake D’Arcy then you are way out of line and this conversation is over. We’ve known you since kindergarten, Ian. You know very well we aren’t killers.”

 

“I didn’t accuse you of murder.” Ian was unfazed by Kate’s ire. “I’m saying your store has financial issues.”

 

 

“Had financial issues, Ian,” Grace dove in. “Had. Because of Blake’s generosity, we’re fine now. We’ve recently set up an online store, and we’ve had lots of growth in customers coming in here. We’ve done some remodeling, brightened up the store, and have been able to fix the plumbing issues. We’ve even converted the attic to a special room for moms and small children.” As if he’d care about all that, she thought. She stopped talking.

 

“And because he’s dead, you’ll continue to be fine,” he leveled a dark look at both women.

 

“That’s enough!” Indignation burned Grace’s throat. “Arrest us or get out. I mean it, Ian. You have no solid evidence that we killed Blake. That’s exactly what you’re thinking, isn’t it? We’re devastated by his death. To think that we would’ve killed him is absolutely ridiculous. Please leave. Now. Kate and I are not saying another word.”

 

Grace was happy to see that Ian was taken aback at her outburst. He wouldn’t have expected it from her. Kate yes, but not her. She was the quiet one, the shy one. No more.  She’d show him! No one was going to accuse her and her twin of murder and get away with it. 

 

He shifted from one foot to another. “I appreciate your seeing me. I’ll be in touch.”

 

Grace almost slammed the door at his back when he left, but her good breeding kicked in, and she refrained. 

 

Kate turned toward her and clapped. “You were awesome, Grace!  You really told him off. How dare he accuse us of murder? I can’t believe it.”

 

Grace was trembling. “He didn’t exactly come right out and accuse us, but it’s clear where his mind is. Do you think we need an attorney?”

 

“I’ll ask Jeremiah, but I don’t think so. Ian's on a fishing expedition. Really? The two of us as murderers? The man has lost his mind. Reset the alarm and let’s go.”

 






CHAPTER 5


 

Grace sunk into the warm cocoon of aromatic bubbles and closed her eyes. Between getting ready for the Christmas tea that never took place, Blake’s murder, and Ian’s barely-veiled insinuation that she and Kate had had something to do with it, she was mentally exhausted. 

 

Was Ian doing this to get back at her for canceling their wedding? And why, after all this time? It seemed rather silly to her. He’d been married and she assumed he’d loved his wife. Would he go as far as to try and frame her for murder? Was that his revenge? No, she couldn’t fathom that. 

 

She closed her eyes, putting his words earlier that night out of her head. Christmas was three weeks away and she still had to bake cookies for her family, and for the Black Cat Books customers. She hadn’t even finished decorating the small Christmas tree in her living room, and she wanted to make more Christmas jam to give as gifts.  

 

Sometimes she wished she could meet a great guy and get married. Especially during the holidays. Most of the time she loved living alone, but having a partner would be lovely, too. It wasn’t too late. She almost laughed out loud thinking about some of the dates she’d been on when she’d signed up for that dating service that touted itself as the premier dating service for discerning women and men over fifty that her best friend had talked her into. What a boondoggle that had been. 

 

###

 

The doorbell pealed as soon as Grace had settled on the couch with the romance novel that Kate had shoved in her hand before they'd left the bookstore earlier.  She paused, staring at the door. Sweetwater was a close-knit, friendly town, and usually she wouldn’t think twice about throwing the door open, even at eight o’clock at night when darkness had long settled in, but Blake’s murder had her on edge. A killer could be out there on the loose looking for more victims.

 

“Grace, it’s Ian,” came a deep voice from the other side. “In case you can hear me.”

 

Ian? What was he doing here? Grace tossed her book aside and got up. She unlocked and pulled open the door. “What’s wrong? Didn’t I see you a little earlier?”

 

“I know and I’m sorry for bothering you. I wanted to talk to you alone.”

 

She stepped away from the entrance and shivered. “Come in then. It’s frigid out there.” She closed the door behind him. “Would you like to sit down?” She was still a little angry, but she couldn’t bring herself to be outright rude to him.

 

“That’d be fine.”

 

“What is it?” she asked as soon as they sat on her couch. If he wanted an apology from her for her earlier outburst, he had wasted his time. She wasn’t feeling the least bit apologetic.

 

“I didn’t want to say this in front of Kate. I have Blake’s cell phone.”

 

She stared at him as heat warmed her cheeks. She had no comeback for that.

 

Ian cleared his throat and continued. “There were messages on his phone between Blake and you. I don’t know if Kate was aware of how you felt. I didn’t want to say anything in front of her.”

 

Despite her nightgown, socks, and robe, she felt naked and vulnerable. She knew what those messages were all about. She couldn’t believe Blake hadn’t erased them. It had happened months back. Why would he have kept them?

 

“You were hurt that he rebuffed your advances,” Ian said softly. “Maybe you wanted to pay him back.”

 

Grace got where he was going immediately. “By killing him? What would that do? You’re going down the wrong path.” She hated the sympathy in Ian’s voice. He made her sound pathetic, like she’d begged Blake for a date, or thrown herself at him. 

 

She’d had a crush on him, yes and she’d never mentioned it to Kate. They didn’t share everything with each other. She’d recently come out of a long-term relationship, and had convinced herself that Blake was the one for her. It was silly, she admitted looking back now, a woman her age acting like that, but it was over.

 

Blake had been a gentleman and explained he wasn’t interested in dating at the moment, and preferred to keep their relationship on a friend and business level. Ok, it had stung, but life had gone on. It hadn’t affected their friendship, or business relationship, at all. 

 

Despite her embarrassment, she met Ian’s eyes.  “I was disappointed, yes. I’m not sure about hurt. I’m a grown woman, I can take no for an answer. And goodness, it was months ago. What does this have to do with his murder?” When he didn’t answer, she continued. “Is this about me calling off our wedding? Are you trying to pay me back by getting me arrested for murder?”  

 

“How could you say something like that, Grace? You know me better than that. I admit that losing you was the most painful thing in my life up to that point, and it took me a long time to get over you, but it’s done now. I’ve made my peace with it. But I wish—”

 

“Wish what?” Grace asked when he stared into space and left his thought dangling. They were veering off track. Ian wasn’t here to discuss their failed relationship.

 

“Nothing. It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”  His eyes hardened. “I’m only doing my job.”

 

“And your job involves thinking that I killed Blake because he didn’t want to go on a date with me? That’s absurd and ridiculous. Not to mention shoddy police work. You should know me better than that!” 

 

Ian ignored her outburst. “I read the messages. There were quite a few. You seemed pretty upset. Then, there’s the matter of the clause in your business contract with him. You and Kate won’t have to worry about Black Cat Books for the rest of your lives.

“He was worth more dead than alive to both of you. It could’ve been a spur of the moment decision. You’d be surprised how many murders involve money. All murder isn’t pre-meditated. Things can get out of hand and someone ends up dead. It happens.”

 

She shot up from the couch.  “That is a hideous thing to think about Kate and me! I’m sorry for what I did to you all those years ago, Ian. I truly am. I should have reached out to you sooner, especially when your wife died. I’ve regretted what I did to you, and the way I did it, for so long.  But it’s been years, we’ve both moved on, and as you mentioned, it doesn’t matter anymore. To come and accuse me of murder is over-the-top crazy.  I didn’t kill Blake. Neither did Kate.” She felt tears threatening but she’d ram a stick in her eye before she cried in front of him.

 

Ian didn’t respond. Grace couldn’t tell what was going on in his head. Was he thinking about her apology? Thinking about their long-ago relationship? Wondering what size handcuffs she would need? How she’d look in prison stripes? 

 

He finally spoke. “There’s something else.”

 

“What?” She was emotionally worn out. She didn’t want to hear any more.   There was no way Ian could pin a murder on her, she told herself, even though it seemed clear he wanted to. 

 

“There was an email to his agent in the draft folder of his phone.”

 

“Why are you telling me this? Does it have something to do with his murder?”  

 

“I’ll read it to you.” He pulled some papers out of the leather folder he’d brought with him. He began reading. She can’t accept that it’s over with us. There was never an “us” to begin with. She doesn’t realize that.  I’m worried about her. The small town is choking her. But I’m no savior. I may have misled her. We kissed and I . . .

 

Grace waited for more, but none came. “That’s it?”

 

“It ends there. He didn’t write anything else.” 

 

She stared at him for a few seconds, her thoughts churning. There was no doubt where he was going with this. She felt so much anger building she began shaking. “You think he wrote that about me?”

 

“It’s not out of the realm of possibility. Maybe he didn’t know how to get rid of you.”

 

“Get rid of me? You make it sound like I was some sort of thorn in his side. We had a good business relationship and we were good friends. He didn't want to get rid of me. That's low, and very insulting. You can’t arrest me on the basis of an email that he wrote to his agent!” she shot back, afraid she might burst into flames at his audacity. How dare he? 

 

“Grace, I—”

 

She had no interest in letting him say anything. “I wasn’t obsessed with the man, for heaven’s sake. You’re making it sound like I was a mad stalker, or obsessed lover. You’re welcome to search my home. You won’t find a closet made into a shrine to Blake, with candles blazing, and walls plastered with pictures of him.” 

 

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. How could he possibly think that she had killed Blake? It was absurd, crazy, and pure nonsense. Her instincts said his questioning had nothing to do with Blake’s murder, but everything to do with her walking away from him. Maybe he should excuse himself from being the detective on the case. 

 

“No, I can’t arrest you based on that,” his voice sliced in on her thoughts. “And I'm not planning on arresting you.” 

 

She could almost see a big, fat yet floating in the air.

 

“I’m trying to solve a murder. And I will, Grace.” He put the papers back in the folder. 

 

“Ian,” Grace subconsciously leaned toward him. “He didn’t write that about me. I know there’s history between you and me, but you cannot possibly believe, even a tiny bit, that I could kill anyone. Or that Kate could, either.”

 

He got up and avoided eye contact. “Things happen. Good people do bad stuff. The investigation isn’t over. Walk me to the door and make sure you lock up after me.”

 

She stood staring at the door after he’d left. She’d lost interest in the book she’d been reading when he’d arrived. She thought earlier that she might make a batch of Christmas chocolate walnut cookies tonight—the recipe had originated with her great-grandmother—but Ian had sucked the Christmas right out of her. 

 

Someone had murdered Blake D’Arcy, but it sure wasn’t her, or Kate. There was only one thing to do. Find the killer, wrap them up in some pretty Christmas paper, pop a bow on the package, and pop it under Detective Ian Logan's Christmas tree.

 






CHAPTER 6


 

“He did what?” Kate screeched the next morning at Black Cat Books when Grace told her about Ian’s visit. “Just because you had the hots for Blake and he turned you down, Ian thinks you killed him? And he still thinks we might have killed him? The man’s loco!” She looked Grace up and down, smirking. “Um, I had no idea you felt that way about Blake, sis. He was a little old for you, wasn’t he? I mean he definitely looked great for a sixty-five-year-old, but thirteen years is a big gap.”

 

“It was not a big deal, Kate,” Grace snapped, “and nothing happened, so could we move on from that subject? What matters is I think Ian wants to see us, or at least me, in prison for murder.”

 

Kate’s smirk faded. She picked up a Santa snow globe from the fireplace mantel and shook it, watching the flakes sift down to the bottom. “I think he’s posturing. He has no evidence. Naturally, our fingerprints are going to be in here, including on the murder weapon, if the poker was indeed the murder weapon, but that means nothing.  According to today’s paper, the police still have no suspects. It’s kind of scary, don’t you think? I mean the fact that someone waltzed in here and killed him.”

 

Grace nodded in agreement. “Did you talk to Jeremiah? Does he think we need a lawyer?”

 

“Not at this point. Of course, I didn’t know Ian had gone full-throttle police mode on you. The nerve of him! Do you want me to give him a talking to?” 

 

Grace threw her sister a grin as she walked over to the door and flipped their sign in the window so it read “Open” to everyone. Kate always had her back. She was the best sister she could ever ask for. 

 

“No, don’t do that, he’s liable to have us both in jail by nightfall, but thanks. I appreciate your outrage on my behalf. What do you think, kitty? What did you see that morning?”

 

“Meowwwwww,” was Emily’s astute reply. 

 

Kate came over and ran a hand down the cat’s back. “Yes, if only the girls could talk, they’d tell us exactly who was in here and killed Blake. Wouldn’t you, Em? When should we have our tea?”

 

Grace put a squirming Emily down. “We don’t want it too close to Christmas, people will be busy. 

 

“How about the 15th?” Kate asked. “It’s after Blake’s funeral, but a full ten days before Christmas. And we can do your Blind Date with A Book idea, except all the books will be Christmas-themed, and instead of wrapping them with brown paper, they’ll be wrapped in Christmas paper.”

 

“Good idea,” Grace agreed. “We’d better get moving then. We have quite a few books to wrap.”

 

She’d read about a bookstore in Ireland that had done a Blind Date with A Book event, and it sounded like terrific fun. She and Kate would choose books, wrap them in plain brown paper--Christmas paper now-- tie a bow on them, and write a few descriptive sentences on the attached tag and let people choose books based on that. It was a gamble for the buyer, but a great way to experience different genres and authors.   “I was thinking.”

 

“That sounds positively dangerous,” Kate teased.

 

“Ha ha!” Grace stuck her tongue out at her twin. “I’m serious.”

 

“Ok.” She glanced at her watch. “We’re probably going to have another busy day, so tell me before you forget.”

 

“I think we need to look into Blake’s life ourselves. Ian seems more or less convinced we killed him. Or that I did. What other suspects does he have?”

 

Kate slid her bottom lip between her teeth as she thought. “You want to play detective? Where would we start?”

 

“Let’s start with his agent. She was close to him. We can look online, too. Someone killed him and it wasn’t us.”

 

“I’m game. Do you want to contact his agent? Alice, right? Or should I?”

 

“I’ll call her. Maybe you can call his sister? I’ll get her number from Alice. I’m sure Ian won’t gleefully turn it over. Blake never talked about family, did he? Other than his three ex-wives. That’s sad.  You know, we really didn’t know a lot about him.”

 

“Now that you mention it, other than his books, and the fact that he loved Black Cat Books, and wanted to be a silent partner, we didn’t. Do you think there’s a reason he wanted to be a silent partner? I mean, other than what he told us?”

 

Grace frowned. “I don’t know. What reason could there be? We knew him as a best-selling author, a good friend, and Black Cat Books fan and supporter. I’m sure there was more to him than that. We’ll have to start digging.  I know he had a house in Brookhaven and a house in Florida. Do you think it’s strange he never invited us to his home?”

 

“Not really. He always came here. I never thought about it one way or another.” Kate grimaced. “I certainly hope the fact that Ian thinks we may be suspects doesn’t make it to the newspaper, or the national news. It could be bad for the bookstore. And our reputations. People will say they believe we’re innocent, but you know the saying, where there’s smoke, there’s fire. I can’t say I’d want to shop in a store that was owned by suspected killers.”

 

“Please! No one is going to believe we killed him. We grew up here, mom and dad are pillars of the community. We never even skipped school. I’ve never had a parking ticket, or a speeding ticket. Have you? We’re pathetically boring. Now suddenly we’re murderers?”

 

“I believe that’s murderesses probably,” Kate clarified. “You forgot to mention our timely return of library books.”

 

“That, too,” Grace’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. “And we have resting nice faces.”

 

“What does that mean?” Kate looked thoroughly confused.

 

“You know. When you’re feeling calm and serene, but your face looks like you want to bite the head off the next person that says hello to you, it’s called a resting bit—”

 

“Ah, okay,” Kate cut in. “Yes, I’ve heard of that.”

 

Their discussion was interrupted by customers, but Blake’s murder was never far from Grace’s mind as she gave recommendations to people looking for new authors to read, and rang up purchases. She was still convinced that Ian was holding a grudge against her for canceling their wedding. 

 

She eventually purged Blake’s murder, and Ian, from her mind and focused on absorbing the Christmas spirit in the air.  Luckily, none of their customers brought up Blake. She didn’t think she could stand talking about it. 

 

The Christmas jam was almost sold out, and all the advanced, autographed copies of Riddle Me Dead had been bought. Grace wasn’t exactly upset to see them go. They were a stark reminder of what had happened.   The book seemed to be at the top of everyone’s list now that its author was dead. 

 

During a lull in activity, Grace went upstairs to the office. She turned on the computer. Maybe they should’ve done more research about Blake before allowing him to become a silent partner. But they’d had no reason not to trust him, she argued with herself, and Kate’s husband, Jeremiah, had approved of their contract with him.  He wouldn’t have done so, and let them sign it, if he’d thought something was amiss with it.  

 

She suddenly had a horrible thought. What if the person who’d killed him was planning on coming back for her and Kate? What if they’d really been after her, or Kate, and killed Blake because he happened to be here, and in the way?  No, that made no sense, she chided herself.  Who would want Kate and her dead? Did Ian want her dead? Had he killed Blake in order to pin it on her? Stop it, Grace, she told herself. She was being ridiculous now. 

 

Once the computer was up, she looked up Blake’s agent’s information and punched the number into the phone. Braddock Literary Agency was located on Lakeshore Drive in Chicago. Grace loved Chicago. Lakeshore Drive was stunning. She could picture his agent’s office in one of those fancy hi-rises with a view of Lake Michigan.

 

“Good morning. Braddock Literary Agency.”

 

“Good morning. My name is Grace Danning. I’m calling to speak to Alice Braddock regarding Blake D’Arcy. He was a business associate.” 

 

“One moment please.”

 

Grace hummed along to the Christmas music while she was on hold. 

  

“Alice Braddock.” A voice tinged with faint British accent came on the line. “I understand you’re calling about Blake D’Arcy. Are you the police again? A detective, or someone from the police, called me already about this.” 

 

“No, I’m not with the police. Thank you for taking my call, Ms. Braddock. I’m a friend and business associate of Blake’s. He recently became a silent partner in the bookstore I own with my sister. It’s called Black Cat Books. You must be so upset about his death. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

 

“Thank you. I’m sorry that he died, yes, of course. But I am no longer his agent. He fired me last week.”

 

Grace was stunned to say the least that Blake had fired the woman who had grown his career and been so good to him. He’d never had anything but nice things to say about Alice. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry.” What did one exactly say in this situation?  

 

“Yes, well, I most certainly had no idea that was coming, either. He was my biggest client. He’s been pretty much my only client for a quite some years now. We were having a fabulous run together. I’d stopped taking clients long ago because I’ve been concentrating on him. So, what does he do? He fires me. I had no idea he could be so selfish and ungrateful! I was utterly shocked.”

 

“Did you tell the detective you spoke to this?” Grace wanted to know.

 

 “No. I didn’t mention it to the detective. Why give him a reason to think I was the one who killed Blake in fit of anger? It wasn’t as if I was trying to hide anything, but the less you say to the police the better, don’t you think?”

 

Grace was really at a loss for words. “I can imagine you would be upset with Blake, but I don’t think the police would charge you with murder. Your agency will be okay, right?”

 

“I hope so.” She exhaled noisily into Grace’s ear. “I’ll be looking for clients again. I’ll never find another Blake, that’s for sure. That man! If he weren’t already dead, I’d kill him! I’ll still get royalties from his books, but who knows, those could dry up and leave me with nothing. I’m too old to try and build my agency back up. I never saw this coming, believe me.” 

 

She tried changing the course of their conversation. “Do you know of anyone who knew that he’d be in Sweetwater?”

 

“I knew he’d be there. He told me that when you first invited him, a few months back. I’d forgotten your name, but it sounds familiar now. He used to always check in with me. We had lunch sometimes. He’d pop in anytime he came to Chicago. He was a big Cubs fan you know.” She sniffled. 

“That’s what really hurts. We were friends, or I thought we were friends. But when he fired me, that was that. He cut me out of his life completely.  Any business I had with him had to go through his attorney. That brain surgeon!”

 

“Did anyone else know he’d be in town?” Grace repeated.

 

“He may have told any amount of people. I have no idea.”

 

“Did he say exactly why he fired you?”  Grace hoped she wasn’t being too nosy.

 

“He thought our relationship had run its course, that I was stuck in an old agenting model, whatever that means. As if he would know anything about agenting. Hah! He didn’t think he was getting enough attention, he didn’t trust me, he disagreed with my plans for his career. I think he grew tired of me. Like he tired of his wives. We’re all disposable.”  

 

Grace felt sorry for the woman. She was trying to play it off, but she could hear the hurt in Alice’s voice. “Do you have any idea who may have wanted him dead?”

 

Alice cackled harshly. “Besides me? I’m kidding. Don’t take that seriously. Maybe Alissa. That woman was a piece of work.”

 

“Who’s Alissa?” Grace was all ears. 

 

“Ex-wife number three.  She married him for his money. Blake had her sign a prenup. She went ballistic, but she ended up signing it, I guess. He cheated on her more than once. I gave him an earful about that, believe me. But who was I? Just his agent. He didn’t care about my opinion. Anyway, she gave up her career as a prima ballerina to be Mrs. Blake D’Arcy.  

“It didn’t turn out like she planned. She got almost nothing in their divorce. I guess you don’t read the newspapers, or watch the news, or you’d know all this. It was her fault for giving up her career. I can't see her killing him for revenge, but maybe she did.”


“What about his other two wives?” Grace was beginning to think Blake’s life was a true soap opera.

 

“Wife number two is in prison for embezzling money from his retirement plan, so she didn’t kill him. I suppose she could’ve had him killed. The only decent woman he married was wife number one. What was her name? Calliope? Clementine? Something like that.

“Now she was a real sweetheart, that one. A farm girl from his hometown. He dumped her after he became famous. She couldn’t have killed him, I’m sure of that. She was too sweet. She doesn't have it in her to hurt another human being, so don't even go there.” 

 

“Anyone else?” Grace was finally able to break into Alice’s monologue.

 

“I haven't got a clue. Blake and I were close, I thought, but now that I think about it, I did most of the sharing about my private life. Not him. Funny, I never noticed that until now. The time of death supposedly was early in the morning. I told the detective I was home, asleep. Alone. He seemed to view the fact that no one could vouch for my whereabouts a serious character flaw.”  

 

Grace let her talk. There was really nothing else to add. Alice Braddock certainly could have traveled almost three hours from Chicago to Sweetwater to kill Blake at the bookstore, then skedaddled out of town, but what proof was there? 

 

“Is there anything else I can help you with?” Alice asked. “I’ve talked to you more than I did to that detective. He was rather intimidating. He told me not to leave town, that he may make a trip up to speak to me.”

 

“I’m sure you have nothing to worry about,” Grace told her, even though she had no way of knowing that. “Would you have his sister’s phone number?”  

 

“I gave it to the detective, so I have it here somewhere. Yes, here it is. Blake listed her as an emergency contact. Her name is Susannah Ellington. This was before he was married, the first time, I mean. He never updated his information.”

 

“So, his royalties go to her?”

 

“That I don’t know. I didn’t handle his will since I'm not an attorney, and Blake didn't share that with me. That you would talk to his attorney about. If that’s all…?” 

 

Grace could tell Alice had grown weary speaking with her. “Thank you so much for talking to me. Would you mind calling me if you think of anything else? Even the smallest detail?”

 

“I don’t mind. I’ve got your number here on caller ID. Are you sure you’re not the police, though? You certainly sound it.”

 

“No, I promise I’m not the police. I didn’t mean to sound as if I were grilling you. It was so shocking to have him turn up murdered in our bookstore.”

 

“I imagine it was.  I’ve got to go scare up some clients. Merry Christmas, Grace.”

 

“Thanks, you too.”

 






CHAPTER 7


 

“What all did she say?” Kate wanted to know. 

It was early afternoon. The sisters were using the lull in the absence of customers to have a cup of tea and some Scotch shortbread that Kate had made during the fall, then frozen to bring out at Christmas time. Their great-grandmother’s Christmas cookie recipes were closely guarded secrets by the sisters. They never gave them out to anyone.

 

“He fired her as his agent,” Grace revealed, then proceeded to repeat her conversation with Alice. 

 

“Seriously?” Kate squawked, looking dumbfounded. “He fired his agent? Why didn't he tell us?”

 

Grace slipped out of her loafers and put her feet up on the coffee table. “I don't know. I’ve got the feeling that we didn’t know Blake really well.”

 

Kate took a sip of her tea. “Do you think we were blinded by his fame, and in your case, his fame and charisma, and didn’t dig deep enough before we signed him on as a silent partner?”

 

“Please don’t tease me about my crush on him, Kate. It’s not relevant to anything. I feel totally embarrassed by it.”

 

“I wasn’t, honestly. There’s certainly no reason to feel embarrassed. If he wasn’t interested in the most fantastic woman in the world, it’s his loss. My point was that maybe we were so bowled over by his attention that we didn’t do our research.”

 

“Thanks for the compliment. Are you saying he was some sort of criminal and we never noticed, that’s why he’s dead?”

 

“Goodness sakes, no! I’m not saying that at all. Oh, I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”

 

“I know. You don’t have to explain. I feel all discombobulated myself. But between Ian probably thinking we, or at least I, killed him, his poor agent getting fired, and his ex-wives, there’s something sinister lurking beneath the surface.”

 

Kate smiled. “That’s the first line from Blake’s novel, Farewell to Brooklyn. 

 

Grace smiled, too. “Yes, it is. It’s one of my favorite books of all time.” Her smile vanished. “I think we need to find who was closest to Blake. That will lead us to his killer.”

 

Kate’s mouth dropped open. “We? Us? Are we investigating his murder now?”

 

Grace swung her feet off the table and set her teacup down. “We have to do something. We can’t wait for Ian. His eyes are on us, remember?  I have his sister’s number. Do you want to call her? Her name is Susannah Ellington. At the very least we should call and offer our condolences.”

 

“I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. Yes, we should offer our condolences. I’ll call her this afternoon.”

 

“I wonder if she's his heir as far as royalties,” Grace mused. “You don’t think she needed the money and killed him, do you?”

 

“I sell books. I don’t think anything. Murder is a whole new game for us, and not a particularly pleasant one.”

 

“It’s not, I agree, but we should call her now.” Grace jumped up. “While we aren’t busy. Put her on speakerphone.”

 

“Oh, she’ll love that, I’m sure. Everyone likes being on speakerphone.”

 

“Your sarcasm is charming. I know they don’t, but that way we can both talk to her. Let’s do it.”

 

Kate sighed then gave in. “If that’s what you want. Go ahead and dial.”

 

She did, and they waited while it rang. 

 

“Hello?” a woman finally answered.

 

Grace waved her hand at Kate, so she would talk. “Hello. I’m looking for Susannah Ellington.”

 

“This is she.”

 

“Hi, Susannah. I’m Kate McCall. My sister, Grace Danning, is here, too. We have you on speakerphone, but don’t worry, we’re the only ones here. We’re business associates and friends of your brother, Blake. We wanted to offer our condolences on his death.”

 

“Thanks. How did you get my number?” Her voice was laced with suspicion.

 

“His agent gave it to us. She said you were listed as an emergency contact,” explained Kate.

 

 “That information is ancient, but nonetheless, it’s nice of you both to call,” her voice lost some of its edge. “I’ve spoken to a Detective Logan. He’s going to mail me Blake’s things. Don’t ask me what I’m going to do with them. I understand he was in your town for a book signing or something?”

 

“Hi, Susannah, this is Grace. Kate and I own Black Cat Books. He was going to be the guest of honor at our Christmas tea, and play Santa.” A lump formed in her throat thinking about it. “We are so sorry about his death. It's so sad. We miss him terribly already.”

 

“I’ve been to your bookstore. It’s very nice.”

 

“Thank you,” both sisters said at the same time. 

 

“Do you have a date for his funeral and where it will be held?” Grace asked.  She thought it odd his sister sounded so detached, she assumed she’d be more upset. 

 

There was a long silence. Grace thought they'd lost their connections. “Susannah? Are you still there?” she prompted, looking at Kate with a confused look.

 

“I’m here. Blake and I have been estranged for a very long time. I’m not planning to go to his funeral. We haven't spoken in more years than I can count. It would be like attending a stranger’s funeral.”

 

Grace was surprised at that revelation, although now that she thought about it, Blake never spoke about relatives. “He must have had you in his will.”  

 

Kate shot her a what are you thinking? look.  “Excuse my sister, Susannah, she blurts out things without filtering first.”

 

“It’s okay. I can say with certainty he did not leave me anything in his will. He intended on leaving my son, Joshua, his entire estate. He told me years ago that our estrangement wouldn’t change that.”

 

“What happened to cause your estrangement?” Grace asked.      

 

Kate glared at her and made a slashing motion across her throat, which meant stop talking, which Grace ignored. There was no harm in asking questions as long as Susannah didn’t get upset, or hang up on them.

 

Again, there was silence and Grace was on the verge of apologizing when Susannah spoke. “I was a writer, too.”   

 

“What a talented family,” Kate said.

 

“I wrote The Hat Makers.”

 

Kate and Grace stared at each other with identical shocked looks. That was Blake’s first bestseller. A lot of people believed it to still be his best work. It had certainly propelled him to worldwide best-selling author status. 

 

“I don’t understand,” Kate said.  “Why was it published under Blake’s name?”

 

Susannah sighed. “It’s a long story. You wouldn’t believe it.”

 

“Please,” Grace urged. “We’d like to hear it.” 

 

“Only if you want to share,” Kate added. “I’m sorry if we’re being nosy.”

 

“No, it’s okay. Blake had just signed with Alice Braddock. She signed him based on his first book, The Magic of City Lights. She loved that book, and thought it would be a huge best-seller.  I don’t know if you've heard of it, but it didn’t sell well. I thought it was great, too.   Alice and Blake were devastated. I felt so badly for him. Then he wrote Anthem to The Old Neighborhood. It didn’t sell well, either, even though I thought it was wonderful. So did Alice. He was despondent. As in scarily despondent.”

 

“I didn’t realize he’d had such a hard time,” Grace said. “I’m so sorry.”

 

“No need to be sorry. I’d never seen him so down,” Susannah continued. “He wouldn’t eat, he barely slept. He wouldn’t talk to anyone, and he refused to shower. He didn’t even bother to change out of his pajamas for days and days.  He stopped writing. He basically lost the will to participate in the world. Clementine, his wife at the time, came to me. She was so distraught, she didn’t know what to do for him. She begged me to help him. She was afraid he was going to hurt himself.” 

 

“My gosh, Susannah. I had no idea. The poor man. What happened?” Kate put in. 

 

 “My family didn’t know, but I’d been writing, too. It took me three years to finish The Hat Makers. I was twenty-one then. I asked Blake to read it. I told him that if he and Alice thought it had merit, and she was very sure it would sell, I’d let him put his name on it, too. I told him that I was sure that the next thing he wrote would be a best-seller. I wanted to help him. I was so afraid he was going to do something awful, like kill himself.”

 

Grace was beyond shocked. She knew there was only one author’s name on The Hat Makers, and it wasn’t Susannah’s. “What then?”   

 

“Blake read and loved it. He thought it was brilliant. Alice agreed. Blake was so happy. So full of life again. Clementine practically knelt and kissed my feet. And I, of course, was over the moon. Not only had I pulled my brother back from the abyss he was looking into, but his agent thought my book was brilliant. It made me feel so close to Blake, knowing we’d be famous. At least that’s what I thought.”

 

“But something went wrong,” Kate guessed.

 

“Um... just a little. I worshipped my big brother. He was always so good to me. So good to our parents. We were a close family. I could never imagine Blake doing what he did to me. I still can’t.”

 

 Grace took up Susannah’s story. “He took your book and never gave you credit. Your name was never on it. I’ve read that book. It is indeed brilliant.” 

 

“Thank you, but it doesn’t matter to me anymore. Yes, you’re right. That’s exactly what happened. He never mentioned my name to Alice at all. He lied to me and told me he did. He told me my name would be first on the contract and on the book. I never got a contract. When I asked about it, Blake kept evading my questions.”

 

“Did you contact Alice yourself?” Grace asked.

 

“I sure did. I contacted her right after I started to get a funny feeling when I didn’t see a contract and Alice never asked to speak with me. I called her and she had no idea who I was. When I told her I was Blake’s sister, and said that I’d written The Hat Makers, and only offered to share it with Blake, she told me that he’d told her all about me and my ‘issues’ and that I’d made the whole thing up. She refused to speak to me ever again.” 

 

“And that was before personal computers, I’m guessing,” Grace said, her heart going out to Susannah. She couldn’t imagine such betrayal.

 

“I did it all on my typewriter. I had no proof whatsoever that I was the one who really wrote that book. The only copy I had was the one I handed over to Blake. I’d never even mentioned to anyone that I was writing it. I was such an idiot.”

 

“No, you weren’t. You trusted him. He betrayed you in the worst way. Wow.  I don't know what to say,” Kate told her. “I'm so sorry. I'm guessing you stopped talking to him at that point.”

 

“Yes. I told him as far as I was concerned he was no longer my brother. I didn’t want to know him. Giving his estate to my son doesn't make up for what he did to me. He's only doing it out of guilt. Or maybe it means he had some kind of moral compass, after all. Regardless, I will never get over it. All I can do is try and live my life the best I can.”

 

“I don’t think I could get over that, either,” Grace commiserated. How could Blake have done that to her?  “Did you ever think of writing another book?”

 

“No. It would’ve been too painful for me. I went on with my life. Look, I'm sorry for taking up your time with all this. I don’t know why I babbled on so much and told you everything. I never do that. I try not to think of it.” Her laugh was dry. “Most times I’m successful.”

 

“How did he know he could really write? Given his first two books didn’t sell, what made him think anything else he wrote would?” Grace asked. It was a heartbreaking story, but she couldn't help but be fascinated by it.

 

“He had talent. I never doubted that. He had to find his voice, as they say. Except he stole mine, first. Once The Hat Makers came out, the first two books he wrote were suddenly best-sellers. And everything that came out after The Hat Makers was a best-seller. I probably don’t have to tell you that. Please, I beg you, don’t repeat any of this to anyone. I'm still mind-boggled that I told you. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

 

“You have our word,” Grace promised. “Neither Kate nor I will say a peep about this to anyone. It seems so unlike the Blake we knew. He was a silent partner in our bookstore. He set up some kind of annuity thing that ensures that Black Cat Books is set for life. He was always so kind, and such a gentleman.”   

 

“Did he? My son may fight that. Blake promised to leave everything to him. You might want to go over whatever it is he left you with a fine-toothed comb. Blake D’Arcy wasn’t the man you thought he was. I have to go.” 

 

“Wait, please! I don't suppose you know who may have killed Blake, do you?” Grace ventured.

 

“No idea. I do know it wasn't me. If I was going to do that to get revenge on what he did to me, he'd have been dead long ago.”

 

###

 

 Grace and Kate didn’t have time to discuss their conversation with Susannah.  Customers started traipsing in as soon as they’d hung up with her, but Grace was distracted by their conversation for the rest of the day. It was a good thing Alice and Susannah apparently loved to talk. Except the picture they painted of Blake didn't align with the Blake she’d known. Would Susannah’s son, Joshua really think about fighting them over what Blake had done for them, and Black Cat Books?   

 

Grace had so many questions that would probably always go unanswered.  How could he have done that to his sister? And his agent? Two women who had good reasons to kill him, although Susannah had a slight edge. The only thing was, if his sister had killed him, why would she have waited so long as she said? 

 

And if they were estranged how would she have known he was going to be at the bookstore? Grace had no answers to the questions circling in her head. Blake’s death seemed suddenly much more complicated. She wondered who else out there he had wronged? She had to know more. 

 






CHAPTER 8


 

Grace turned on her computer when she arrived home. She made herself a cup of lavender tea, and sat in her recliner, her favorite quilt draped over her legs, laptop on her lap desk. She hadn’t mentioned to Kate that she felt driven to see what else she could discover about Blake. She couldn’t help but think something wasn’t right and they’d missed it. If she found something that Ian hadn’t, maybe it could help solve his murder. At least he hadn’t come around anymore insinuating she’d had reason to kill Blake, although she was sure he hadn’t excluded her, or Kate. What was that saying? The calm before the storm. She began searching.

 

###

 

“I searched the internet last night, looking for stuff about Blake,” Grace told Kate the next morning when they arrived at Black Cat Books. 

 

“That’s hilarious, I did the same thing when I got home. Jeremiah was wrapped up with a basketball game on TV, so I had nothing to disturb me. I didn’t want to say anything to you because I thought you would think I was silly.”

 

“Ditto!” Grace laughed with her sister. “We have some time before we open. Should we compare notes?”

 

“Let’s,” Kate agreed.  “By the way, Blake’s attorney called me on my cell phone. He told me Blake had given my number to him when he drew up the partnership contract. He said he needs to send us some paperwork. I asked about the funeral, and he told me it’s scheduled on the 13th. It looks like the attorney is handling all the details.”

 

“Where is it going to be?”

 

“At Saint Margaret’s in Brookhaven, then the internment is at Glenwood Cemetery in Brookhaven.”  

 

“I'm glad you found out the details. Sad that he doesn't have family to step up.”

 

Kate nodded. “It is. We should have asked Susannah if he had other relatives he was close to. Oh well. I haven't had a chance to mention this to you, but maybe you shouldn't have said anything to Susannah about Blake leaving Black Cat Books set for life. We don't know the woman. For all we know she could've made everything up.”

 

Grace inhaled sharply. “Oh no. I didn't think of that. You have a point. Maybe she'll forget I said it.”

 

“Doubtful, but we can hope. You can't exactly take it back now.”

 

“True. Okay, so what have we got on Blake? Go on, you go first,” said Grace.

 

“Okay. I found a crazy fan. She was convinced that one of his novels was all about his love for her. She followed him to all his events, showed up on his doorstep, both here in Indiana, and at his Florida home, sent him emails, presents, pictures of herself in the buff, and otherwise. When he didn't respond, she turned nasty. She even broke into his Florida house and was arrested. She told the police she was Blake's maid. Can you believe it?”

 

“Victoria Nelson!” Grace shouted. “I found her, too! What a nut job. He took a restraining order out against her. She emailed him several times, and sent letters to Alice and his publisher saying that Blake had better watch his back, that she was going to kill him because he refused to acknowledge her.”

 

“What if she somehow knew he was going to be here and followed him? It’s possible. Maybe she called his agent and pretended to be someone else and Alice told her? I saw a picture of her, but I didn’t notice anyone who looked like her around here.”

 

“I saw a few pictures of her, too. And I didn’t see her around here, either. Unless she was in a good disguise. Then again, are we going to remember every single person we see?”

 

“Okay,” Kate declared. “We have ourselves a suspect. Remember the class he was giving for aspiring writers?”

 

“I sure do,” Grace said. “The one you wanted to take.”

 

Kate nodded. “One of his students, a Corey Ballinger, was pretty upset that Blake didn’t think his writing was stellar. Apparently, Blake’s feedback didn’t sit well with Mr. Ballinger. He pretty much trashed him on Blake’s author Facebook page. 

“Then he proceeded to trash him on his own Facebook page, and also on Facebook groups aimed at mystery novel lovers. He sent nasty tweets, too. He tried to discredit Blake any way he could.”

 

“Darn!  I didn’t think of looking at social media. I wonder if Ian has spoken to these people? Did Blake respond to this Corey guy?”

 

“Not that I saw. It looks like he totally ignored him. At least as far as social media goes. I didn’t find anything on Corey trying to contact Blake in person. Good grief. How stupid is that? I mean, of this Corey guy. Trashing Blake on Facebook. Talk about cutting off your nose to spite your face. I'm sure he'll never get published now, even if he is any good.” 

 

“It doesn’t sound smart, but was he upset enough to murder Blake?” Grace wondered.

 

“It sounds as if he might have been. Suspect number two. We’re on a roll. What else?”

 

“I found out that ex-wife, the last one, had plenty of bad things to say about him.  Remember Alice told us the woman gave up a career as a prima ballerina to be Mrs. Blake D’Arcy? Alissa, right? There was an article in a major newspaper about their relationship. 

“According to Alissa, he was verbally abusive, and cared more about his made-up characters than about her and their marriage. She became bitter because he was stingy with his money, and kept her on a short leash, so to speak. She could have been a famous ballerina if not for him. That’s according to her.”

 

“That doesn’t sound like the Blake we know at all.” Kate looked troubled.

 

“I know,” Grace agreed. “The question is, how well did we know him? When I was reading what I’d found last night, it crossed my mind that we should have done this before. We only knew what he wanted us to know. Maybe he had a dark side.” 

 

“Would it have made a difference? I mean, were we going to tell him our deal is off, and we didn’t want him to be our Santa?”

 

“Probably not,” Grace admitted. “He obviously wanted us to think well of him.” 

 

 Kate sighed. “In a way, I don’t want to know about all this negative stuff. He was good to us, that’s all I can say.”

 

 Grace couldn’t have agreed more. “I know, but I think we need to do this.  I’m sure you don’t want to end up on the inside of a jail cell, and I don’t want to, either. I think his ex-wife could be a suspect. What about Christopher Hewitt? He was Blake’s last co-author. Did you read anything about him?”

 

“I read a little, then fell asleep,” Kate replied. “Blake stole his books, right? Like he did his sister’s novel?”

 

“That’s the allegation.  He’s accused Blake of stealing his ideas and publishing them under his own name. He said Blake's last two books were totally written by him.  In other words, Blake cut Christopher completely out after Christopher did all the writing. 

“And the last book, Blake refused to even put Christopher's name on it. He was in the process of taking Blake to court to prove it. I don't know how we missed it. It's all over the internet, and the news.”

 

“Holy moly!” Kate’s eyes grew wide. “That’s a biggie. Definitely a suspect. I wonder how come Blake never said anything?”

 

“He obviously didn't want us thinking badly of him. It sure looks like a whole lot of people had reason to want him to be dead.”

 

“We should talk to Ian. All the people we’ve talked about could’ve killed him.” She ticked the names off on her fingers. “His agent, his last ex-wife, his co-author, the unhappy student, and an obsessed fan.”

 

“Don’t forget us,” Grace added, “or me.”

 

“Yes, we could have killed him if we’re totally honest about it. We are going to benefit from his death, no denying that. I suppose we do look like two ripe, sitting suspects to Ian.”

 

“That’s ridiculous. Don’t get me started on that. He knows we didn’t kill Blake. Do you think we should talk to these people?”  

 

Kate regarded her sister with horror. “Are you crazy? No! Why should we go talk to them? I think you need to go see Ian and ask if he knows about these people. It’s very likely that one of them could be the killer. 

“Unless there are other people with grudges against him that we haven’t heard about. I don’t want the killer to know we’ve found him, or her, and come after us.”

 

“Why should I be the one to talk to him?” Grace demanded.

 

“Because he's the detective on the case would be a big reason. A smaller reason would be that you’ve never settled this thing between you. Now's your chance. And you’re still in love with him.”


Grace felt her face redden. Had Kate known all this time? “How could you say such a thing? I am not. There have been other men in my life.”

 

 “Come on, it’s me you’re talking to. It’s the way you look when you talk about him. Even when you told him off about questioning us for Blake’s murder, there was something in your eyes. I get it. You still love him. Yes, I know, there have been other men in your life, blah, blah, blah, but you’ve never married any of them, and a lot of them would’ve made excellent husbands.”

 

“I’m not going to discuss this. It’s total insanity.”

 

Kate smirked. “Deny all you want, I know the truth. And I'm still volunteering you to go talk to him about our suspects.”

 

Grace refrained from sticking out her tongue this time. 

 

###

 

“You and your sister have been busy.” Ian looked up from the list of suspects Grace had brought. 

 

She wiggled around. She wasn't sure if it was because of the look he was giving her— she half-expected death rays to come shooting out of his eyes—or the uncomfortable excuse for a chair her rear end was perched on. “As you can see there are quite a few people who could've killed him, and one of them most likely did.” 

 

“Could be.”

 

Grace waited a beat. “Surely, from this list you can see that neither Kate nor I killed him.”

 

“I think it’s best if you left this investigation to me and the rest of the Sweetwater Police Department.”

 

“And I think you should excuse yourself from this investigation.” She attempted to match his frosty tone, but even a snowman would have a hard time doing that. “You already have your mind made up, don’t you? It was either Kate and me for the money, or me because he wasn’t interested in dating me.”

 

“Are you done?” Ian asked. 

 

“Since you asked, no, I'm not. All this talk about Kate and me as suspects really stems from me leaving you almost at the altar.” She took a deep breath knowing she had probably gone a little too far.

 

Ian pushed back his chair and stood. “I'm a professional and I’d be remiss in my duties if I didn't look at you and Kate.”

 

Grace decided not to acknowledge his point. At least not out loud. “What about all these other people on our list? They have motives galore it looks like.”

 

“That’s all I’m going to say since I haven't received a bulletin from my superior that you're assisting in Blake's murder investigation.  As far as the history you and I share, that's over and done, and has nothing to do with this murder investigation. I resent the fact that you think I'm so petty that I would put you, or your sister, in jail over what happened between you and me. I thought I made myself clear on that before.”

 

Grace got up. He had another point, she supposed, but she wasn’t about to acknowledge that one out loud, either. “Are you even going to look into these people?” She pointed to the list that now lay on his desk. “They all had reasons to want him dead. Especially, I think, Christopher. Blake stole his writing and claimed it as his own. And his sister has reason, too. Although she probably would’ve done it long ago, so maybe she shouldn’t be up high on the suspect list.”  

 

“I have work to do.” He handed her the list back. “Have a nice day, Grace.” 

 

Saying anything else would be futile. She’d have to tell Kate she’d failed. She grabbed the list from his hand then left without saying goodbye. 

 

She sat in her car before taking off. Deep down she knew Ian was an honorable man and a good detective, but she couldn't help but think he still had Kate and her at the top of his list. Her name was probably before Kate’s, and in bold.   

 






CHAPTER 9


 

Grace woke up on the morning of Blake’s funeral and turned off her alarm clock before it started buzzing.  As soon as her feet hit the floor, sadness settled in her chest. At least sunlight was peeking through her bedroom blinds. The temperature on her phone read thirty-eight degrees. Not great, but not horrible.  

 

Kate had agreed to drive. Jenna Carra was leaving Thistlewood in her cousin Meg's capable hands and riding with them. Brookhaven was two hours away. The sisters had closed Black Cat Books for the day. She pulled out a winter white pantsuit from her closet, which made her think of Blake’s Santa suit still hanging in the closet downstairs. She supposed they could save it for next year’s tea, and find someone Blake’s size to fill it. But right now, it depressed her to think about it.  An hour later she was ready to go.  

 

###

 

Saint Margaret’s church was filled. There was a crowd on the sidewalk even. Luckily, the twins and Jenna found seats in one of the pews in the middle. Grace looked around at the crowd. How many of these mourners actually knew Blake? she wondered. Her eyes rested on the ornate casket at the front of the church. She read the bulletin an usher had handed her and the service started a few minutes later. Grace looked around, trying to see if anyone looked as if they could've killed Blake.  What did a killer look like, anyway? It could’ve been anyone. 

 

###

 

At the end of the service, which had mostly passed in a blur for Grace, several people got up and spoke about Blake. She recognized several best-selling authors who praised his work, but said little about the man himself. There were a few childhood friends who spoke about their memories of him, but no family members. How sad. 

 

She wondered if Susannah had changed her mind and come? It seemed unlikely. Maybe her son was here, but if so, he hadn’t gotten up to speak. It seemed Blake had few close friends, or relatives that cared about him. She was convinced that most of the people here were other authors and curious fans. 

 

Kate elbowed her. “It’s over. You look like you’re daydreaming.”

 

Grace blinked. “I guess I was.” She slid her coat on and the three women got in the line leading out of the church. 

 

“On to the cemetery,” announced Kate as they settled in her little red car. “I’m glad the sun’s out, so it’s not so chilly. Blake had a good showing. I think he’d be pleased. I still can’t believe it, though. One day he’s with us, and then poof, he’s gone.”

 

“I know,” said Jenna. “He was a great guy. I’ll miss seeing him at the inn, even though he was only there five or six times. He felt like a close friend. He loved you two, and your bookstore. He told me he was now a partner in Black Cat Books. He was so happy about it.” 

 

“We were, too.” Grace glanced at Kate. They weren’t going to tell Jenna everything they’d learned about him. Their grandmother always said ‘don’t speak ill of the dead’. She said it was disrespectful no matter what that dead body had gone and done when it was alive.  

 

They followed a line of vehicles snaking their way to nearby Glenwood Cemetery. They found parking on the side of the narrow gravel lane that wound around the grounds, and followed the crowd, which wasn’t nearly as large as the crowd at the church. Grace, Kate, and Jenna stayed on the outer perimeter. 

 

Grace looked around and noticed a car parked a few feet behind Kate’s. A man got out and seemed to be staring at the mourners. He was probably there for another funeral, she surmised, although she hadn’t noticed another one in process as they drove into the small cemetery.

 

“Kate, look at that guy standing over there,” she leaned her head sideways toward Kate and whispered. “The one leaning against his car with his arms folded. He looks angry, doesn’t he? Or is it my imagination working overtime?”

 

Kate looked to where Grace was staring. She pulled her phone out of her purse. 

 

“You're taking a picture of him?”

 

“Yes. Just in case. I love my smart phone. I take pictures of everything now. It’s an art form.”

 

If they hadn’t been at a funeral, Grace would’ve snorted. Art form, indeed. “Excuse me,” Grace said to the man in front of her while Kate snapped away. She hoped the guy, and everyone else, didn’t notice. “Do you happen to know who the man leaning against that car is?”

 

He turned and looked. “No, sorry. I can't say that I do. I don't know Mr. D'Arcy personally, or any of his family. I’m just a big fan of his books. I had to be here to say goodbye.” 

 

“That's okay. Thanks.” Grace turned her attention back to the priest as he was wrapping up. 

 

“What’s wrong?” Jenna whispered.

 

“Nothing, really,” Grace replied. “Don’t look right now, but there’s a man leaning on a car behind Kate’s and he looks suspicious.”

 

“Why? What’s he doing?”

 

“Nothing,” Grace had to admit. “If he’s here for Blake’s funeral, why is standing over there, instead of over here with the rest of us?”

 

Jenna glanced quickly over at Kate’s car. “I don’t know, but the funeral’s over now, so it probably isn’t here nor there.”

 

“I want to go thank the priest for doing such a good job,” Kate said.

 

“Did you get enough pictures of that stranger?” Grace asked as they walked over to the priest. “Maybe a video would be in order?”

 

“I think I have enough.  I only wanted a couple. Really, Grace, a video would be over the top, I think.”

 

Grace rolled her eyes. Her sarcasm had gone right over her sister’s head. She and Jenna followed Kate over to where the priest stood.

 

“Thank you, Father, it was a lovely service,” Kate told him. “Did you know Blake well?”

 

“Thank you. We both grew up here in Brookhaven,” he responded, his smile warm. “He was a year ahead of me in school. We both attended Saint Margaret’s as youths. I saw him occasionally when he came to town. I followed his career all these years. It’s hard to believe he was murdered. What about you? Did you know Mr. D’Arcy, or are you just fans of his books?”

 

“Both. This is my sister, Grace, and our friend, Jenna.”

 

The priest smiled again. “I don’t have to ask which one is your sister, do I? Nice to meet all of you.”

 

“It is pretty obvious, isn’t it,” Kate said, grinning at him. “Grace and I own Black Cat Books in Sweetwater. Blake recently became a silent partner. He loved our bookstore and was going to play Santa at our bookstore’s annual Christmas tea.”

 

“I thought you two looked familiar. I’ve been in your bookstore, although not recently. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

 

“Thank you,” said Kate. 

 

“Jenna, are you from Sweetwater, too?” he asked.

 

She nodded. “I own Thistlewood Inn on Main Street. It’s a Bed and Breakfast.  The purple Victorian that looks a little out of place.”

 

“I’ve seen it. It looks charming and I think it fits right in.”

 

She smiled. “Thank you, Father.”

 

“Father,” began Grace, “do you know if any of Blake’s family was at the funeral?”

 

His brow furrowed as he thought. “I don’t know.   His parents are gone and I’m not sure about anyone else.”

 

“His attorney planned his funeral, correct?” Grace asked.

 

“Yes, he did.”

 

Grace lowered her voice and leaned in. “Father, do you have any idea who may have killed Blake? Kate and I have a few ideas, but did anyone confess to you that they had killed him?”

 

“Grace!” Kate hissed. “You can’t ask him that.”

A smile danced around the priest’s mouth. “The confessions I hear are considerably less gruesome, thank the Lord.”

 

“Did you know anything about his sister, Susannah Ellington?” Grace asked.

 

“I’m afraid not,” he replied. “It’s lovely meeting you all. I’m going to talk to some of the other people here. If you’ll excuse me.”

 

“Thank you, Father. It was nice meeting you as well,” Kate said. She turned to Jenna and Grace. “Maybe we should talk to the guy who was leaning on his car.”

 

They made their way back to Kate's car, but the man in question was gone. “Probably a fan of Blake's,” Grace said as she got in the front seat.  “Maybe he didn't want to disturb everyone by coming closer.”

 

Kate frowned. “That wouldn't disturb anyone.”

 

“I wouldn't worry about it,” said Jenna. “So he was leaning on his car, I don't think that's particularly mysterious.”

 

“You know Grace,” Kate answered. “She loves her mystery novels. She sees a mystery in every situation.”

 

“Make fun,” Grace rebounded. “One day my skills will come in handy.”

 






CHAPTER 10


 

Somehow, all the scrambling Grace and Kate did pay off. Their Christmas tea was back on. The caterer had delivered cranberry orange scones, tomato basil bisque soup, cranberry chicken sandwiches, and layered spinach sandwiches the morning of the tea.  For drinks, the twins had asked for Cranberry Cream and Sugar Plum Fairy teas. For dessert, there was cranberry buttermilk upside down cake.  

 

They brought out the china they used every year for their tea: Cups and saucers, and plates ringed with spruce branches, and in the center, a cozy cottage surrounded by snow, with a Christmas tree visible through one of the cottage windows. The party favors came back out, too, special jumbo candy canes made by Delano’s Chocolates in Sweetwater, wrapped in red and silver ribbons, and Christmas-themed coloring books for adults, along with a packet of colored pencils. 

 

The books for Blind Date with A Book had all been placed in red and green wicker baskets around the store and were selling like they were the last books available on the planet. The bookstore was bursting with wall-to-wall people. Grace could hardly breathe, but the store was filled with Christmas joy and happiness. She had the feeling Blake approved, wherever he was. Despite what he’d seemingly done to his sister and others, she couldn’t bring herself to hate him. She was disappointed and appalled, and wasn’t sure she’d forgive him, but hating him would serve no purpose. 

 

She was very glad they'd gone on with the tea, and that the turnout had been so fantastic. It had taken everyone’s mind off murder and put it back on Christmas, at least for a little while. She smiled as Emily and Charlotte made their way between people’s legs. Kate had put red plaid Christmas collars, complete with a tiny bell, on them. They looked beautiful, and were eagerly lapping up all the attention they were getting.   Grace had grabbed the last cranberry orange scone, and popped it in her mouth. It was delicious

 

“Hi. Excuse me.  Someone told me you were one of Black Cat Books’ owners. Kate or Grace?”

 

Grace turned then smiled and stuck out her hand. “Hello. Grace Danning. Sorry about my mouth full.” She tried to swallow. “Is this your first time at one of our teas?”

 

“I've been here before. Not to a tea, but to your bookstore. Years ago. But I didn't remember what you looked like. I’m Susannah. Blake’s sister.”

 

Grace was shocked, her mouth fell open for a second, but she quickly recovered. “Susannah!  It's nice to meet you. Were you at Blake's funeral after all?”

 

Her eyes clouded over as she frowned. “No. I couldn't bring myself to pretend I'm grieving for him.” She looked around. “I guess I'm curious to see where he died.  That must sound crazy to you.”

 

Grace was at a loss for words. It did seem a little strange to come visit the place her brother died instead of going to the funeral. Why would she want to see where he was killed? “Everyone's different,” was all she could come up with. 

 

“I haven’t heard from the police. I guess his killer is still at large.”

 

Grace nodded. “Yes, it’s still under investigation.” She didn’t want to talk about murder. She was glad when Kate appeared. “Kate, this is Susannah. Blake's sister.”

 

Kate's eyes lit up. If she was as surprised as Grace had been, she hid it well. “Susannah, I'm so happy to meet you.”

 

“Thank you,” she replied. “You two went to his funeral I take it.”

 

“Yes. He had a big turn out,” Kate said. “But they all seemed to be other authors and fans of his books. No family members that I could tell. I'm sorry, that was careless of me to say. Me and my big mouth.” 

 

“It's okay. He isn't. . .wasn’t close to anyone in our family. I'm his only sibling and we have lots of cousins, but they turned their backs on him when he became famous and didn't have time for family anymore.”

 

“What about your son? Did Joshua go to his funeral?” Grace asked.

 

“He told me he arrived late, so he missed most of it. He only went to the grave site.”

 

Kate met Grace's eyes. “I'll be right back.”

 

“The tea was lovely. I saw it advertised in our newspaper,” Susannah said.

 

“Thank you.” Grace smiled at her. “I'm glad you enjoyed it.”  Susannah seemed like a nice woman, but she couldn't get over the feeling that it was strange for her to want to spend time where Blake had been killed no matter what her feelings for him were. At some point, she had loved her brother, and Grace bet that somewhere in her heart, she still did, whether she knew it or not. Too bad it was now too late for any kind of reconciliation. At least Blake had done right by her son, it appeared. 

 

Kate came back with her phone in hand. Grace was surprised it wasn't already in her possession; she'd been taking pictures of the Christmas tea all afternoon to share on social media. “Is this Josh?” She thrust her phone at Susannah.

 

Susannah peered at the screen. “Yes, that's him. Is that at the cemetery?”

 

“Yes, it was. He looks a lot like you,” Grace said.

 

“Thank you, I think.” She looked confused. “Kate, what on earth made you take a picture of him? You couldn't have known who he was.”

 

“I didn't. This is a little embarrassing. He arrived at the cemetery after everyone else had gathered and the priest had started.  We thought it was odd that he was leaning against his car watching from there, so I snapped pictures. It's a thing I do. I drive my family crazy. If I showed you the pictures on my camera, you'd think I was nuts.”

 

Susannah smiled faintly. “I see lots of people taking pictures with their phones. I'm sure you aren't nuts. Josh is a great guy. He's a lot like me, reserved, usually quiet and he doesn't like crowds. That's probably why he was standing so far apart from everyone else.”

 

“Was he close to Blake?” Kate asked. 

 

“No. He didn't know Blake that well. I grudgingly give him credit for sending Josh Christmas and birthday presents, and he did see him a few times when my son was older. I didn't explain anything in detail to Josh about what happened between Blake and me.” She paused and reached for a tiny sandwich. “I told him we'd had an argument and never reconciled. I never painted Blake in a bad light to Josh. That's not me. The only thing he knows is that his uncle promised to leave him his estate. He wanted to pay his respects. He asked if it would bother me and I said no. He's a grown man. He makes his own decisions.” 

 

“Did you get something more to eat than that little sandwich?” Kate asked.

 

“I did, thank you. It was all very delicious. You have a wonderful bookstore.  The detective who came to see me said Blake was killed here. Who found him?”

 

“I did,” Kate volunteered. “Please don't ask me where. I can't stand to think about it.”

 

“I understand completely.” Susannah looked around. “It's kind of ironic. Him being killed in a bookstore since he was an author.”

 

“I never thought of that.” Grace didn't know how to respond to that comment. It was almost as if Susannah thought it was cosmic justice, or some such thing. 

 

Susannah blinked and focused back on the twins. “I've got to get back home.  It was nice meeting you both. I'm sure I'll be here again at some point.”

 

“Nice to meet you, too, Susannah,” Kate said. 

 

“Yes,” Grace agreed, “it was. Please do come visit again.” She felt bad being disingenuous like that. She felt terrible for what Blake had done to her, but there was something she didn’t exactly care for in Susannah.  She wouldn’t feel bad if the woman never came back. 

 

“I think she killed Blake,” whispered Kate, grabbing her sister's arm.

 

“Ow! Why are you grabbing me so hard? What makes you say that?” 

 

“Did you see the way she was looking around?” Kate whispered. “Did you see her face when she mentioned how ironic it was that Blake was killed in a bookstore? I thought she was going to cackle like a witch.”

 

Grace rubbed her arm. “Yes, she did look a little out there, and I admit there’s something about her that makes me uncomfortable. But really, Kate, we shouldn’t judge.” 

 

“Shouldn’t judge?” Kate's eyes looked as if they might pop out of her head any second. “She may have killed Blake. Okay, the man wasn’t perfect, who is? And what he did to Alice, Susannah, and Christopher was in bad form to say the least. If it’s all true, and I’ll admit it probably is. But even so, he didn’t deserve to be murdered. I’m not sure what he deserved, but not that. Susannah looks like she’d have no trouble wielding a fireplace poker. We should make sure Ian has an eye on her. He needs to grill her.”

 

Grace frowned. “No, no, no. By we, you mean me, and I am not about to interfere again. He's got everything under control, I'm sure.”

 

Kate snorted. “Hmmm. I'm not too sure. This morning’s paper said the police are still chasing down leads. What leads? And from whom? The only person who knows who killed Blake, besides the actual killer, is Blake. And I’m certain Blake’s not up to be interviewed by anyone, the police or otherwise.” 

 

“I don’t want to talk murder now. How about we concentrate on our customers and enjoy the festive atmosphere, shall we?”

 

“We shall, but I still think she killed him. Sorry I hurt your arm.” Kate gave Grace a quick hug.

 

“I’ll live,” Grace said, but Kate had already disappeared.

 

“Grace, hi!  It looks like you had a fantastic turnout. Any food left?”

 

“Jenna! Hi! There’s a lot left. It’s all delicious, too.  So glad you made it. It’s a big   crowd, as you can see.”

 

“Great! I’m so glad. I love the decorating. Every year you guys outdo yourselves.” 

 

“Thanks. I’m glad we decided to go ahead with the tea. It’s been so good for everyone’s spirits.” Grace looked at the woman beside Jenna with curiosity.

 

“How rude of me. Grace, this is Rina Foster. Rina, this is Grace Danning. She and her sister, Kate, own this lovely bookstore.”

 

“It’s beautiful,” Rina said, smiling widely. “It smells so good in here, too.” She looked down in the basket she was carrying. “As you can see, I’m making several purchases.”

 

Grace smiled back. “Thank you. I’m glad you found what you were looking for.”

 

“I knew as soon as my husband and I checked in to the Thistlewood Inn, I’d want to come over and visit. We just got back from a little trip to Tennessee.”

 

“She’s the one I told you about, right after Blake’s murder,” Jenna explained. 

 

“Ah, I remember,” Grace said. “I hope you enjoyed Tennessee, Rina.”

 

“Oh, we did. We stayed in a cabin and unplugged. I never realized a man had been murdered in town until Jenna told me this morning at breakfast. How awful! I can't imagine going through something like that. It was heavenly being so secluded. No radio, no TV, no smartphones, no computers. You’d be surprised how relaxing it was.”

 

“I’ll bet,” Grace agreed. It sounded like something she could use soon.

 

“Grace, there’s a reason I brought Rina over, other than she wanted to shop, that is, and come to the tea. I hate to do this now and rain on your festivities, but I think we need to go see Ian,” Jenna said. “Or have him come here.”

 

“What?” Grace stared at her friend. “Why? What’s going on? Please don’t tell me something happened over at your inn.”  

 

“No.” She lowered her voice. “But I think Rina may have seen and heard something that could have had something to do with Blake’s murder.”  

 

So much for not talking about murder. “What? Are you serious?”

 

Jenna nodded. “Yes. Wait till you hear what she has to say.”

 

“Okay. Let’s go upstairs to the office. We can have privacy.”

 

The two women followed Grace up the stairs. “Now tell me. What about Blake’s murder?”

 

“I’ll start,” Jenna said. “Rina and her husband got back from Tennessee late last night. I let them in and went right to bed, barely saying goodnight to them. This morning at breakfast, when I told them about Blake’s murder, they were stunned. Obviously, they hadn’t heard anything about it. Rina, you can take over from here.”

 

“Okay. The night before we left, which was the night before Mr. D’Arcy was killed, I heard someone banging on the door across the hall. I had no idea it was his room until I told Jenna this morning at breakfast and she said that was Mr. D’Arcy’s room. My husband is a deep sleeper. You could start a chainsaw up beside our bed and it wouldn’t wake him up.  It was quite late at night, so the banging startled me.”

 

“Goodness,” Grace said, “that would certainly startle me, too.” 

 

 Rina nodded. “It would startle anyone, I think. Anyway, I looked out the peephole and saw a younger man, maybe in his thirties or forties, at Mr. D'Arcy's door. Longish brown hair, medium build, average weight. He wore glasses. He seemed nervous. He kept bouncing from foot to foot.”

 

Grace blinked, totally immersed in Rina’s story. “What did you do?”

 

“I kept my eye on the peephole. The door finally opened and the man went in. I heard shouting a few minutes later. I was about to call Jenna, but the shouting stopped. The door opened a few minutes later, and slammed. I assumed it was the man leaving. I went to sleep and forgot about it really until this morning.”

 

“Her description sounds like the man we saw at the cemetery,” Jenna finished. “Doesn’t it, Grace?

 

Grace flattened a hand against her chest, as if she could stop her heart from slamming against her ribs. “I have news for you. That guy at the funeral was Blake D’Arcy’s nephew, Joshua Ellington.”

 

“Are you kidding?” Jenna looked stunned. “How do you know?”

 

Grace explained Susannah’s earlier visit. “We need Kate. Jenna, can you go find her? Make sure she has her cell phone.”

 

“Will do.”

 

“There was a man at Blake D’Arcy’s funeral,” Grace explained to Rina who looked a little confused, and who could blame her?  “Kate insisted on taking pictures of him. I thought she was silly, but now, I’m not so sure. Something tells me the man at Blake’s funeral, his nephew, is the same man you saw.”

 

Rina’s eyes grew wide. “Do you think so?”

 

“I do, but when Kate gets here, you can look at the pictures she took and see if you think they’re the same guy.”

 

“On no,” cried Rina. “I should’ve called the police, or woken up Jenna when I heard him banging on the door. I feel terrible.”


Grace put an arm around her. “You have absolutely nothing to feel terrible about. You didn’t know. And I’m not saying he definitely is the same person, or the killer.”  But deep inside, she’d bet her home, and Black Cat Books, that it was. 

 

 “Phew!” Kate exclaimed when she came up the stairs. “Things are winding down, only a small crowd left. Jenna said you need to see the pictures I took of Josh.  I’ve asked Jeremiah to watch the register. He’s thrilled as you can probably guess.”

 

“I’ll make sure to thank him later,” Grace promised, then gave Kate a quick recap of what Jenna and Rina had just said.

 

“This could be a real break,” Kate said as she showed the pictures of Josh Ellington to Rina.

 

Rina’s mouth formed on O of surprise. “Gracious me. Yes! That’s him! That’s the man I saw banging on the door. I’m sure that’s him. At least the hair, and even the clothes look the same. He’s the one who was arguing with Mr. D’Arcy. Is he the killer?”

 

“It makes sense,” Kate said. “But why?”

 

None of the women had an answer. 

 

“Kate, call Ian,” Grace said. “He needs to hear this.”  

 

“I have to get downstairs. Jeremiah isn’t going to want to stay behind the cash register forever. He'll get grumpy in about another two minutes. And he needs to get to his office.  Plus, I want to say goodbye to the people who are left. Why don’t you call? It's not as if Ian is going to bite your head off.” 

 

Kate was right.  “Okay. I’ll call. Tell Jeremiah thanks for stepping in.”

 

“I will. It was nice meeting you, Rina. You may have just found our killer.” 

 

Her eyes widened. “Won’t that be a story for the grandkids?”

 






CHAPTER 11


 

“Come upstairs to the office,” Grace told Ian when he arrived. “There’s someone you need to talk to.”

 

Ian listened to Rina and looked at the pictures on Kate’s phone. “Mrs. Foster, I'll need you to come down to the station.  Grace, tell Kate I'm taking her phone. I'll return it later.”

 

“Of course, Detective. I'll do whatever it takes if it helps you find whoever killed poor Mr. D'Arcy,” Rina said. “Imagine getting involved in a murder while you're on vacation.”

 

“Can I come with her?” Jenna asked. “She and her husband are visiting. I don't want her to be alone.”

 

“I have no problem with that. Where's your husband now?” Ian asked.

 

“He's waiting for me at Thistlewood. We were going to visit an Amish farm and country store Jenna told us about. Can I tell him what's going on?”

 

“Absolutely,” Ian replied. “He's free to come to the station with you. Why don't you and your husband meet me there? Jenna, maybe you can chauffeur them?”

 

“I don't mind at all.”

 

“Who's watching Thistlewood?” Grace asked. 

 

“My cousin, Meg. She won't mind if I'm gone. We'll see you shortly, Ian.”

 

“I'll go pay for my books, then I'll be ready,” Rina said. “Grace, it was nice meeting you. I hope to see you again when we come back this way.”

 

“I’d love to see you again. It was nice meeting you, too. Enjoy your stay.”

 

Ian turned to Grace when Jenna and Rina were gone. “Thanks for calling.”

 

“You're welcome.”  Grace smiled at him.  He hadn't mentioned arresting Kate or her lately, so she was feeling a little more charitable toward him. 

 

“I've got to get going. I'll let you know if anything comes of this,” he said.

 

“Thanks. I'm coming downstairs, too.”

 

She followed Ian and walked him to the front door. “Good luck.”

 

“Thanks, Grace.”

 

“Are you trying to freeze everyone? You can watch him out the window.”

 

Grace jumped at the sound of Kate's voice. She turned to find her sister grinning at her. “I am not watching him.”

 

Kate subtly lifted an eyebrow at her. “Really?”

 

“I'm going to start cleaning up.” Grace pushed past her sister, ignoring the giggling coming from Kate's mouth. 

 

###

 

“What do you think he wants?” Kate asked. 

 

“He said it was about Blake's murder.”  It was two days after the Christmas tea, and Black Cat Books had been humming with activity all day, right up until closing time fifteen minutes ago.  It seemed like everyone loved books, Grace thought. Good thing for her and Kate. 

 

Kate was about to respond when the door opened and Ian stepped in. “Kate. Grace.” 

 

“Hi, Ian,” Grace said. “I hope you're bringing good news.”

 

“Was it Joshua who killed Blake?” As usual, Kate got right to the point. 

 

He closed the door behind him. “This is going to hit the press any time now, but I wanted to come by personally. Joshua Ellington has been arrested for the murder of Blake D'Arcy.” 

 

“Really? Holy moly! Why? How? What happened? Did he confess? Does Susannah know? Is he in jail now?” Grace and Kate both began peppering Ian with questions at the same time. 

 

Ian held his hands up. “One thing at a time.”

 

“Start at the beginning,” Kate said. 

 

“Was it because of Rina you caught him?” Grace asked.

 

“If you two would let me talk we'd get there a lot faster.”

 

“Sorry,” Kate said.

 

“Me, too,” Grace added. “Go ahead. We won't interrupt.”

 

“We got there quicker because of Rina, that much I'll say,” Ian answered.  “The city has begun a project of installing security cameras on the light posts. Unfortunately, the project isn't finished. If it had been, we'd have seen his car and picked up his license plate and gone to question him.”

 

“How did you get him to confess?” Grace asked.

 

“I'm not going to go into details, but we got a search warrant after questioning him. We found the bloody fireplace poker wrapped in a sheet in his trunk.”

 

“That's gruesome. Why would he keep the murder weapon?” Kate shuddered.

 

“Probably looking for a good place to dispose of it. You'd be surprised at how many killers don't discard their murder weapon, but instead hide it, hoping no one finds it.”

 

“What happened next?” Grace asked.

 

“We brought him in and confronted him with the evidence that his fingerprints matched the fingerprints on the poker, as well as on the door of the bookstore. He knew he couldn't deny it. Blake's blood was also on the sole of his boots. There was a bloody footprint he didn't clean up very well. And there was blood in his car.”

 

It was Grace's turn to shiver. “Why did he kill Blake? Did his mother put him up to it?”

 

“No. Blake was supposed to have left his entire estate to Joshua, but when Blake’s godson’s parents were killed in a car accident, he sent a letter through his attorney to Joshua, telling him that he intended on leaving the majority of the estate to his godson, instead.”

 

“He must have lost it,” Grace cried, “and gone into a rage. How could Blake have done that? The more Kate and I learned about him, the more we realized we didn’t know him very well.”

 

“It seems like it. He’d gone to Thistlewood to talk to Blake and try to convince him to change his mind. When he couldn’t, a fight ensued.”

 

“Which is what Rina heard,” Kate surmised.

 

“Correct. He apparently followed Blake and went into the bookstore. Blake hadn’t bothered to lock the door. They argued some more and he picked up the poker and . . . well, you know the rest, I don't need to go into details.”

 

“I’m glad it’s all over,” Grace said. “It’s sad in a way that Joshua has ruined his life, but he killed Blake. He has to pay.”

 






CHAPTER 12


 

Grace went to the front door and flipped the sign in the window from Open to Closed. Kate had gone home earlier. She didn't mind being at the bookstore alone, surrounded by books, with Charlotte and Emily for company. Especially since Blake's killer had been caught. Had it only been three days since Ian had given Kate and her the whole story?  

 

Charlotte and Emily followed her around as she straightened up, making sure everything was in order for the next day. “I think that’s it, girls. Too bad this tree and all the decorations have to come down soon.” She smiled at the cats. “I know you’ll both be happy to have your window seat back.” 

 

“Meowwwwww,” Charlotte replied.  She and Emily settled on the rug in the children’s section and drifted off to sleep. 

 

 She was halfway up the stairs to get her coat and purse a few minutes later when the door opened, startling her. She should have locked it as soon as Kate had left. It seemed as if good sense had deserted her. 

 

She quickly turned around and felt her heart lurch clear up into her throat. “Ian. What are you doing here?” She came back down the steps. “Actually, I'm glad you're here. I never got a chance to thank you for finding Blake's killer and clearing up the mystery.”

 

The door clicked closed behind him. “No thanks necessary.  You and Kate were a big help.  So was Rina Foster. It was great that Kate had pictures of Joshua. Everything pretty much fell into place. Those are the best kind of cases.”

 

She smiled at him. “My sister and her camera. I'm glad it's all behind us. I hope we don't have to face anything like that again.”

 

“Me too.”  

 

Silence stretched between them until Grace spoke. “I didn’t give you a chance to tell me why you’re here.”

 

He combed his fingers through his short hair.  “Remember that email to his agent in the draft folder of Blake's phone? The one I thought he wrote about you?”

 

He was going to bring that up again? “The one I told you he didn’t write about me? Does it even matter now? You have Blake’s killer.”

 

“I know, but I want to explain. We found the same words in a partial manuscript that was marked up when we went through his house. He must have wanted to email it to his agent and had forgotten, maybe.”

 

She relaxed. “Thanks for telling me.” It wasn’t exactly an apology, but she understood why he would’ve thought that, and he was, after all, merely doing his job.  

 

“You're welcome.” 

 

Grace expected him to say goodbye and leave, but he remained planted. He seemed to be nervous about something, which wasn't like him at all. “Is there something else?” 

 

“Yeah. I’m sorry, Grace. I’ve carried a grudge against you all these years. It was stupid of me. And immature.” 

 

“Oh, Ian,” Grace cried as she looked into his eyes. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I should never have left you like that before our wedding. I’m the one who did something stupid. Then you were so angry I was afraid to approach you. I never stopped loving you. Please believe that, but I was convinced it was too late, that you'd never want me in your life again. But of course, I would never have come between you and your wife.”

 

“Our marriage wasn't the best. I wanted to hurt you by getting married again right away.”

 

“I’m sorry to hear that. I hate thinking you were unhappy all those years.” 

  

He shrugged. “There were some good times. But it’s water under the bridge. So, you still love me?”  

 

“I do. It was always there, buried inside me.”  There was no sense in playing coy, or beating around the bush. Not that she was ancient, but she wasn’t twenty, either.  

 

A crease of doubt appeared between his eyebrows. “What about the thing you had for Blake?” He folded his arms across his chest. 

 

Her lips twitched in effort not to smile at the scowl on his face. Suddenly, he was upset about her non–existent thing with Blake?   “I didn’t exactly join a convent, you know. But it didn’t mean anything. Not in the long run. None of the men I had relationships with after you quite made the cut. That's probably why I never got married.”  

 

He hadn't said he loved her, too, but that was okay.   Why would he after all this time? Maybe they could be friends. She could deal with living alone the rest of her life if that was how it turned out. Better that than with one of the men she’d met on that awful dating site. Plus, she had Kate and Jeremiah, and her two nieces and two nephews, and her friends. Not to mention Black Cat Books, Charlotte, and Emily. “You’re quite a guy, and not a bad detective.”

 

“Did I?” he asked. 

 

“Did you what?” 

 

“Make the cut.” His voice was so low she could barely hear him.

 

She gave him a huge smile. She couldn’t help it.  He still took her breath away. Maybe it wasn’t too late for them.  “Yes. Yes, you did.”

 

“Would you ... would you...um...mind if I called and asked you out sometime?”

 

She found his loss for words humorous and endearing, but she didn't want to tease him. “On a date?”   

 

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Yes. That's the general idea.”  

 

Grace didn't think her smile could grow any larger, but somehow it managed. “No, I wouldn’t mind at all.” She refrained from asking when she could expect his call.

 

“I’ll be in touch then.  Merry Christmas, Grace.”  

 

“Merry Christmas, Ian.” She watched him leave, her smile still in place. When the door closed, she squealed and pumped a fist in the air as if she were fifteen and the most handsome, nicest boy in school had just asked her to the prom. Charlotte and Emily looked over at her with their large green eyes, clearly not pleased to have their sleep disturbed by such silliness. 

 

“Girls,” she said, “I have a feeling that despite Blake's murder, it will indeed turn out to be a very Merry Christmas.”

 

“Meowwwwww,” they answered together. 

Merry Christmas from Grace & Kate!

CHOCOLATE WALNUT COOKES (makes 3 dozen)

 

COOKIES

Cream ¼ butter and ¼ cup shortening; add ¾ cup sugar gradually. Beat well.

Beat in one egg. Stir in two 1-ounce squares of unsweetened chocolate, melted. 

Add 1 ¾ cups flour, sifted with ½ teaspoon baking soda and ½ teaspoon salt, alternating with ½ cup milk. Mix. 

Stir in 1 teaspoon vanilla, and ½ cup chopped walnuts. 

Drop cookie dough by teaspoonful onto ungreased baking sheet, leaving w inches in between cookies.

Bake at 400 degrees about 8-10 minutes.

Slide cookies onto cooling rack.

 

FROSTING

Add enough whole milk or cream to 2 cups sifted confectioners’ sugar to make an easy spreading frosting. Add a dash of salt, and 1 teaspoon vanilla. Top frosted cookies with walnut half.
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CHAPTER 1


 

“I don’t know about this.” I tucked my feet in under me and settled back against the plush couch cushions. “It just seems weird. We won’t know anyone we’re staying with.” 

“Here.” My best friend and roommate, Ophelia, handed me a Candy Cane Martini. “Drink this and hush. We’re going and that’s final.”

Knowing better than to fight her when her mind was made up, I took a tentative sip of the drink. “Wow! That’s pretty strong…but good.” I licked my finger and ran it around the rim to capture a few of the crushed peppermints that encircled the glass. 

“I found the recipe yesterday and thought I’d try it out,” Ophelia said.

“You were hoping I’d get tipsy enough to just go along with whatever you say,” I chided softly.

Ophelia grinned but said nothing to counter my accusation.

“Aren’t your parents expecting you home for Christmas?” I asked. 

Ophelia shook her head. “Nope. I told them earlier that I had other plans this year.”

“Uh-huh. And how did they take that news?”

“They understood,” Ophelia said, giving me a knowing look. She sat down on the chair opposite me and pushed a lock of dark, coarse hair off her face.

I averted her dark, soul-piercing eyes and took another drink.

We’re opposites in nearly every way. My skin tone was so pale it was practically see-through compared to her coffee-with-lots-of-cream complexion. I grew up as an only child on a farm surrounded by animals. If a meal didn’t have meat and potatoes as the main ingredient, then my dad didn’t consider it a meal. Ophelia was raised surrounded by numerous brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts, and uncles. She was raised on traditional southern soul food, even though her family had migrated from Louisiana two generations back. 

“A few more of these,” Ophelia said, trying to lighten the mood, “and you’ll be wondering why you ever dragged your heels coming.” 

“I doubt that.” 

Ophelia looked at me with pity and my heart lurched. 

I didn’t want her pity. 

“Holly Anderson, you can’t just sit here by yourself through the holidays. Your parents are in Hawaii for Christmas because they thought you were celebrating with that rat-fink ex of yours. Now that you’ve finally seen the light and dumped him, you can’t just sit here!” 

I laughed sardonically and took another huge swallow of my drink. “I didn’t so much see the light as I caught him with another woman.” Tears stung my eyes and I blinked them back. I refused to cry for the rat-fink anymore. It was going on two weeks since the break-up, plenty of time to get over him and our one-year relationship. 

Ophelia waved her hand dismissively in the air. “Doesn’t matter how you came to the wonderful decision to dump him. The thing is you finally came around. And we aren’t going to waste our much-needed holiday just sitting around this stuffy apartment. We’re going.” 

I smiled at her continued use of the word ‘we’ in her sentences. No way was my best friend abandoning me during the holidays. 

“I guess it would be kinda cool to show the kids pictures of us skiing down mountains and the huge chateau all decorated for Christmas,” I mused. “A lot of them have never seen, much less done, anything like this.”

“Fine,” Ophelia said. “If it helps, think of this as your cross to bear so all your students can experience something through you.”  

Ophelia and I met our first year of teaching. We both teach first grade at Kaden Elementary, a school in downtown Kansas City, Missouri. We bonded that first year over hours of lesson planning, parent complaints, and extra teacher duties. In order to live off our first-year teaching salary, we decided to share an apartment in the city. That was five years ago, and our friendship is still as strong as ever.

 “So all we do is hit the send button and the last room in the condo is ours?” I asked. 

Ophelia grinned. She knew she had me. “Yep.” She set her drink down and grabbed her laptop off the coffee table. She scooted over to where I was sitting on the couch and showed me the website again for the chateau and ski resort in Winterdale, Colorado. 

“It’s a huge college town,” Ophelia told me, “so there should be plenty of nightlife in the town if we want to go clubbing one night.” 

I gave her my best ‘get real’ look. She was always trying to get me to go out, but I’m more of a homebody. 

“Look how beautiful it looks,” Ophelia whispered as she ran her hand over the screen. “All the green from the pine trees, the glow from all the Christmas lights, the snow…” she looked at me and wiggled her eyebrow, “the handsome men.” 

I laughed at her lewd behavior. “I’m doing this for the children…not the men!”

“Whatever floats your boat, sister!” 

I looked back down at the screen and sighed. It really did sound like fun. I read the advertisement aloud. “Christmas Special Extravaganza for Twenty-One and Over. Five-night stay at a five-star resort. Private ski lessons from professional instructors, state-of-the-art day spa, and fun-filled adult activities at night. Guaranteed to make your holiday bright. Book as a group or take advantage of our individual bedroom packages. Santa and Mrs. Claus agree, this Christmas package is a ho-ho-home sweet home holiday experience!”

 “Doesn’t it sound amazing!” Ophelia gushed. “I’ve checked the booking availability, and there’s a condo that has a room available.” 

“But we don’t know these people,” I argued. “What if they’re axe murderers, or—”

“Seriously, Holly? That’s where you go? Straight to axe murderer?” Ophelia clicked on the booking link then looked at me. “Let’s do this! We drink a couple more drinks, pack our bags full of sexy little black dresses, and head out tomorrow morning. I’ve already mapped it. It’s about a ten-hour drive. If we leave around nine, we’ll be there by seven tomorrow night. Just in time for cocktails!” 

I laughed again and realized it had been awhile since I laughed so much. Ophelia and her crazy ideas usually did that to me. 

“Well, the exercise would be nice. You’ve done nothing but bake since we went on Christmas break two days ago.” I paused and pretended to think. I knew my answer…I just wanted her to sweat a little. “Let’s do it!” 






CHAPTER 2


 

“According to the navigation app,” I said, “we should be there in ten minutes.” 

“Thank goodness. I’m exhausted.” Ophelia looked over and grinned at me. “Whose idea was it to drive all this way?” 

I chuckled. “Yours! And I think we made great time.” 

The last twenty miles had been slow and torturous. The county road, half-covered in snow, was extremely windy and treacherous. But we were only thirty minutes behind our original schedule. We would pull into the resort by seven-thirty. Drinks were served until ten, so we had plenty of time still. 

“Careful,” I cautioned as we came to a dangerous curve in the road. Our headlights illuminated a sign that announced Winterdale three miles ahead. If we stayed on the road we were currently traveling, we’d reach the town of Winterdale. The navigation wanted us to take the road to the right. 

“This is it,” Ophelia said excitedly. “A five-day luxurious vacation just for us.”

She carefully turned onto the paved road that would take us to Winterdale Chateau and Ski Resort. My pulse raced with excitement as I leaned closer to the windshield, straining to catch my first glimpse of the resort. 

I saw the lights first and my breath caught. We were still a good distance away—maybe a half mile. But the lights were breathtaking. There had to be thousands upon thousands of white Christmas lights surrounding the tops of every building, encircling the windows, and entwined in the tall pine trees. 

“Look at the mountain,” Ophelia gasped. 

Nestled back from the main buildings about one hundred yards was a massive mountain covered in snow.

“I can’t wait to see this place in the daytime,” Ophelia said. “It looks huge.” 

The largest building was the one hundred room chateau the website boasted. From my vantage point in the dark, it looked to be made of both stone and wood. I would definitely be exploring more of the chateau during my stay. 

“Next year we’ll book far enough ahead so we can stay inside the chateau,” I promised. 

Ophelia laughed. “Now you’re talking. I knew you’d love this place.”

To the left of the chateau, about fifty yards were eight brightly lit two-story condos lined up in a row. The exterior looked to be made from the same materials as the chateau. If the inside was as beautiful as the outside, I’d have no problem spending my five days here.   

We pulled into the massive circle drive outside of the chateau under a four-car awning. People were hauling suitcases out of trunks, laughing and talking, while the bellhops, dressed as elves, scurried around getting the correct information.   

“I’ll go get our condo key,” Ophelia volunteered.

She put the car in park and hurried inside the chateau. 

I smiled as huge, fluffy snowflakes began falling from the sky. I closed my eyes and rested the back of my head against the seat. More than anything I wanted my stay to ease the heartache I still felt over my recent breakup.

“All set,” Ophelia said as she slid into the front seat.

I blinked in surprise. “That was fast.” 

Ophelia laughed. “I’ve been gone twenty minutes. You must have fallen asleep.” 

“Sorry. I guess I’m more tired than I realized.” 

“Well, you better get your second wind, girl,” Ophelia said, “because we’re gonna go unpack and then party the night away.” 

I stifled a groan. 

“We’re in the very last condo,” Ophelia said as she drove slowly down the narrow street in front of the condos. She parked in the one and only space left. 

We grabbed our suitcases and non-perishable groceries out of the trunk and wheeled them to the front door. Using an electronic key card, Ophelia let us into the spacious house. 

“Hello?” Ophelia’s voice echoed off the walls in the foyer. 

“Back here,” a female voice hollered back. 

The suitcases rolled smoothly on the tile floor as Ophelia and I left the foyer to follow the voice. We made a left and the room opened up into a gigantic great room. A large kitchen, complete with stainless steel appliances, tan and cream travertine countertops, and six barstools segued into a dining room with a table that sat six. On the other half of the room was an enormous stone fireplace that took up half the wall. A couch and two chairs made up a conversational area around the fireplace. Floor to ceiling windows gave a panoramic view of half the mountain and what looked to be a bunny slope area. In the middle of the room was a staircase that led downstairs.

“Welcome!” A woman with chin-length dark hair, fringed bangs, and black square glasses came out from behind the counter to shake our hands. She was average height with a petite frame. “My name is Bitsie Carpenter, and this is my friend, Helen Beckett.”

Helen stood up from her seat at the counter, drink in hand, and sauntered over to where we were standing. She was younger than Bitsie, and had the type of body guys usually go gaga over—curves in all the right places. Her strawberry-blonde hair billowed out around her shoulders in thick, full waves. She reminded me of a cherub, cute and cuddly. 

“Hi,” Helen said, her pale, blue eyes sparkling with friendliness. “Bitsie and I are from Colorado Springs. We’re both librarians at one of the city’s branches.” 

 “My name’s Holly Anderson,” I said. “And this is my friend, Ophelia Lavolier. We’re both from Kansas City, Missouri. And we’re both elementary teachers.” 

“Wonderful!” Helen gushed. “Already we have a love of kids and books in common.” 

I chuckled. “That we do.”

“Colorado Springs,” Ophelia mused. “So you’re pretty close to Winterdale. That’s nice for you guys.” 

Helen nodded. “Yes. But this is our first time here, though.”

“Is the other couple here yet?” Ophelia asked. 

Bitsie wrinkled her nose, her glasses sliding up her face. “Yes. I’m the only one that’s met them. Helen just got here, herself, about ten minutes ago. I came up early since Helen had to close at the library today. It’s two girls.” She leaned in and rolled her eyes behind her glasses. “Very high maintenance kinda girls. They’re downstairs now. They came in demanding the one and only room that had an attached bathroom. They said they needed it since their attention would be in constant demand.” 

“Constant demand?” Ophelia snorted. “What the heck does that mean?”

Bitsie scoffed. “I don’t know. Evidently, they’re from Denver, but they went to the university here in Winterdale and are well known. At least, that’s what they told me.”  

“In other words,” Ophelia said, “they’re legends in their own minds.” 

Helen choked on her drink and her pretty face turned pink. “Omigod! That was so funny!” 

“What’s so funny?” a tall, angular girl with waist-length black hair asked as she sashayed up the stairs, her back to us. When she reached the top of the stairs, she flipped her long hair over her shoulder and placed one hand on her jutted-out hip. 

“Yeah,” another girl asked as she followed closely at her friend’s heels. She was a complete contrast to the dark-haired woman. This woman had ice blue eyes and short, spiky white hair. Not blonde, but pure white hair. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” I said quickly.

The two girls narrowed their eyes at us and continued walking toward us. 

“I’m assuming this one here,” the black-haired girl said as she stood in front of us and waved a hand at Bitsie, “has informed you of our need to have the larger room with a private bath?”

Helen sucked in her breath, stumbled backward, and dropped her champagne on the carpet. 

“You clumsy cow,” the white-haired girl shrieked as a couple droplets sprayed her pants. “I’m going to have to go change now!”

“Cool your jets,” Ophelia said. “Nothing got on you.” 

“Are you okay?” I asked Helen as I steadied her. 

Helen’s face had gone deathly pale. 

When Bitsie leaned over and gave Helen a questioning look, Helen slowly nodded her head. “I’m fine. Sorry.” 

“Well, watch what you’re doing next time, you big oaf,” the dark-haired girl sniffed. 

“Yeah,” white-haired girl echoed. “This is a Piedmont original. Do you have any idea what these pants cost?”

“Sorry,” Helen mumbled. Her pretty face now tinted pink.

I heard Bitsie growl and knew it was time to diffuse the tense situation.  

“Let’s try this again,” I said. “My name is Holly, and this is my friend, Ophelia.” 

Bitsie stood as tall as her petite frame would allow, arms crossed over her chest. “And my name is Bitsie. The girl you were rude to is my friend, Helen.” 

“My name’s Margot,” the dark-haired girl said, ignoring the point about her being rude. “And this is my friend Chloe. We actually went to the university here, and once a month the manager gives us an all-access pass for a few days.”  

“Well, that’s nice of…” I trailed off. 

No need in finishing my sentence. Margot and Chloe had already dismissed me and walked toward the kitchen. 

“I better get a rag and clean up this champagne,” Helen murmured. She walked quickly to the kitchen, her head down the entire time, her face shrouded by her cascading hair. 

“Chloe and I,” Margot said as she helped herself to the bottle of champagne on the counter, “have a strict diet of carrots, celery, apples, and salmon. We’d appreciate it if you didn’t mix your foods with ours.”

“Oh, of course,” Ophelia drawled out in an over-enunciated Southern twang. “I’m assuming that’s your champagne? Could we have a glass?” 

Anger flashed in Margot’s brown eyes. “I have no idea whose bottle this is.” She thrust the full glass of champagne at Chloe. “We better share this. We don’t want to go too crazy on the calories our first night here.” 

“Oh, Lord help me,” Ophelia said loudly. “I may be killing someone before the week is out!” 

Bitsie, Ophelia, and I giggled. Poor Helen was still scrubbing away on her hands and knees. 

“Omigod!” Chloe suddenly exclaimed from behind the counter. “Do you remember that hideous girl we went to college with named Helen? She was always stalking us on campus, wanting to be our friend, trying to pledge with us. Really big girl with greasy brown hair.” 

Margot pretended to gag. “Now I do! Why would you even be thinking of her?” 

Chloe shrugged. “I always think of her when I hear the name Helen.”

Helen got up from where she was scrubbing and went to rinse off the rag. Margot’s eyes following her the whole time. “Well, I can guarantee you this girl isn’t that Helen. This one’s still plump, but she’s not bad looking. And the hair’s all wrong.” 

My mouth dropped in shock. I looked over at Bitsie…she had the same look I did.

Helen didn’t say a word, just scurried out from the kitchen.

“I have home-made sugar cookies,” Ophelia announced suddenly as she grabbed a tin from the food items we’d carried in. “Who wants some?”

Margot and Chloe jumped back as though they’d been slapped. “Keep them away!” 

They took off at a fast pace and made their way down the stairs. 

“Nice,” Bitsie chuckled and gave Ophelia a high-five.

I smiled. Bitsie and Ophelia were a lot alike. They weren’t going to let Margot and Chloe gang up on Helen.  

“Thank you,” Helen said. “Women like that make me nervous. I never know how to act around them.”

“Don’t you worry,” Ophelia said. “We won’t let them get away with being ugly.” 

“Well, we better get unpacked,” I said. “Are you guys going to the chateau later for drinks?”

“Yep,” Bitsie said. “Wanna walk down together? Helen and I will go change real quick.” 

“You bet,” Ophelia said. 

“Take the bedroom to the left of the shared bathroom,” Helen said softly. “We’re in the bedroom on the right.” 

 






CHAPTER 3


 

“That was a little weird, right?” I flung my suitcase on one of the twin beds in the room. “I mean, it started out great. But then it got weird, right?” 

“Stop reading into everything,” Ophelia chided. “Margot and Chloe are a drag, but I like Bitsie and Helen. We can have fun with them this week.” 

I sighed. “I’m sure you’re right.” 

Ten minutes later Ophelia and I finished unpacking. We then changed into short, knee-length party dresses, fluffed up our hair, and retouched our makeup. 

I found a blinking Christmas bulb necklace with matching earrings in my stash of Christmas jewelry and put them on. “There. Now I’m ready.” 

Ophelia shook her head at me. “Garish! Let’s go see if Bitsie and Helen are ready.” 

Grinning, I grabbed my black clutch and black wool cape and followed Ophelia up the stairs. 

“I love your matching boots!” Bitsie exclaimed as we walked toward the kitchen. 

I had on a pair of silver, ankle-length boots that zipped on the sides with three-inch heels to match my emerald green party dress. Ophelia’s boots were the exact same boots, only black in color. We’d splurged last year during an after-Christmas sale from one of the department stores. 

“They do look amazing,” Helen agreed as she handed Ophelia and me each a flute of champagne after we’d set our coats and purses down. “But I think your jewelry is awesome.” 

I laughed and clutched my blinking necklace. “Thank you, Helen.” I looked pointedly at Ophelia when I said it.

Helen had changed into a black maxi-skirt with a red and white shapeless sweater. Silver earrings, necklace, and bracelet adorned her slim body. I was having a hard time pegging Helen’s age. She looked our age but dressed like she was twenty years older.

I took a small sip of my champagne. “This is really good. Thank you for sharing.” 

Helen smiled. “I love champagne. We brought quite a lot of it.” 

“Can I ask how old you are?”   

“Me?” Helen blinked in surprise. “Oh, yes. I’m thirty. I’ll be thirty-one in February.” 

“And I’m thirty-seven,” Bitsie said. She was dressed in a knee-length, tight black skirt with a clingy red sweater that hugged her ample chest. Her black tights had silver studs that sparkled like diamonds in certain light, and her black suede ankle boots were cute and stylish. “And you ladies?”

“Twenty-eight,” Ophelia and I parroted. 

“Well, now that we’ve got our ages covered,” Bitsie laughed as she downed the last of her champagne, “how about we go see what activities the chateau has planned. Maybe meet some men.” Bitsie looked down at our hands. “I don’t see rings. You both single?”

Tears welled in my eyes, and I blinked them back before anyone could see. No way was I ruining my mascara over a cheating guy. 

Ophelia slipped her arm around me. More for comfort than anything, I knew. “We’re both single and looking!” 

Bitsie did a little victory jig. “Perfect. So are we. I say we go see what we can scare up.” 

“Where are Margot and Chloe?” I asked. “Are they not going over?”

Bitsie snorted. “They said perfection can’t be rushed. They’ll be over later.” 

“How about we take a picture?” Ophelia said as she held up her phone. We all smiled into the camera as Ophelia snapped a photo.

“I’m going to upload it to my social media,” Ophelia said. “Do you guys care?” 

“That’s fine,” Bitsie and Helen both said.

“I hear the service is spotty,” Bitsie said. “When I checked into the chateau, they said they have computers available for guests because cell service is so bad.” 

“Yeah,” Ophelia agreed. “They told me the same thing.”

Once the photo was uploaded, we slipped on our coats and headed outside to walk the short distance to the chateau. The air was chilly, but at least it had stopped snowing. 

“I can’t get over how different the air is here,” Ophelia said. 

I chuckled. “I didn’t want to be the first to admit it, but I’m kinda struggling just to walk.” 

“That’s what happens,” Helen said, “when you are this high up in elevation. Your bodies aren’t used to the lower air pressure and decreased oxygen. Give it time.”

I didn’t have the heart to remind her we’d only be here one week. I doubt our bodies would adjust by then. 

“Good evening, ladies,” a handsome elf said as he opened the front door to the chateau. “I hope you enjoy your evening.” 

Ophelia ran her red fingernail lightly down his face. “If all the elves look like you, we sure will.”

The elf grinned at her. 

“I like your style,” Bitsie said as she hooked her arm through Ophelia’s. “I think you and I are gonna get along just fine this week.” 

I rolled my eyes at Helen. 

Helen giggled then leaned in close. “I constantly feel like I’m chaperoning Bitsie. You know what I mean?” 

I nodded my head as I watched Bitsie and Ophelia make their way over to the bar. “I do. Although, I envy women like Bitsie and Ophelia. They are so confident.”

“I say the same thing. Bitsie’s always trying to get me to loosen up. She teases me that the old-maid librarian thing isn’t really true.” 

“C’mon,” I said as I grabbed her hand. “Let’s go see what we’re drinking tonight.” 

The chateau’s expansive foyer was large enough to hold at least two hundred people. There were already eighty or more people milling around the foyer laughing and drinking and having a good time. Christmas music was flowing through the speakers, and a beautifully adorned twelve-foot Christmas tree stood in the middle of the room. Floor to ceiling windows along the back wall gave a breathtaking view to the partially lit-up mountain.  

We sidled up behind Bitsie and Ophelia, who were shamelessly flirting with the bartender. 

“I think,” Ophelia said coyly, “I’ll have the Santa’s Little Ho Ho Ho.” 

I snickered at the ridiculous play on words. “Only you.”

Ophelia grinned. “What?” 

“Good choice,” the bartender smiled. “And for you lovely ladies?”

“I’ll have the same,” Bitsie winked. 

“Champagne,” I said quickly. 

“Champagne,” Helen echoed.

“So how did you guys hear about this place?” Bitsie asked as the bartender left to make our drinks.

“Holly and I decided to get away for a while,” Ophelia said diplomatically, not wanting to call attention to my recent breakup. “So I went online and looked at getaway vacations. This place was beautiful, affordable, and I liked the idea of the shared condo.”

Bitsie threw up a hand. “Me, too. I showed Helen the website and we booked later that day.” 

“So you really haven’t been here before?” I asked Helen. “I know you said you were born and raised in Colorado Springs, but this place is only an hour from there. You never traveled this way?”

“No.” 

Her abrupt answer caught me off guard. 

“And I’m actually from Cheyenne, Wyoming,” Bitsie said. “I moved to Colorado Springs in October of last year when I took the job with the library.” 

“Here you go,” the bartender said as he set our glasses down in front of us. “If you need a bite to eat, the refreshment table is over there by the stone fireplace and grand piano. Enjoy your night.” 

Ophelia slipped him a tip—complete with her phone number—and the four of us walked over to the refreshment area. 

A commotion by the front door caught our attention and we watched as Margot and Chloe breezed into the foyer, laughing and calling out to people. Margot was dressed in a shimmery silver sleeveless mini-dress with matching six-inch strappy shoes, while Chloe was identically dressed, except her dress and shoes were shimmery gold. I hoped like heck neither girl would have to bend over the whole night…otherwise, we were gonna be in for a sight. 

“They must be freezing,” Helen laughed softly. “How do you suppose they walk in the snow in those shoes?”

I was secretly impressed with their balance and core strength. I hadn’t pegged them for it. 

“Mmmm,” Bitsie moaned as she bit the head off a gingerbread. “This is delicious.” 

I turned my attention from Margot and Chloe and grabbed a Christmas tree sugar cookie off the tray. “These are delicious.” I had to refrain from shoving the whole cookie in my mouth. “I mean, not as good as yours, Ophelia.” 

Ophelia grinned. “That’s more like it.” 

“Yep,” Helen agreed. “Nowhere near as good as yours.” 

“Look,” Ophelia said, pointing to a poster above the table. “They’re having a Christmas Eve talent show tomorrow night.” 

“You lovely ladies should sign up.”

My mouth dropped when I turned to see who’d spoken. He was a cross between a golden Adonis and heavenly angel. His short, sandy hair had a slight window’s peak that only enhanced his attractiveness. His vivid green eyes shined mischievously, and when he flashed us a smile, his perfectly straight, white teeth seemed to sparkle off the lights in the room. 

“Holy cow,” Ophelia whispered behind me.

“My thoughts exactly,” Bitsie added. 

He chuckled and stuck out his hand. “Allow me introduce myself. My name is—”

“Andrew!” 

Margot and Chloe ran up alongside the man and threw their arms around him. He smiled and gave each of them a kiss on the cheek.

“I was about to introduce myself,” he chided them softly then winked at us. “My name is Andrew Bishop, and I’m one of the ski instructors here at Winterdale Chateau and Ski Resort.” 

“Andrew used to ski professionally,” Chloe gushed. “We’ve known him for years. Back when he skied for Winterdale University, before he turned pro. When he left the pro circuit, he decided to come back here and work as an instructor.” 

Helen took a step backward and stepped on my toe. 

“Sorry,” she whispered as she ducked her head and took another step backward. 

“Are you all right?” I asked. 

Helen nodded. “I need to use the restroom. I’ll be right back.” She turned and fled toward the front of the foyer. 

“My name is Ophelia Lavolier, and this is my friend, Holly Anderson. And these are our new friends, Bitsie Carpenter, and—”

Ophelia trailed off when she realized Helen wasn’t standing there anymore. 

“Helen went to the restroom,” I said lamely. 

Margot rested a hand on Andrew’s chest. “Oh, Andrew, do you remember that hideous Helen girl who used to follow you around everywhere on campus like a love-sick puppy, writing you love notes?” 

Andrew’s cheeks and ears turned pink. “How could I forget? Gave me nightmares for years.” 

I frowned. I may not know these people very well, but as far as I was concerned, it was unforgivable to poke fun at another person. It was the first rule I taught in my classroom. 

“Don’t worry,” Margot said quickly, “the Helen that’s here isn’t the same Helen.” 

“Yes,” Chloe added. “This one is blonde and somewhat decent looking.”

“Thank goodness,” Andrew said. “I’m not sure I could handle a stalker right now.” 

I’d had about enough of the bullying. By the pinched lips on Ophelia’s face, I’d say she’d had about enough, too. “It was nice meeting you, but we should get back to the party.” 

“Not before signing up for the Christmas Eve talent show,” Andrew said. “You simply must be in the show this year!” 

Must we?

“C’mon, Holly,” Ophelia nudged me with her hip. “Let’s sign up.”

“I’ll do something with you guys,” Bitsie said. “I’m not a very good singer, but maybe we can think of something.” 

“I know,” Andrew said, looking at Chloe and Margot. “Remember when every year at the Christmas party the fraternity would throw we all did the Santa Baby routine, and I pretended to slide down the chimney in my Santa suit?”

Chloe jumped up and down. “And we wore those tiny little Mrs. Claus outfits. We looked so amazing.” 

Andrew turned to us. “I think we have a bunch of Mrs. Claus outfits in our prop room. Every year someone does that routine. What do you say? Wanna do the Santa Baby routine,” he winked at me, “with me sliding down your chimney?”

Please don’t open your mouth and talk anymore. You’re ruining my fantasy.

“Sure,” Ophelia said. “Sounds like fun.” 

Andrew clapped his hands together. “Perfect. I’ll let the manager know. He’s running the talent show and likes to keep the acts a secret.”

“Clive is a stickler for being in control,” Chloe joked. 

“You know the manager personally?” Bitsie asked, pushing her dark glasses up her nose. 

Chloe lifted her chin to look further down her nose. “I should hope so. He’s my brother.”

And now we know why you stay here for free. Well known my hind end. Your brother works here. 

“I’ll sign us up before someone else decides to do the routine,” Andrew said. “Let’s meet back here in the foyer around nine tomorrow morning. I don’t give my first lesson until eleven. That should give us plenty of time to practice.” 

Chloe and Margot each grabbed one of his arms and they all three made their way toward the front of the foyer. I had to admit, as heads turned their way, they made a stunning picture. 

“Wonder what’s keeping Helen?” Bitsie said. 

“I’m right here.” Helen replied as she sidled up next to us, a new drink in her hand. “I just needed to use the restroom and get a fresh drink.” 

“Well, while you were away,” Bitsie said, “we decided to sign up for the Christmas Eve talent show tomorrow night.” 

 “We’re going to do a Santa Baby routine,” Ophelia said. “Andrew said there were plenty of Mrs. Claus outfits to choose from.” 

“And let me guess,” Helen said quietly, “Andrew is going to be the Santa Claus that slides down the chimney?” 

“Correct!” Ophelia exclaimed. 

I gave Helen a hard look. Something told me she was holding on to a very big secret. 

 






CHAPTER 4


 

“I think there’s something up with Helen and Margot and Chloe.” I zipped my boots up over my reindeer-print leggings. Grabbing my reindeer-print red sweater off the bed, I smoothed it over my body then went to look in the mirror. “Now this says Christmas fun!”

Ophelia snorted. “I don’t think that’s what the reindeer are thinking. And what do you mean something is up with Helen and the mean girls?” 

“Ophelia! That’s not a very kind thing to say.” 

Ophelia threw her arms up in the air. “When did I ever claim to be nice?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “True. Anyway, I’m not exactly sure, but I just get a weird feeling there. Did you notice?”

“Nope,” Ophelia said. “Of course, I had a couple drinks last night, and with the altitude change, it did some crazy things to me.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “Me, too. That’s why I stuck with water after my glass of champagne. This altitude change is rough.”

“I wouldn’t worry about those girls. You and I both know the type. They peaked years ago and now they have struggled to hold on. They want everyone to think they still have it…but I noticed the fine lines and wrinkles years of partying have taken around their eyes.”

I shuttered. “Why would you constantly want to live in the past? I’ve never been happier than I am right now. I mean, I know I’m going through a hard time with rat-fink having broken my heart, but that will pass. I love my job, I love my friendship with you, I love the life we lead. I’m happy right now where I am.”

“It’s all they’ve ever had, I suspect. We’ll do our best to stay away from them. After our routine tonight, we don’t really have to hang with them anymore.” 

“Sounds good.” I gave my blonde curls one more fluff before grabbing my parka. 

“Take your credit card with you,” Ophelia said. “This way we can hit the slopes after rehearsal. We’ll just go rent the equipment and clothes.”

“Sounds great.” I dug in my wallet for my card then zipped it in my coat pocket.

The other two bedroom doors were shut as we started up the stairs and into the main living area. Helen and Bitsie were sitting on the sofa near the fireplace, but there was no sign of Margot and Chloe. 

“Hey, you two,” Helen said softly. “We were just about to knock on your door to see if you wanted to walk over to the chateau together for our rehearsal.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Have you heard from Margot or Chloe?”

Bitsie wrinkled her nose. “No. And I don’t want to have to go down there and see if they’re coming, either. They were there when Andrew said nine o’clock. If they come, they come. Otherwise, the four of us can do it.”

“Agreed,” Ophelia said as she looked at her watch. “We should probably head on over, then.” 

It only took a few minutes to walk the short distance to the chateau, so we were technically a few minutes early. Luckily Andrew was waiting for us in the foyer. He was dressed in a blue-gray button down shirt that reflected nicely with his eyes. And his tight, dark-washed blue jeans fit in all the right ways. 

“Ladies, don’t you all look lovely this morning.” 

I know it’s cheesy, but the compliment went straight to my stomach. The man was too good looking for his own good.   

“You must be Helen,” Andrew said as he thrust his hand out to her. “I didn’t get to meet you last night.” 

“Yes.” Helen’s face was flushed as she shook his hand. 

“Where’s Margot and Chloe?” he asked.

We all shrugged. 

“They hadn’t made it upstairs yet this morning,” Bitsie said. 

Andrew chuckled and shook his head. “Those two will never change. I don’t think they’ve ever been on time to anything.”

“Well, we aren’t going to wait on them,” Ophelia said. “I say we get started. If they show up, they show up. Otherwise, we’ll go on without them.”

Andrew led us to the prop room and for the next fifteen minutes we dug through costumes, found matching Mrs. Claus outfits, and tried on different sizes until we found some that fit. The costumes were more on the sexy side than practical side, but they would definitely do the trick. We were standing in our costumes going over the routine with Andrew, when Margot and Chloe finally walked in. 

“You didn’t wait for us?” Margot pouted. 

“There’s still plenty of time,” Andrew said as he dragged a wooden fireplace over to where we were standing. 

“We’ll just go change,” Chloe said and grabbed the left-over Mrs. Claus suits. 

I knew this wasn’t gonna be pretty. They were left over because they were too big for us. No way were they going to fit Margot and Chloe. 

A few minutes later, the girls made their displeasure heard. 

“Absolutely not!” Margot exclaimed as she made her way into the room. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. 

Ophelia and Bitsie weren’t so kind. They both doubled over in laughter, practically screaming at the ridiculous picture Margot and Chloe made. Even Helen had a hard time biting back her chuckles. 

Margot threw up her hands and the costume’s arms fell straight to her shoulders. “Look at how huge this is! It’s like eight sizes too big!” The skirt, which should have hit right above the knees, fell to mid-calf. “I can’t even cinch the belt tight enough!” 

With every word Margot spoke, Ophelia and Bitsie laughed louder and harder. 

“At least the hat fits,” Helen pointed out thoughtfully. 

Margot yanked off the hat and threw it on the floor, causing Ophelia and Bitsie to clutch their aching sides. 

“This isn’t funny!” Margot hissed. 

“Yeah,” Chloe pouted, tears filling her eyes. “We don’t look like a sexy Mrs. Claus, we look like drowned rats!” 

I couldn’t help it…I let out a giggle. 

“It’s not that bad,” Andrew said lamely. 

Margot glared at him. 

“Okay,” he said, “it’s pretty bad. Maybe I can find someone to take them in for you by tonight.” 

We all gave him incredulous looks. No way was that happening by tonight. 

Andrew sighed. “I’m sorry, girls. Let’s just keep practicing, and I’ll see what I can do about getting them taken in before the show, okay? Maybe Clive knows someone.”

Margot and Chloe stomped over to where we were standing, their eyes shooting daggers at us the whole time. A part of me wanted to offer to trade, but the other half of me thought it would be a good lesson for the girls to learn. 

Always the teacher. 

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Andrew said. He turned his back to us and started talking.

Margot grabbed hold of my arm in a fierce grip. “You need to trade with me.” 

“Actually,” Ophelia said, “she doesn’t need to trade with you.” 

“Yeah,” Chloe whispered as she grabbed hold of Helen, “trade with me!” 

“No,” Bitsie said. “You’re only picking on them because you think they’re the weakest. We’re here to tell you it’s not happening.” 

“Ladies, have I lost you?” Andrew said irritably. 

We promised we’d focus better and he went back to directing our moves. “I’ll put up a ladder back behind the chimney so I can climb up and be at the top of the chimney. Then as the song progresses, I’ll slide headfirst down the chimney, but just up to my chest. I have good core strength, so I can hang upside down and kick my feet like I’m stuck but trying to get down.” 

“I know you just thought the same naughty thing I did,” Ophelia whispered. 

My face turned red and she laughed softly. 

“Now let’s put it to music,” Andrew said. 

We stood in front of the chimney and lip synced to the song, shimmied when we were supposed to, and gave a pretty rowdy performance. It wasn’t something I’d normally do, but it was a lot of fun. 

“I think we can call it a day,” Andrew said as he looked at his watch. “You’re all naturals. You’ll have everyone eating out of the palm of your hand tonight.” He turned to Margot and Chloe. “I have about twenty minutes before I have my first ski lesson. Hurry and give me the costumes and I’ll see what I can do.” 

The girls ran off to change. 

“Are you four skiing today?” Andrew asked. 

“We aren’t today,” Bitsie said. “While I love to ski, I’m trying to talk Helen into going to town to do some shopping and other touristy things.” 

“Have you ever been to Winterdale?” Andrew asked Helen. 

“No,” Helen said quickly. 

“Well, there’s lots to see.” He turned to us. “What about you two?”

Ophelia nodded. “I’ll ski the mountain. Even though Holly and I go to Snow Peek—a resort not far from Kansas City—every chance we get, Holly doesn’t really ski.” 

I chuckled. “I was the one that introduced Ophelia to skiing about five years ago, but I never venture far from the little slopes. Ophelia is a wonderful skier, though.”

Ophelia bumped my hip. “I always do the mountain while she does the bunny slopes. In fact, Holly has a ski lesson at eleven. I wonder if you’re her instructor?” 

Andrew turned his beautiful green eyes on me and I felt my heart beat faster. “I hope I am.” 

“Excuse me,” Margot said snippily. “I don’t mean to interrupt this little lover’s chat, but our costumes need fixed.” 

“I can’t be seen in this dreadful thing!” Chloe wailed. 

“On it,” Andrew said. “Holly, hopefully I’ll see you in about fifteen minutes.” 

We all watched as Andrew strode out of the room, Mrs. Claus outfits thrown over his arms. 

 “Stay away!” Margot hissed at me. 

“Yeah,” Chloe echoed. “He’s ours. We waited for Andrew to come back to Winterdale for years. No way are we letting a tourist tramp get her clutches into our Andrew.” 

My mouth dropped open. I’d never in my life been called a tramp before. 

“You might want to watch how you speak to my friend,” Ophelia said. “Or tonight you’ll be up here singing All I Want for Christmas Is My Two Front Teeth.”

Helen laughed, then quickly clamped a hand over her mouth…her eyes wide with fear. 

“Andrew’s a full-grown man,” Bitsie said. “He can see anyone he wants.” 

Margot laughed wickedly. “That’s where you’re wrong. Dead wrong.” 

 

 






CHAPTER 5


 

“You’re back early,” Ophelia said as she flung herself down on her bed. “Was Andrew not your instructor?” 

I opened one eye and scowled at her. “I was sleeping. Couldn’t you tell?” 

Ophelia grinned. “Yeah, but it’s like three-thirty. You need to get up. Besides, I want to know how your afternoon went with Andrew.” 

I groaned and sat up. “He’s handsome, has a fabulous body, flirty…”

“But?” 

“But then he opens his mouth. He’s kinda smarmy.”

Ophelia grunted. “Did you ski together? Did he ask you out?” 

“Um…did you not hear me say he’s smarmy? I didn’t want him skiing with me or asking me out. I did my hour lesson with him, then just practiced going on the bunny slope alone for a while.” 

“I swear, Holly, you’re no fun at all! It’s not like you have to marry this guy! The purpose of coming here was to forget about your ex.” 

I laughed. “That was your purpose for me coming. My purpose was to visit a beautiful place for Christmas so I could show my students I actually got out of the house.”

“Since you don’t want him, I may take a go at him tonight after the talent show.” 

“Be my guest. Just watch out for Margot and Chloe. They don’t seem like they want to share.” 

Ophelia rolled her eyes. “Are they here, do you know? I saw them a couple times skiing down the mountain. I have to say, they’re actually pretty good. Like semi-pro good.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t think they’re here. I don’t think Helen and Bitsie are back yet, either. I haven’t heard footsteps.” 

“Actually,” Ophelia said as she got up from the bed, pulled out dry clothes, and started dressing, “Helen is here. I saw her upstairs sitting in front of the fireplace. When I asked if she and Bitsie had a good time in town, she said she only went for a little while because she had a headache. She had Bitsie drop her off here at the condo around one-thirty. I think Bitsie is still out shopping.” 

“Helen must be a ninja,” I laughed, “because I haven’t heard any footsteps all afternoon.”

“She actually looked pretty upset. I thought maybe she’d been crying, but I wasn’t sure.” 

I frowned and looked up at the ceiling. “I still think something weird is going on.” 

“I need to shower and get ready for tonight,” Ophelia said. “I’ll jump in the shower first so I’m not holding everyone up.”

“Sounds good.” I closed my eyes and went back to sleep.

 

***

 

“Smart thinking to have Helen and Bitsie take the outfits with them after rehearsal,” Ophelia said as she adjusted her Santa hat in front of the mirror. 

“I figured it was better to be safe than sorry.” 

Ophelia smiled. “I think the sobbing has finally subsided.” 

Andrew had dropped by half an hour ago with bad news. He couldn’t find anyone to take in the Mrs. Claus outfits. He suggested the girls safety pin what they could and not worry about it. That had gone over like a lead balloon. 

“Are you seriously going to wear that hideous jewelry over your outfit?” Ophelia asked.

I looked down at the strand of blinking Christmas lights and laughed. “Yep. Both the necklace and the earrings.”

We finished zipping up our boots and headed upstairs. We were all supposed to walk over to the talent show together. Helen and Bitsie were pouring champagne in glasses when we strolled over to the kitchen. 

“Nice sparkle,” Bitsie laughed as she handed me a drink.

I shot Ophelia a look. “See, others appreciate my Christmas jewelry.” 

Ophelia rolled her eyes and took a glass from Helen. “She’s being kind.” 

I took a drink of my champagne and let the ribbing go. I was in too good a mood to let anyone bring me down. 

A few minutes later Margot and Chloe trudged up the stairs. 

“Do you want some champagne?” Bitsie asked. 

Margot scowled. “No.” 

“I’d like some,” Chloe said. “Maybe it will help take my mind off how hideous these outfits are.” 

Margot sighed. “Fine. I’ll take a glass.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell Chloe she would need more than one glass of champagne if she wanted to forget how dreadful the dress was. 

“A toast,” Ophelia said as she lifted her glass in the air. “May tonight be unforgettable and our act a show stopper!” 

We ended up pouring another glass to calm our nerves, so by the time I started walking to where the talent show was being held, I was a little more than tipsy. 

“It’s out behind the chateau in front of the mountain, right?” Bitsie asked. 

“Yes,” Chloe said as she covered her exposed ears with her hands. “They always hold the talent show outside, even if it’s snowing.”

“Are you okay?” I asked. 

Chloe smiled. “Nights like this I wish I had longer hair. This Santa hat isn’t providing any warmth.”

“There it is.” Ophelia pointed to a makeshift wooden platform on the snow with numerous halogen lights pointed to the stage.

“And there’s Andrew,” I said. “Looks like he and a couple other guys have already carried out the chimney.” 

The wooden chimney was sitting in the middle of the stage. Someone had taped paper stockings to the front of it. 

“That’s quite hideous,” Helen said softly.

We all laughed and agreed. 

“Over here,” Andrew called when he saw us. 

Ophelia reached down and grabbed my hand. “This should be a fun night.” 

I squeezed her hand in agreement. 

“It looks like we’re the fourth act tonight,” Andrew said around his Santa beard. He’d also donned a Santa jacket over his black jeans, and somehow managed to make the outfit look sexy.

“How many acts are there?” Helen asked. 

“Six,” Andrew informed her. “So hopefully we’ll give a performance worth remembering. First place winners each receive a complimentary bottle of champagne and a sixty-minute massage from the chateau’s spa.” 

My mouth dropped. “All of us?” 

Andrew nodded. “Yep. Doesn’t matter if it’s one person that wins or a team. It’s the same prize for each person.” 

My mind went into overdrive at the thought of a sixty-minute massage. Now more than ever I wanted to win this competition.

“Places people!” a handsome blonde man with electric blue eyes called out. “Make sure you line up in order.”

“Is that your brother Clive?” I asked Chloe.

Chloe looked to where I was pointing. “Yep. He’s been the manager here for almost four years now. He’s the one that finally talked Andrew into coming back to Winterdale after he left the pro circuit, and being a ski instructor for the resort.” 

We spent a few minutes rearranging ourselves in line order with the other contestants, then settled down and waited with bated breath for our number to be called. 

The first three contestants were good—especially the soprano who sang Silent Night. But I hadn’t seen anything yet that might beat us out. I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and saw Clive and Margot in a pretty heated discussion. Before I could ponder anymore about it, my attention was drawn back to the stage.

The audience clapped for the third contestant as he left the stage. With one more glare at Margot, Clive walked to the microphone and announced our act. As we sashayed onto the platform, Andrew quickly slid the ladder behind the chimney. 

The music started and we gave the performance of a lifetime. During the turns and sultry moves, Andrew slowly ascending the ladder, working the crowd. By the time he reached the top of the ladder, the crowd was going wild. In time with the other girls, I snapped my chin to my shoulder and looked coyly at Andrew. We all crooked our finger at him and mouthed for Santa to hurry down the chimney. 

With a wolfish grin, Andrew leaned over the chimney to slide partway down. I heard a small scream come from Andrew, but it was quickly cut off over the crowd’s raucous behavior. At first, I thought Andrew was just playing up to the crowd. I didn’t realize anything was wrong until someone in the audience started to scream and point, yelling we needed to get him up. 

The music faded and I watched in horror as Clive stepped onto the platform and started yelling instructions at people around him. The man who was to go on after us scrambled up the ladder and grabbed hold of Andrew’s feet. At the same time, another person in the audience pointed in my direction and started screaming about blood. 

I looked down at my costume but didn’t see any blood. 

“Omigod!” Margot cried. “There’s blood under the chimney!”

I looked down at the bottom of the chimney and could see drops of blood hitting the platform. I started to scream along with the others in the crowd. I stumbled backward, fell down on my butt, and looked up just as Andrew was being lifted out of the chimney. 

It was then all hell broke loose. 

I looked out into the crowd and saw people pointing, screaming, and running in all directions. I glanced over my right shoulder and saw a gentleman trying to steady Andrew’s body and get him down the ladder. Andrew was in obvious shock. He was swaying and screaming, trying unsuccessfully to lift his hands to his face.

Or what was left of his face. 

I tilted to my left and vomited. 

“You’re okay.” Ophelia tucked my head under her chin and rocked me gently. “Don’t look. You’re okay.” 

Would I ever be okay?

In the distance, I could make out Clive’s voice screaming for towels and someone to call 911.

“Let’s move a little ways down the stage,” Ophelia suggested. “Move away from where you got sick.” 

I scooted on my butt farther away from the horrific scene unfolding behind us. Ophelia sat back down next to me and gathered me close.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered. “What happened?”

I felt Ophelia shake her head. “I don’t know. But it looks bad.”

“How can sliding down a chimney do that kind of damage?” I sniffed. “It looks like his face is gone.” 

Ophelia smoothed down my hair with her hand. “Shh, Holly. I don’t know anything more than you.” 

“Will he die?” I whispered. 

Ophelia said nothing for a few seconds. “I don’t know. But he’s losing a lot of blood.” 

Tears stung my eyes. While I didn’t particularly care for Andrew as a person, I didn’t want him to die. 

“Are you guys okay?” Bitsie asked as she and Helen sat gingerly down behind me. 

“No,” I moaned. “I’ll probably never be okay.” 

“They’ve called the police,” Bitsie informed us. 

Helen started to cry. With my head still tucked under Ophelia, I reached out and found Helen’s hand and gave it a squeeze. She cried harder. 

“Where’s Margot and Chloe?” Ophelia asked. 

Bitsie gave a sardonic laugh. “When Chloe saw Andrew’s body after it was lifted out of the chimney, she fainted and went down pretty hard. Not to be outdone, Margot tried with all her might to faint. It would have been funny if the circumstances were different.” 

“They’re with some people they know that work at the chateau,” Helen added. 

I heard sirens in the distance and forced myself to stay calm. I’d seen enough police shows to know there’d be a long night of questions ahead. There was no doubt this would be one Christmas Eve I’d never forget.

 

 

 






CHAPTER 6


 

“We’re going to separate you,” the young deputy said to the four of us as we huddled together on the platform, “so Sheriff Morgan can speak to each one of you.”

By the time the ambulance had arrived and gotten Andrew stabilized enough to get him in the ambulance and transported to the nearest hospital, a half an hour had gone by. The whole time, Ophelia, Bitsie, Helen, and I had sat quietly together, burrowed deep inside the blankets the EMTs had given us, not saying a word. We could hear the conversation between the EMTs and the police regarding Andrew, and it didn’t sound good. 

“If you four wouldn’t mind,” the deputy continued, “I’d appreciate it if you could follow me into the chateau.”

We all stood and followed him silently into the chateau. Clive was wringing his hands and pacing back and forth in the foyer. When he saw us, he visibly shuddered and drew in a deep breath.

“Deputy Swanson,” Clive acknowledged. “I have six rooms blocked off like you requested.”  

“Thank you. If you’ll—”

“I don’t understand why we have to be questioned,” Margot’s shrill voice echoed in the foyer as she and Chloe stomped into the chateau. “We had nothing to do with this.” 

“Could you please give it a rest,” Chloe snapped. “I’ve had about all I can take of you right now.” 

My mouth dropped open. 

“How dare you speak to me that way!” Margot shrieked even louder. “I’m your best friend!” 

Chloe let out a very unlady-like snort and wrapped her arms around herself. “You’re walking a thin line right now.”

I don’t know for sure, but I think Margot’s mouth was hanging about as wide open as mine. Evidently, she wasn’t used to Chloe having claws. 

Deputy Swanson narrowed his eyes at Margot. “Ma’am, you are being questioned because you not only witnessed the incident, but we’ve been told you’ve been in close contact with the victim recently.” 

Victim? Did that mean Andrew was dead? 

“It’ll be okay,” Ophelia said as she wrapped her arms around me. “Just answer the questions, and we’ll go back to our rooms and have a stiff drink or two.” 

I tried to smile at her, but my teeth were chattering too much. 

Deputy Swanson separated us at the end of the hall. 

My room was the manager’s office. Clive had it crammed full of papers, filing cabinets, and Christmas paraphernalia. I sat down woodenly in one of the chairs. 

“Sheriff Morgan should be with you shortly, ma’am.” 

I nodded my head but remained silent. 

Deputy Swanson shut the door and left me to my thoughts. 

Unfortunately, they weren’t good thoughts. 

The way everyone was acting, it was pretty clear Andrew’s death—if he was indeed dead—wasn’t accidental. I started wracking my brain trying to figure out who would kill Andrew and why. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but I needed something to keep me occupied. Maybe a husband caught wind of Andrew coming on to his wife? Andrew struck me as the kind of guy who would do that. Maybe he owed someone money? But that didn’t make sense. Usually you don’t get killed if you owed money, you get broken bones. 

Could it be someone in our immediate group?

That thought brought me up short. I started to panic at the thought that someone in the condo may have killed Andrew. I closed my eyes and did a breathing technique I’d taught my students when calm heads needed to prevail. 

I wasn’t even sure if Andrew was dead, and if he was, maybe it was an accident. I didn’t need to start jumping to conclusions. 

I was so caught up in arguing with myself that I didn’t hear the door open. 

“You doing okay there, miss?” 

My eyes flew open, and I leaned forward in my seat. “You scared me,” I laughed shakily. 

“Didn’t mean to. I’m Sheriff Morgan.” He yanked off his hat and set it on the desk. He then walked slowly to the other side of the room, grabbed an empty chair, and carried it over to where I was sitting. “Mind if I sit here?” 

I shook my head. “No. Go ahead.” 

The sheriff lowered his tall, wide frame into the chair and stared at me. He was graying around the temples of his short, black hair. His face was pale and gaunt. I couldn’t tell if it was because of what had happened tonight, or if he always looked like that. 

He took a small notebook out of his front shirt pocket and clicked his pen. 

“Your name?” 

“Holly. Holly Anderson.” 

The sheriff smiled. “That’s a nice name, especially around Christmas. I bet you hear that a lot.”

I nodded but said nothing. There was something about this man that scared me. I expected any minute for him to arrest me and haul me off to jail. 

Stay calm. Don’t let him see how nervous you are.

“What do you do for a living, Miss Anderson?”

“You can call me Holly. I’m a teacher. I teach first grade at a school in Kansas City.” 

Sheriff Morgan smiled. “Sounds like a great job.”

“I enjoy it a lot.”  

“How did you know the victim, Andrew Bishop?” 

“Victim? He’s really dead?” I whispered. 

Sheriff Morgan stared at me for a full five seconds before answering. “Yes. He died en route to the hospital.” 

I slapped a palm over my mouth so I wouldn’t cry. 

“Your hand is shaking,” Sheriff Morgan observed. 

Now I was angry. “Of course it’s shaking. I’m upset!”

He nodded sagely. “I see. How did you say you knew the victim Andrew Bishop?”

I took a deep breath. “I didn’t really know him. I just met him last night.”

Wow, had it only been a day since I met him?

“I see. And how did you meet him?”

“He came up to the refreshment table last night here at the chateau and started making small talk to Ophelia, Bitsie, Helen and me.” I frowned and tried to think back. “And I guess Margot and Chloe were there, also.” 

“These are the girls you are staying with this week at the condo?”

I nodded. I didn’t like how he made it sound like we were all together. Like we were all friends on holiday together. 

“Yes, technically. But we don’t know them. I mean, Ophelia and I don’t know them. The chateau does this thing where you rent a room and meet other people.” 

Sheriff Morgan nodded. “So the first time you’d ever spoken with Andrew Bishop was last night?”

“Yes. Pretty much the first time I ever spoke with anyone in our talent show tonight, outside of Ophelia, was last night.”

“And what did Andrew say to you girls last night?”  

“He said we should sign up for the talent show. Then Margot and Chloe came over and he knew them, and they were excited, so we all said yes.” 

I could hear myself rambling, but I just wanted this to end.

Sheriff Morgan didn’t say anything for a few seconds, just looked over his notes. I couldn’t help it…I started to squirm in my seat. 

Finally the sheriff looked up and cleared his throat. “Can you tell me where you were today between twelve and four?” 

I caught my lower lip between my teeth. “How did Andrew die?” 

Sheriff Morgan didn’t answer me. 

“Holly,” Sheriff Morgan said more sternly, “where were you today between twelve and four?” 

I blinked. “Well, after my skiing lesson from Andrew, it was probably noon. I stayed and skied down the bunny slopes for a while, grabbed a sandwich inside the chateau, and then I came back to the condo to rest.” 

“Was anyone with you? Can someone corroborate your story?” 

I saw up straighter in my chair. “Excuse me? Are you saying you think I killed Andrew?” 

I could hear the hysteria in my voice, but I couldn’t help it. 

“Again, I’m just trying to establish a timeline and your alibi.” 

I thought back to my afternoon. “Well, I guess people could have seen me on the bunny slope. And maybe even the person who made my sandwich might recognize me. But then when I came back to the condo, I went straight to my room and stayed there until Ophelia came back and woke me up.” 

Sheriff Morgan frowned and looked over his notes. 

“I’m probably going to have more questions for you tomorrow, Holly. I suggest you stick around your condo, don’t venture too far. If you do need to leave, make sure you have someone with you.” 

“You think I’m in danger?”

Sheriff Morgan smiled and his eyes twinkled. “No, ma’am. I think you need to have an airtight alibi.” 

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. 

Sheriff Morgan stood. “Like I said, I’ll probably stop by the condo tomorrow around one to talk with everyone. Please make sure you’re available.” 

“But it’s Christmas. Won’t your family be upset?” 

Sheriff Morgan’s mouth lifted in a sad smile. “Murder doesn’t stop for the holidays. My family will understand.” 

I sucked in a breath. “Murder! So Andrew was deliberately killed?”

“Yes, ma’am. It looks that way.”

“Are you sure? Maybe he just fell down the chimney wrong and…” 

I trailed off, frowning. Now that I thought about it, sliding down a chimney didn’t mesh with the injuries Andrew had sustained. Andrew had massive damage to his face. 

“Was something inside the chimney?” I asked. “Because now that I think about it, sliding down a chimney wouldn’t get you the injuries Andrew had to his face.”  

Sheriff Morgan donned his hat, staring intently at me. “Merry Christmas, Holly. You’re free to go. We’ll talk more tomorrow.” 

He turned and walked out of the room, leaving me shaking in my chair. Had I said too much? Did the sheriff think I had something to do with the murder just because I mentioned Andrew’s injuries? 

 

 






CHAPTER 7


 

“Wake up, Holly. Merry Christmas.” 

I was still on the cusp of a dream and didn’t want to leave. I tried burrowing down further into the covers, but my intruder wouldn’t stop pushing my shoulder. 

“What?” I mumbled. “I’m tired. I’m trying to sleep.” 

“It’s after eight on Christmas morning. Get your lazy bones up.” 

After eight on Christmas? How could I have slept so long?

Then I remembered. Andrew was dead. 

Murdered. 

And we were all suspects.

I flipped over on my back and faced Ophelia. “I’m scared.” 

“Oh, honey.” Ophelia reached over and brushed a stray curl off my forehead. “We’re all worried. In fact, I’ve been think about it all morning, and I think you and I need to get a jump on this thing.” 

I sat up, the covers pooling around my waist. “What do you mean?” 

“First things first. Let’s exchange Christmas gifts.” 

I clapped my hands and gave a tiny squeal. “I love exchanging gifts.” 

“I know! I don’t think anyone else is up yet,” Ophelia said. “I’m going to go make us some coffee, then we can sit upstairs in front of the big window and drink our Christmas coffee and exchange gifts.” 

“Sounds great! I’ll meet you up there in about five minutes.” 

After Ophelia left, I ran to my bag and pulled out her Christmas gift. I couldn’t wait for her to see what I had gotten her this year. Now that Ophelia and I had finished our Master’s degrees, we each had a very small increase in pay from the school. I’m not ashamed to say I used my increase to benefit both of us this year. 

I threw on a clean pair of yoga pants, my favorite Christmas t-shirt, and Ho-Ho-Ho Santa socks. Reaching for the hairbrush, I quickly yanked it around my head. Satisfied I was rocking the Christmas spirit, I grabbed Ophelia’s gift wrapped in gaudy Santa with dancing elves wrapping paper, and headed upstairs.

“Perfect timing,” she sang out as she carried over a tray with two coffees and a tin of assorted Christmas cookies she’d made earlier in the week. The closer she got, the more excited I was for her to open her gift. 

“Coffee first,” Ophelia said as she handed me a steaming cup. 

I took a sip and my eyes crossed. “Good night! What’s in this?” 

Ophelia gave me a sly smile. “Secret.” 

“C’mon. Tell me.” 

Ophelia laughed. “A little bit of Kahlua, Irish cream, and Rye. You pour it into a glass then light it on fire for about twenty seconds, then pour it into a glass of either chicory coffee or regular black coffee.” 

“That’s such a crazy combination,” I said as I took another sip. “But it sure works.” 

“If I were home, I’d whip up some homemade brandied whipped cream to spread on top.” 

My mouth dropped open. “How do people drink this and still function?” 

“It’s a special occasion coffee. It’s not like you drink it in the morning to get you going.” 

I chuckled. “Too bad. I could probably get used to this.” 

I dipped one of my cookies in the coffee and bit into the soft dough…and couldn’t help the moan. I sometimes think Ophelia missed her calling. 

“Want your gift first?” I asked excitedly. 

Ophelia laughed and set her mug on an end table. “You must be proud of it.” 

I grinned. “I am. You’re gonna love it.” 

“I’m not gonna lie,” Ophelia said. “My gift to you benefits both of us.” 

I laughed. “Mine, too!” 

“We’re so good together!” 

I snorted. “I think that means we’re selfish.” 

“Nah,” Ophelia said, picking up her coffee. “Good together.” 

I thrust my gift-wrapped box with an attached envelope at her. “You first. Box, then the envelope.” 

“Love the wrapping,” Ophelia said sarcastically. 

I don’t wrap well. My theory is the person is just going to rip it open, so why worry what it looks like. Ophelia shook the box and smiled when she heard a rustle inside. She grabbed hold of a Santa’s hat and ripped off his face and the face and body of the elves around him. 

“Nice,” I laughed. 

I grabbed another cookie and munched, watching her wrestling with the box. 

A few seconds later, she pulled out a black apron that declared in bright pink letters that Mornings Are For Mimosas! “I love it!”

“Now the envelope.” I put my coffee down on the tray and leaned in close, anxious to see her face. 

Ophelia carefully slid her finger under the flap and lifted. Reaching in, she opened the paper and read. “Omigod! This had to cost a fortune!” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I can’t believe you did this! You got us cooking classes for a year!” 

“It’s once a month for a year. Each month will be a different chef, specializing in a cultural dish, dessert, and drink from that area. All the participants make it together, and then we can take the recipes home.” 

“Oh, Holly,” Ophelia catapulted herself off her chair and practically jumped in my lap. I was knocked backward from the force.

“So you like it?” 

“Oh, please,” she swatted me playfully on the arm. “You know I love it.” She looked back down at the paper. “I just can’t believe you did it.” 

“I’m not gonna lie. I got on one of those sites where they offer these daily outrageous coupons, and I got a pretty good deal.” 

“I don’t care,” she said. “I’m just so excited I can’t even tell you.” 

“Our first class is in January.”

Ophelia gave me a big, slobbery kiss on the cheek then sat back down in her chair. “It’s funny, but my gift to you sort of revolves around this, too.” 

I held out my hands. “Then give it to me!”

She thrust the Christmas bag into my hands and laughed as I tossed out the tissue paper and reached for the gift wrapped in glittery pink ribbon. I pulled the gift out of the bag, lifted the ribbon, and started laughing. “No way!” 

The ribbon was holding together about ten different gift cards to various places in Kansas City that specialized in food and wine pairings, along with a few breweries that served food.

“I put about twenty bucks on each,” Ophelia said. “So we should be able to cut our food bill in half when we go.” 

I swallowed past the knot in my throat. I really thought I’d miss the ex this morning and want to do nothing but wallow in self-pity. But the truth is, until that very moment he hadn’t even crossed my mind. And that was because I had a best friend who knew me better than anyone, who looked out for my best interests, and who never wanted anything from me in return but my happiness. I wiped a tear from my eye and looked at her. “You’re the best. I really mean that. You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time. I’m so glad we met our first year.” 

“Stop! You’re gonna make me cry,” Ophelia said. “This is Christmas, a happy occasion! I say we drink a little more coffee, eat some more cookies, and then get down to business.” 

“What kind of business?” 

Ophelia turned serious. “We need to start looking at suspects and motives. I don’t like how it was left last night with Sheriff Morgan. It was so late when we got back that we all just went to bed, but I want to know what he said to you and what he asked you. Because if it was the same thing he said to me, it doesn’t sound good for any of us.” 

I sighed. “Agreed. I’ll run down and get paper and pen. You fill up the mugs with more of your delicious boozy coffee, and we’ll get to work.” 

Ophelia grinned. “Deal.” 

A few minutes later I returned with my journaling notebook I always carry and a pen. Things were about to get serious. I snagged another sugar cookie—this one shaped like a Christmas tree with lots of colorful sprinkles on top—and waited for Ophelia to begin. 

“I’m assuming Sheriff Morgan asked you the same thing he asked me,” Ophelia said. “Questions like how did I know Andrew? And where was I between noon and four? Those types of questions?” 

“Yes.”

“I know our answer for how we both met Andrew. I told him I was skiing from noon to about three-thirty. At least, I think by the time I got back to the condo and woke you up it was like three-thirty.”

I nodded and looked out the window. Snow was falling gently from the sky. “I remember that because you ribbed me about sleeping the afternoon away and I needed to get up. I told him I skied with Andrew until about noon, then I skied the bunny slope alone for about an hour. I grabbed a sandwich from the snack bar, then came back to the condo to take a nap. I don’t really remember sleeping heavy, just drifting in and out.” 

Ophelia blew on her coffee then took a small sip. “So, on the far-left side of the paper, write each of our names, skipping lines. Then divide the paper in half and on one side put how each person knows Andrew, and on the other side put where each person was from noon to four.”

I did what she requested and then spent some time filling in my information and then Ophelia’s. “Do we know for sure any other answers?”

“I’m not sure,” Ophelia said as she grabbed a cookie and began to nibble. “I think we know bits and pieces. We know Margot and Chloe knew Andrew ahead of time and that they were jealous of anyone who seemed interested in him. I mean, they practically threatened your life and his life after he flirted with you a little.” 

I shuddered. “That was a little weird.” I snatched another cookie, dunked it in my coffee, and took a huge bite. “Do you know how Andrew died? I couldn’t get Sheriff Morgan to tell me.” 

“Didn’t you see him when they pulled him out?” 

I shrugged. “Sort of, but not really. I think maybe I was throwing up, or I just blocked it out or something.” 

Ophelia closed her eyes then took a big gulp of her coffee. “It was bad, Holly. I’m not exactly sure what was down the chimney, but when that guy pulled Andrew’s upper half out of the chimney, his face wasn’t even there. I don’t know what the cause of death would be, but I’m assuming he bled to death or his heart gave out from shock. Something like that.” 

Tears fell from my eyes, and I rubbed the center of my chest. The thought of what Andrew must have gone through during those last moments had my heart aching for him. “Who would want to do something like that to him? Surely you don’t think Margot or Chloe could be capable of that?” 

“I honestly don’t know. I’m hoping Sheriff Morgan will be able to tell us more when he gets here today,” Ophelia said. 

I closed my eyes and pushed out a breath. “We know Margot and Chloe knew Andrew, but the rest of us didn’t. Helen and Bitsie are from Colorado Springs and had never heard of him or met him before. So why would they have a reason to kill him?” I let out a gasp. “Omigod! I just remembered! Last night before we went on to do our act, I saw Margot and Clive fighting. Do you think that’s important?”

Ophelia shrugged. “It might be. You definitely need to tell the sheriff when he gets here today what you saw.”

“Doesn’t this freak you out knowing someone here might be capable of murder?” I hissed. “I told you this would happen! We would be the unlucky ones that actually bunked with axe murderers!”

Ophelia chuckled. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. What about alibis?”

“Well, I came back to the condo around one-thirty or so, and I didn’t see or hear anyone until you came into our bedroom around three-thirty.” 

“But I told you that Helen had said she’d been back since around one-thirty or two and was upstairs in the condo while you were home.”

I frowned. “I know. Is that weird that I never heard her? I mean, we must have just missed each other if I got home around one-thirty and so did she.”

Ophelia shrugged. “I don’t know. She just looked sad curled up on the sofa. I bet she didn’t move much from there, just stared out the window. That wouldn’t require much noise.” 

“I guess. What about Bitsie?”

“Well, she was shopping all afternoon from what I understand. Helen said Bitsie was going back into Winterdale after she dropped Helen off.”

“And we believe her?”

“Well,” Ophelia said, “we don’t have a reason not to.” 

I thought about that for a minute. We also didn’t have a reason to believe anything Helen told us, either. 

“And then we have Margot and Chloe,” I said. “I have no idea what they did.” 

Ophelia frowned in concentration. “I can only account for two times when I saw them. I have no idea the exact time on a clock, but I know I did see them a couple times on the slopes.”

“Were they always together?” 

Ophelia gasped. “You know, I saw Chloe once and Margot wasn’t around! I remember because Chloe and I finished the end of the ski together and I waved to her. She didn’t see me…or at least she didn’t wave back. She looked angry, now that I think about it. She headed toward the direction of the chateau.” 

I looked down at my paper and frowned. “We have a lot of blanks and a lot of questions unanswered.” 

“But it’s a start,” Ophelia said as she put the lid on the cookies. “I didn’t like the implications Sheriff Morgan was making, so I think we need to be in on this. Do you know he suggested I not go anywhere unless I have another person with me? For an alibi he said!” 

I bit my lip. “He told me the same thing. I’m really worried.”

“We’ll figure this out. I promise.” 

I looked at the clock on the wall and did some calculations in my head. “If it’s a little after nine, it’s a little after five in Hawaii. That might be a little too early to call Mom and Dad and wish them Merry Christmas. Maybe I’ll jump in the shower and then call them.”

“I called mine this morning and talked for a while. When they asked how things were going, I told them we were having a great time. I didn’t think it would be in my best interest to tell them about Andrew.”

I sauntered into the kitchen and poured another cup of coffee with all the fixings. “I don’t think I’ll tell my parents what happened, either. I don’t want them to worry any more than they already are. When I told them what we were planning on doing here, they had the same axe murderer thought as I did. No sense telling them they may be right.” 

 






CHAPTER 8


 

Around noon, Ophelia, Helen, Bitsie, and I sat down at the table to eat a sandwich and chips when the doorbell rang. 

No one moved. We all just stared at each other. 

Helen glanced at the clock. “He’s early. He said around one o’clock, didn’t he?” 

“Maybe it’s not him,” Bitsie said.

I pushed back my chair. “I’ll go see.”

I strode to the front door and tried to ignore the somersaults in my stomach. Unfortunately, in my nervousness, I yanked the door open so hard the jingle bell wreath on the condo’s front door could probably be heard all the way into town. 

“Merry Christmas, Sheriff Morgan. Won’t you come in?”

I winced at the forced cheerfulness I could hear in my voice. I needed to calm down before he took my nervousness as guilt. 

Which only made me more nervous. 

“Thank you, Holly. I know I’m early, but I’m anxious to get this murder solved and give Andrew’s family some peace.” 

“Of course.” I blinked back tears at the thought of my own family waking up Christmas morning to this kind of tragedy. “I hope you can give his family comfort soon.” 

We walked into the kitchen, with everyone sitting where I’d left them. 

“Would you like something to eat, Sheriff Morgan?” Ophelia asked. 

Sheriff Morgan took off his hat and set it on the counter. “No thank you, ma’am. This isn’t a social call. I’m here to ask further questions. Where are the other girls?”

Helen jumped up from the table. “I’ll go get them.”  

As Helen scrambled down the stairs, Sheriff Morgan looked around the room. His gaze stopped at the empty bottle of champagne and opened bottle of Kahlua, Irish cream, and Rye still sitting on the counter. 

“We had a glass of champagne last night before the talent show,” I quickly explained. “We just forgot to throw the bottle out.” 

Sheriff Morgan lifted a brow. “I wasn’t assuming you were celebrating this morning, Holly.” 

Ophelia yanked me down in my chair and gave me the teacher look synonymous with ‘keep your mouth shut.’ I nervously picked up a chip and nibbled until Helen finally came back upstairs. 

“They’ll be up in a few minutes,” Helen said. 

An awkward silence ensued. By the time Margot and Chloe made their way upstairs, I was ready to jump out of my skin.

“Sheriff Morgan, thank you for coming on this horrific day,” Margot stoically said as she wiped a tear from her eye. 

Chloe daintily blew her nose into a tissue. “We’re so saddened by Andrew’s death. We still can’t believe our friend is gone.”  

Sheriff Morgan said nothing, and his face gave away nothing. “I’d like to split you girls up into pairs. Sometimes it’s easier to talk with a friend beside you.” 

That’s so nice of him. 

It was decided that Margot and Chloe would go first since they could shed background on Andrew. Then Bitsie and Helen would be called up, with Ophelia and I bringing up the rear. 

The four of us silently walked down the stairs and into our bedrooms. 

“Okay, what’s the motive behind him splitting us up?” Ophelia asked as we sat down on our beds. 

“What do you mean? He said he knew it would be easier for us.” 

Ophelia snorted. “That man has an agenda. He isn’t doing anything for us. He’s after something.” 

I worried my lip and tried once again to calm my nerves. I was terrified about what the other girls would say to Sheriff Morgan. Especially about how I was probably the last person to spend time with Andrew before he died. 

“Stop doing that to your lip,” Ophelia chided softly. “I brought cards. Let’s play a game to get our minds off this.” 

While I appreciated her effort at distraction, there was nothing that was going to take my mind off the fact four people I didn’t know could be pointing out evidence that might show why I’d make a good suspect in Andrew’s murder. 

Half an hour later, a swollen-eyed Bitsie knocked on the door and informed Ophelia that Sheriff Morgan was ready for us. As Ophelia gathered the cards together, I wiped my palms on my yoga pants and took a few deep breaths. From the way Bitsie looked and sounded, the next few minutes were going to be pure torture.

Sheriff Morgan was sitting at the table, a water bottle and notebook in front of him, when Ophelia and I joined him. He motioned for us to sit. Without a word, he picked up his notebook and began reading silently. I tried not to squirm. 

Now I know how my first graders feel when they’re in the hot seat. 

“Let me start with this question,” Sheriff Morgan said. “Do you both ski?” 

I swallowed so hard, everyone at the table heard me. 

“Yes,” Ophelia answered. “I actually ski very well. Holly is more of a novice.”

The sheriff nodded and wrote in his notebook. 

“Were one of you girls dating Andrew?” the sheriff asked. 

“No!” we both replied at the same time. 

“We didn’t even know him,” I said.

“Hmm.” Sheriff Morgan flipped back through his notes. “I have someone stating that you, Holly, was taking private lessons from Andrew, and that you’d been seen flirting outrageously with him in hopes of him asking you out.” 

Ophelia huffed and rolled her eyes. “Don’t believe a word that snake Margot says. Did she tell you that after Andrew left us yesterday afternoon to get ready for his ski lesson with Holly that she pretty much told us that if she couldn’t have him then no one would?”

Sheriff Morgan frowned. “No, she did not.” He scribbled in his book. 

“Yeah,” Ophelia continued, “Margot and Chloe were the ones that were all over Andrew and flirting with him. Not us.” 

“That reminds me,” I said. “I forgot to tell you this last night when you questioned me, but right before we were to perform in the talent show, I saw Margot and Clive, the chateau manager, arguing.” 

“Interesting.” He picked up his notebook and wrote. He then paused as if thinking of his next question. I got the feeling Sheriff Morgan was playing slow more than he actually was slow. Like he was trying to trick us. “Since you both ski—and I’m aware you, Holly, are a novice—perhaps you’d be able to recognize the murder weapon if I showed it to you.” 

I sucked in a breath. “I really don’t know if I want to see what killed Andrew.” 

Sheriff Morgan reached over and patted my hand sympathetically. “I understand this may be difficult, but I really need you to look. I’ve found out from Bitsie and Helen that they really don’t ski, so they never recalled seeing the weapon or even what it’s used for.” 

I looked questioningly at Ophelia. “I thought Bitsie said she skis? It was just that yesterday she and Helen wanted to go into town to do some shopping instead of skiing.” 

Ophelia looked up at the ceiling as if recalling Bitsie’s words. “I think you’re right.”

“I’ll make note of it,” Sheriff Morgan said as he shuffled around in a stack of pictures. 

Had I just implicated Bitsie in the crime? Margot and Chloe were one thing…they’d actually threatened Andrew in front of us. But I don’t want to be responsible for Bitsie being a suspect!

“I’m not saying Bitsie lied,” I said. 

Sheriff Morgan smiled. “Duly noted. Now, this might be difficult, but please take a look and tell me if you know what these are and if you’ve ever seen them before.” He placed the picture on the table and I felt myself gag. Clamping a hand over my mouth, I closed my eyes and looked away. 

“It’s okay.” I felt Ophelia touch my shoulder. “I can’t believe those are the murder weapons. I mean, of course I know what they are and what they’re used for. I don’t know if Holly would because she doesn’t really ski much.” 

I shook my head.  

“Can you tell me, Ophelia, what they are and if you’ve ever seen them before?” 

I opened my eyes and looked at Ophelia. She picked up the photo, grimaced, and placed it back on the table. “Those are ice axes. A skier would use it on a mountain if he or she has fallen and needs to self-arrest. But I’ve never seen those particular ones before.”

“Neither of you girls own ice axes?” the sheriff asked. 

I shook my head. 

“I do,” Ophelia said. “But they’re at my apartment in Kansas City. I really didn’t think I’d need them here. I didn’t plan on skiing down anything too difficult—like a double black diamond—because of Holly. I brought a good portion of my own equipment, but I didn’t bring ice axes.” 

“And I don’t really own equipment,” I said softly. “I rented mine from the chateau.”  

Again Sheriff Morgan remained silent as he wrote in his notebook. 

“Let me ask you, Ophelia, as an avid skier, would this be a piece of equipment someone who skies often might use? If you knew this mountain and the dangers it imposed, would you maybe carry it then?” 

Ophelia shrugged. “I guess so. I hadn’t planned on skiing alone very much. I was going to let Holly get her lesson in and then I planned on doing the smaller slopes with her. But if I skied here a lot and knew there were places that…” 

Ophelia trailed off and looked sharply at Sheriff Morgan. He said nothing but motioned for her to continue. 

What had I missed?

“If I were a ski instructor, or maybe I lived around here and knew the mountain well enough, I’d probably carry a pair of ice axes if I felt I needed them.” 

I frowned. “Do you think those are Andrew’s ice axes?” 

Ophelia sighed. “Yes. Or they might belong to others who ski this mountain regularly.” Ophelia looked pointedly at me then cocked her head. 

“Oh! Omigod!” I leaned forward in my seat. “You mean like Margot or Chloe?” 

Sheriff Morgan held up his hand. “I didn’t say that. I merely asked if a person who knew the mountain well and knew it had dangerous places, if they’d carry the ice axes.” 

Were we bunking with murderers?

Sheriff Morgan flipped through his notes then turned to me. “I think I remember from our conversation last night that you, Holly, stayed out on the slopes until around one or one-thirty, grabbed a sandwich from the lounge in the chateau, and then came back to the condo. You saw or heard no one until around three-thirty. Is that correct?” 

“Yes.” 

“And you, Ophelia, stayed out and skied the mountain until around three-thirty?” 

“Yes,” Ophelia said. “Then I came straight here to the condo and woke Holly up from a nap.” 

“I’m going to tell you that when I questioned both Margot and Chloe about whether or not they saw you on the slope skiing, Ophelia, that they said they never saw you once.” 

Ophelia rolled her eyes. “Of course they didn’t see me. I’m not exactly someone they’re going to look for. Those two superficial females aren’t going to pay attention to a nobody like me. They’re more worried about their image. They flat out told us that the first night we were all here.” 

Sheriff Morgan’s brows shot up at Ophelia’s hot words. 

Ophelia shrugged. “What? We all know it’s true. I will tell you this, I happened to see Chloe once without Margot anywhere around. I don’t know what time it was, but Margot wasn’t with Chloe, and Chloe looked angry.”  

“Okay.” Sheriff Morgan jotted down those notes. 

I had to wonder how in the world he was going to keep everything straight. His notebook had to be a complete wreck.

Sheriff Morgan looked up from his notebook and scrutinized us once again. “Let’s talk a little about science,” Sheriff Morgan said. 

“Science?” I asked. 

Sheriff Morgan nodded. “For instance, what do you think would happen if you put vegetable oil on wood?” 

I chuckled. “Well that’s easy. If you were walking, you’d probably slip and fall.” 

I felt Ophelia watching me. I looked at her and shrugged. 

She sighed audibly. 

“What if the oil was on top of the chimney where Andrew was leaning over? What then?”

“Oh.” Feeling stupid for not picking up on his line of questioning, I said nothing.

“Ladies, I asked what might happen if Andrew was leaning precariously over something that was greased with oil.” 

“He’d almost guarantee a fall,” Ophelia said through gritted teeth.

Sheriff Morgan pursed his lips and nodded sagely. “Hmm. I suppose you’re right.” 

I suddenly hated Sheriff Morgan and his stupid way of questioning…like he didn’t already know the answers. 

“And the fact,” the sheriff continued, “the killer knew they had to use a lot of duct tape to secure not only the ice axes to the side of the chimney, but that the duct tape would have to be enough to hold when the body hit the blades, that takes a little bit of knowledge, wouldn’t you two agree?”

“Where are you going with this?” Ophelia demanded. 

Sheriff Morgan shrugged. “I’m not really going anywhere. It just seems to me since the ice axes were able to stay in place before, during, and after the fall, the person that did the killing would probably know a lot about physics, gravity, and motion.”

 






CHAPTER 9


 

“Omigod!” I cried. “Are you thinking because we teach first grade we know how to kill someone? Like what, we took a course in college called Killer Physics 101? Or that our curriculum for first grade somehow incorporates using physics and gravity to kill someone?”

Ophelia burst out laughing. 

“It’s not funny,” I said. “He thinks because we teach science to first graders we know how to kill someone!”

Ophelia held up her hand. “I’m not laughing at you, Holly. I’m just laughing at your reaction. I’m assuming Sheriff Morgan asked that question to gauge our reactions…and yours was priceless.”

I bit my lip. “Like maybe I went a little over the top?”

Ophelia chuckled. “Like maybe you just took a huge leap over the edge of the cliff and screamed all the way down.” 

Sheriff Morgan’s lips twitched. “Holly, you mentioned the night of the talent show that you saw Margot and Clive Wellington fighting. Did you hear what they were discussing?”

I thought back to the two of them fighting. I could picture it, just not with sound. “No. I’m afraid all I could tell you for sure was body language. And really it was only Clive’s body language that changed between angry, pleading sadness, and angry again. Margot was indifferent for the most part.” 

I squirmed when the sheriff continued to stare at me…saying nothing. 

“And just so I’m clear, before you came to the Winterdale Chateau and Ski Resort, you two had never met any of the other girls staying in this condo?”

“No,” we both said emphatically. 

“Friday night was the first night we’d ever met any of them,” I added.

“When you arrived at the talent show, the fireplace was already out on the platform, is that right?” Sheriff Morgan asked. 

“Yes,” Ophelia and I answered.

“So you don’t know who brought out the fireplace?”

“I figured Andrew did,” I said. 

Ophelia nodded her head. “Same here.”

 “Did all six of you girls know the chimney would be used as a prop?” the sheriff asked. 

“Yes,” I said. “Andrew had it out during rehearsal, and he showed us how he’d slide down the chimney halfway and kick his legs out because he thought it would be funny. He said he had good core muscles and could hold himself upside down in the chimney and make it look funny.” 

Sheriff Morgan looked over his notes once again. “All right. I think that’s all the questions I have right now.” He closed his notebook. “I know the chateau has nightly activities. If you attend them, please go in pairs, and use common sense. No one goes anywhere alone.” 

A shiver of apprehension ran down my spine.

“Don’t worry, Sheriff Morgan,” Ophelia said as she turned to me. “We won’t.” 

I nodded my head in promise. 

We saw the sheriff to the door then went back to the great room. Everyone else was still downstairs in their bedrooms, so the house was eerily silent. Ophelia and I walked over to the large picture window and watched as skiers made their way down the bunny slope, losing sight of the ones that chose not to turn around and go back down the mountain again…instead, they elected to whiz past the condo toward the chateau. 

“It’s still early,” Ophelia said softly. “Do you want to go skiing? I’m not sure anything in town will be open. Not only is it Sunday, but it’s Christmas.” 

“Sure. Bunny slope, right?” 

Ophelia laughed. “Right.” 

We ambled downstairs to change into more appropriate attire. Our footsteps must have alerted the others, because the bedroom doors opened and everyone filed out and waited for us. 

“Is the sheriff gone?” Chloe asked. 

“Yes,” I said. “He said if we go anywhere, we are to go in pairs. No one goes somewhere alone.” 

Helen’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes as big as saucers. 

“What did you all tell the sheriff when he asked for your alibis during yesterday afternoon?” Margot demanded. 

“The truth,” Ophelia retorted. “How about you?” 

Margot sniffed. “Of course we told the truth. We told him that Chloe and I were on the mountain skiing the whole time yesterday afternoon. There’s no way we could have tampered with the chimney.”

 I frowned at Margot’s obvious lie. I could feel Ophelia’s gaze on me, so I turned to her. She gave me a slight shake of her head. I could tell she didn’t want me to contradict what Margot had just said. 

“And I told the sheriff that after I dropped Helen off,” Bitsie said, “I went back into town. Luckily I did buy something, so I showed him a receipt that had the timestamp on it.” 

“What time was it?” I asked. 

“Around three-fifty.” 

That’s nearly a two-hour gap from the time you dropped Helen off until you bought something.

Helen cleared her throat before speaking. “And I told the sheriff that I came inside the condo after Bitsie dropped me off.” 

And yet I never heard you. Of course, I was drifting in and out, but still.

“What about you two?” Margot demanded. “Where were you?” 

“I was skiing the mountain,” Ophelia said. “Don’t you remember seeing me?”

Margot paled and her eyes darted to Chloe’s. “Of course we remember seeing you. We were on the mountain pretty much the whole time.” 

Liar, liar! You told Sheriff Morgan you never saw Ophelia.

“And what about you?” Chloe said looking at me. 

“Me? After my ski lesson with Andrew, I skied the bunny slope awhile. Then I went into the chateau and grabbed a sandwich before heading to the condo. I think I got to the condo around one-thirty.” 

“Oh,” Helen said. “So you probably heard me come in a few minutes later?”

Was that fear or hope I heard in her voice? I couldn’t tell.

“So really,” Margot sniffed, “any one of you had ample time to put the ice axes in the chimney.” 

“Yes,” I said, glaring at her, “I suppose you did have plenty of time, Margot.” 

Margot and Chloe let out identical gasps. Had the situation not been so serious, it would have been funny. 

“How dare you accuse me of this!” Margot shouted indignantly. 

Helen held up her hand. “Let’s not fight. I think we’re jumping to conclusions. Never once did Sheriff Morgan say to me that we were all suspects.” 

Well, he more than hinted that very thing to me.

“Holly and I are going skiing right now,” Ophelia said. “Were you all planning on going to tonight’s event?”

Bitsie and Helen looked at each other and then nodded their heads.

“Well?” Ophelia asked Margot. “Are you and Chloe going?”

“Yes,” Margot all but spat. 

Helen twisted her hands in front of her. “We should probably do what Sheriff Morgan said and all stay together.” 

“Fine,” Margot relented. “How about we meet upstairs around six?” 

We all parted ways and Ophelia and I went into our bedroom. I gathered up my notebook and flipped to the suspects and motive chart. “There are some outright lies, and some huge holes in everyone’s story.” 

Ophelia nodded. “I know.”

“For starters, Margot and Chloe were not on the mountain the whole time skiing.”

“I know. We need to find out where they were. Even Chloe lost track of Margot at some point in the afternoon.”

I pursed my lips and saw nothing but huge holes in everyone’s timeline. Finding a way to fill in the gaps was going to take quite a while. “Also, Bitsie told us she skis, yet she told the Sheriff she didn’t.”

“That’s true,” Ophelia said. 

“So she should probably know what an ice axe is.”

“True again. But she’d never met Andrew before. It makes more sense for his murderer to be someone he knew.”

“You mean either Margot or Chloe?” 

Ophelia nodded. “Yes. Or Clive.” 

I smacked myself in the forehead. “Of course! I’m the one that keeps mentioning him. I need to put him on the list and see what’s going on between him and Margot.” 

“We’ll feel out Clive tonight at the party,” Ophelia said. “Just remember, we need to be very careful from here on out. Now, put that notebook away and let’s hit the slopes.”

 

***

 

“Let’s cut through the back path tonight,” Helen said as the six of us walked out of the condo’s front door. “I love looking at all the decorations and lights.” 

“Me, too,” I said. 

We crossed in front of the condo then made an immediate left at the end of the house. The three-foot American Holly hedges lining our condo and the condo next door were covered in freshly-fallen snow and Christmas lights. The air was crisp and cool. 

At the back of the condo we paused and kicked off the snow that covered our boots. To the left was the bunny slope, now dark and quiet. A life-sized, white Santa sleigh with two reindeer covered in Christmas lights sat next to the first of many old-fashioned light poles that lined both sides of the wide pathway that would lead to the chateau. We took a right and stepped onto the snow-packed path. Christmas music was softly playing through the outdoor speakers. Ophelia wound her arm through mine and hummed along with the music. 

Even though the last forty-eight hours had been harrowing, I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else than right there in that moment with my best friend. This would definitely be a Christmas for the record books. 

“You know that elf guy I gave my digits to?” Ophelia asked.

 “Yes,” I laughed, already knowing where this was heading. 

“He texted me today. We’re gonna try and sneak in some alone time tonight.” 

I shook my head and smiled. “Be careful.” 

Ophelia laid her head on my shoulder. “Always. Merry Christmas, Holly.” 

The thousands of lights that encircled the enormous chateau were shining bright as we made our way up the steps and into the estate. I wasn’t sure if the flutter in my stomach was excitement for tonight’s activities, or anticipation of finding and interrogating Clive. 

“Oh, look,” Ophelia said as she dragged me to a nearby table, separating us from the other girls. “We can make our own adult hot chocolate.” 

A large, silver dispenser and white mugs sat on the left side of the enormous table. The rest of the surface was covered with different liqueurs, marshmallows covered in chocolate and sprinkles, and containers holding candy canes, chocolate chips, and cans of whipped cream.

“I’m going to put peppermint liqueur and crushed candy canes in mine,” Ophelia said as she started filling her mug and working her way down. 

I eyed the table then made up my mind. “I’m going to put butterscotch liqueur and whipped cream in mine.” 

“Yummy.” Ophelia snagged a chocolate-dipped marshmallow and shoved it in her mouth. 

We got our drinks and mingled with the crowd of people packed into the chateau’s front rooms. There was a Karaoke machine set up in a corner where over a dozen people were huddled, listening to the latest crooner. In another corner, Christmas Bingo was jam-packed with participants anxious to yell out they were winners. 

Ophelia gently nudged me. “Look, it’s Clive.”

Clive Wellington was standing behind the check-in counter, slowly surveying the room, smiling at guests. His red sweater hung nicely on his thin frame, and was a striking contrast to his blonde hair and blue eyes.

“Do we dare go now and talk with him?” I asked. 

Ophelia didn’t say anything, just grabbed my hand and pulled me behind her. Clive’s eyes widened slightly when he saw us bearing down on him. He suddenly looked like he’d rather be anywhere else. 

“Clive,” Ophelia said enthusiastically as she set her mug down on the counter, “good to see you. Everything looks lovely.” 

He gave her a tight smile. “Thank you. The chateau does a great job of providing all guests with myriad of choices for activities.” 

Spoken like a true manager.

“Is there anything I can help you with?” he asked. 

“We were looking for Margot,” Ophelia said. “Have you seen her?”

Clive’s nostrils flared. “No. Why would I know where she’s at? I’m sure she’s with Chloe.” 

“I’m sorry,” Ophelia said feigning innocence. “I thought you guys were a couple.” 

“Margot and me? Why would you think that?”

Ophelia leaned in conspiratorially. “Well, Holly here said she saw you and Margot…well, having a rather heated, intimate discussion last night before we went on to perform in the talent show. I just took it to mean you guys were together, and you might know where she was tonight.”   

Clive’s lips thinned. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh, that wasn’t you last night?” I asked. 

Clive looked quickly around the room before he spoke. “Yes, it was me last night. No, we aren’t officially dating.” 

Ophelia crinkled her nose then made a clucking sound with her tongue. “Lovers spat last night?”

“Is there a purpose for your questions?” Clive asked through clenched teeth. 

Ophelia emphatically shook her head, her dark hair moving slightly. “No. Like I said, we were just looking for Margot.” 

“We’re good friends and that is all. Margot has been best friends with my sister for years. Any relationship we have is strictly platonic.” 

Oh, please! 

“Whew! That’s good to know,” Ophelia said as she picked up her mug and turned to leave. “Because I’d hate to think you and Margot were fighting last night over how she’s been throwing herself all over Andrew. And then minutes later Andrew would have the unfortunate luck to be murdered.” 

Ophelia had her back to Clive, so she didn’t see the anger and rage that flashed in his eyes at her words. 

But I did. 

 






CHAPTER 10


 

“Psst, Holly.”

In the dark recesses of my mind, I could feel someone trying to pull me from my sleep. I had a momentary sense of déjà vu. I rolled over, hoping to escape my current mortal enemy. 

“Holly,” Ophelia said exasperatingly. “Get up. It’s almost nine o’clock.” 

I groaned and told myself I couldn’t kill my best friend…especially a day after Christmas. “But I didn’t get to bed until late, remember? After the social last night, you wanted to stay for the late-night dancing. So that put me in bed around midnight. I hate going to bed around midnight.” 

“Geez, you’re always so whiny in the morning. Get up!” 

I didn’t tell her the three Jack Frost cocktails I had while she danced into the wee hours of the night were probably not a good idea. I’d keep that little secret to myself. 

I pulled the covers up higher on my body. “What’s on our agenda for today that we need to be up so early?” 

“I thought we might do a little after-Christmas shopping in town.” 

I opened one eye and peeked at her. “Really?”

“Okay. Maybe I thought we could do shopping and see if anyone remembers seeing Bitsie and Helen in town Saturday afternoon.” 

I sighed. I knew she was right, we needed to get up and go investigate. However, my head wasn’t currently up to the task. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Ophelia said, peering down within an inch of my face. “You don’t look too good.” 

I gave her a shove and sat up. “Nothing. I just need some water. This altitude is killing me.” 

I could tell by the look on her face that she didn’t believe a word I said. “Fine. I’ll go get you some water while you get dressed.” 

“Coffee,” I croaked. 

“Water.” 

I waited until after she’d left to stick my tongue out at her. 

Groaning, I threw the covers off me and started setting out clothes. I then cracked open my door to see if anyone was in the restroom. Coast was clear. I finished my morning routine in fifteen minutes, then scooted back inside my bedroom to get dressed. 

“Water’s on the dresser,” Ophelia said as I closed the bedroom door. 

“Thanks.” 

I took a huge gulp, grateful for the cold, soothing liquid. Even though coffee would have been better. I threw on black skinny jeans with a hideous Christmas sweater complete with dancing Santa and reindeer. I zipped up my boots then stood up with my arms out ready for appraisal. 

“That’s absolutely hideous,” Ophelia said. 

I smiled. “It’ll help me blend in. I look all sweet and Christmas-like. No one will think twice about answering our questions.” 

Ophelia gave me a wry look. “If you say so.” 

We grabbed our purses then headed upstairs. Helen and Bitsie were in the kitchen making breakfast. 

“Hey, you two,” Helen called. “Do you guys want some breakfast?” 

“No thanks,” Ophelia said. “Holly and I are going to go into town and see what Christmas sales are going on. We’ll grab some coffee and a snack at a café.”

“Have fun,” Bitsie said as we walked out the door.

The ride to Winterdale was short, and a few minutes later we were slowly creeping along the two-lane road straight through town. According to the sign, Winterdale boasted over twenty-five thousand people. We passed day spas, high-end boutiques, tourist shops, coffee shops, bars, and countless other merchants flooding the downtown portion of the town. Overall, Winterdale definitely had a young vibe to it thanks to the local university. 

“It’s not like this is Kansas City,” I whined to Ophelia as visions of me still sleeping permeated my brain. “No one is going to be fighting for after-Christmas sales.”

“I wish I knew what stores Bitsie and Helen had gone into,” Ophelia said, ignoring my remark and pulling into an empty space on the square.

Our first stop was a high-end boutique that sold trendy clothes we could never afford on a teacher’s salary. We made small talk with the girl behind the counter as we rummaged through locally made jewelry. 

“We’ve enjoyed our stay here at the Chateau and Ski Resort,” Ophelia said as she dug in her purse and took out her cell phone. “Despite the tragedy that happened, we’ve made new friends.” 

“I heard about what happened,” the young girl said. “I didn’t know the man who was killed, but it’s still such a tragedy.” 

“Here’s a picture of some of us girls who are staying in a condo,” Ophelia said, handing her the cell phone. “That’s our first night together.” 

The girl took the phone and looked at the picture, smiling at the four of us toasting to a good night. “Looks like you guys had fun.” 

“I think the girls in the photo are from this area,” Ophelia lied. “Do you know them?”

The girl looked closer then shook her head. “I’ve never seen them before.” 

“Well, they said great things about this store,” I said. “You have beautiful pieces.” 

We offered a few more pleasantries then went to the next store—another dead end. In fact, we hit a wall at every store we went into. Either Bitsie and Helen hadn’t left a lasting impression on anyone, or the workers that we spoke to weren’t on duty Saturday afternoon…because no one remembered seeing Bitsie or Helen. 

“I say you make good on the promise of coffee and pastry,” I said, noting the time on my cell phone. “It’s a little after eleven and I haven’t eaten today.” 

Ophelia chuckled. “Fine. Let’s find a coffee shop.”

I scanned the stores on the square, my eyes making instant connection with a coffee shop across the street. I took off at a near sprint, practically tasting the double-shot mocha already.

The tinkling of a bell overhead alerted the lady behind the counter of our presence. A slightly overweight woman with short brown hair greeted us. “Welcome to Katie’s Coffee Shop. I’m Katie. All our Christmas pastries and cookies are on sale today. Take your time and order when you’re ready.” 

I sauntered over to the display case and took in all the goodies. On the sale rack were cranberry scones, candy cane cupcakes, and gingerbread men. You didn’t have to twist my arm. 

“I’ll take a cranberry scone, a gingerbread man, and a large mocha.” 

Ophelia snickered. “Hungry much?” 

I shot her an evil eye. “I’ve been needing this for hours. You’re the one that dragged me out of bed to go shopping.” 

Katie smiled as she started the process for my mocha. “Are you girls staying at the chateau?” 

“Yes,” I said over the hiss of the coffee machine. “We’ve really enjoyed our visit.”

“A shame about that young man dying.” Katie loaded the top of the cup with mounds of delicious whipped cream. “Sprinkles?”

“Goodness yes,” I laughed. I’d never been offered Christmas sprinkles on my mocha before. 

“Did you know him?” Ophelia asked as she pointed to the gingerbread man she wanted. 

“I’m afraid so. I’ve lived in Winterdale for about twenty-seven years now. Hard not to know everyone.” 

Ophelia perked up at that response and dug out her cell phone once again. “Holly and I are staying in the condos at the resort, and we’ve had such a great time. Here’s a picture of our first night together.” 

I noticed she didn’t mention Bitsie or Helen being in the photo. 

Katie took the cell phone and frowned. I took this for a good sign.

“You might recognize the other girls in the photo. They’re at the condo, too. I think they came in town on Saturday and went shopping. They’re both from Colorado Springs.” 

“Colorado Springs, you say?” Katie continued staring at the picture. 

“Yes,” I said. “One of them is from Wyoming, and the other was born and raised in Colorado Springs.” 

“Oh,” Katie said as she handed the phone back to Ophelia. “That’s so strange. I waited on them both Saturday, and I swear I knew one of those girls. But I guess not.” 

My heart skipped at her words. She thought she knew one of them…but that made no sense. Bitsie and Helen had both claimed this was their first time in Winterdale. 

“Which one?” Ophelia asked. 

“This one,” the woman said pointing. “Only she looks different. When she used to live here and attend the university, she was a lot heavier and her hair looked nothing like that.”

 

 

  






CHAPTER 11


 

“This is so not good!” I exclaimed for the third time on our way back to the resort. I couldn’t help it. My mind was having a hard time putting the pieces together. 

“Obviously Helen has been lying to us the whole time,” Ophelia said as she pulled onto the blacktop highway that would take us to the resort. 

“I’ve always said something weird was going on with those three girls. I think Helen is the girl that Margot and Chloe were making fun of the first night we arrived. Which leads me to believe that maybe Helen is here for more than a little Christmas skiing.” 

“But murder?” Ophelia asked. “I have a hard time picturing that. She seems so meek.”

I scoffed. “That could just be a ruse. I’m thinking she somehow found out Andrew was back and she decided to make her move.” 

Ophelia shrugged. “I suppose that could be true. I don’t think we can believe anything Helen has told us so far.”

“Exactly. Do we really think she was sitting in the condo, alone, for over two hours Saturday afternoon? I don’t think so.”

“Simmer down there, Sherlock. Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet.” 

I scowled at Ophelia and then pointed to a parking space mid-way between the chateau and our condo. “Park here. I want to go inside and double check on tonight’s activity time. It’s the white elephant gift exchange.” I turned to Ophelia and grinned. “You know how much I love white elephant exchanges.” 

Ophelia parked and we hurried into the chateau and found the activities table. Cocktails started at five, and the white elephant gift exchange started at six. 

“Perfect,” I said. “I say we go back to the condo, grab some lunch, and clear our minds by doing some skiing.” 

“And then sometime before we leave tonight we talk with Helen. We need to know what’s going on.”

I stopped suddenly and pointed to an empty computer that was set up for guests. The sign on the wall above the computer said that since the chateau was nestled back in the mountains and cell service could be spotty, guests were more than welcome to use the computer.

“I say we do some stalking of our own.” I dragged Ophelia over to the computer and signed on under my name to a well-known social media site. “Let’s look up Margot and Chloe first.”

I typed in Margot’s name and was shocked to see there was very little activity on her wall.

“That’s weird,” I said. “They talk nonstop about posting pictures, yet I don’t really see anything on here.”

“I think they use the mobile version of this social media,” Ophelia said. “I heard them referring to the name.” She pulled out her phone and hit the app. She then typed in Margot Martin and the screen filled with dozens of pictures. Ophelia scrolled down even further, and the dozens became hundreds. “Holy cow, these girls are all about posting pictures of themselves together.” 

“There’s one with a video sign on the picture. Looks pretty recent. Push it and let’s see what’s going on.” 

The cell service was so slow it took a few seconds to load, but eventually Margot and Chloe filled the screen. Both girls were obviously clubbing, the gyrating bodies and strobe lights a huge clue. Margot’s excited voice told everyone they were going to be in Winterdale next week and they’d be posting pictures and videos for their fans.

“Is it weird they have fans?” I asked. “I mean, they don’t really seem to have day jobs. They’ve never mentioned what they do in Denver.” 

Ophelia laughed. “That’s how these people are. They think everyone hangs on to their every word. When you add in the mix all the crazy social medias out in the world, people have a tendency to become very narcissistic.”

“How many followers do they have?” I asked as I turned back to the computer to pull up Helen’s name.

“Pretty much the same number. Margot has about three thousand and Chloe just under that.” 

“What!” I exclaimed. “That’s ridiculous! There’s no way they can know all those people!” 

Ophelia laughed. “You can be so naïve sometimes.” 

“No wonder they think they are important people, they have thousands of followers.” I turned back to the computer and silently perused Helen’s wall. Compared to Margot and Chloe, Helen’s wall was pretty tame. “Lots of pictures of books and of the library.” I clicked on the photos. “No photos of her when she was overweight. No pictures of her alma mater. That’s interesting.” 

“What about Bitsie? What’s her wall look like?” 

I searched for Bitsie Carpenter and found she had her page blocked. 

“Wonder why all the privacy?” Ophelia asked. “I mean, I have privacy on who can see my friends and what can be posted on my wall for non-friends to see, but Bitsie pretty much has a complete block.” 

I bit my lip in concentration. “What about searching them on the Web?” I asked. “Think I should try that route?” 

Ophelia shrugged. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. Let’s look up Helen since we know she’s lied and that she actually did attend the university here in Winterdale.” 

I logged out of the social media site and pulled up a search engine online. I typed in Helen Beckett and then hit return. The screen quickly filled with links. I scanned the numerous links and saw the first three were different social media links where she could be found. Another link had her name and the Colorado Springs library, while another was for a Helen Beckett that was a lawyer and had nothing whatsoever to do with her. 

“There doesn’t seem to be anything juicy here,” I said, unable to keep the disappointment out of my voice. I wasn’t sure what I’d find, but I thought maybe something good would stand out. Like maybe an arrest record that had her labeled a crazy stalker.

I typed in both Margot and Chloe’s names, and just like with Helen’s there wasn’t anything juicy that stood out. Margot and Chloe were both obvious socialites, but that didn’t make them crazed killers. At least, I had to tell myself that. 

Ophelia whistled when I clicked on one link to read the article. “Wow, looks like Margot and Chloe both come from wealthy, affluent families in Denver. This article has Margot’s family donating money to build another wing on a hospital. That’s pretty major.” 

I didn’t say anything, just clicked out of the article. Scanning the list of links, most were of the girls’ immediate family and the many contributions they made to Denver. 

“Makes more sense as to why they feel they are mini celebrities,” Ophelia said begrudgingly. “I guess in some ways they are. I mean, I can’t really see what they contribute themselves, but their families are obviously very community oriented.”

“Let’s check out Bitsie,” I said. 

Ophelia chuckled. “I don’t think her real name is Bitsie, so I’m not sure what exactly you’ll find.” 

I frowned. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard her called by her real name.” I turned in my seat to face Ophelia. “What do you think Bitsie stands for?” 

Ophelia shrugged. “Could be anything. Heck, it could be a nickname because of her size. She’s not exactly a giant of a woman. Maybe when she was younger she was itty bitty and her family called her Bitsie for her size.”

I let out a disgusted breath. “We’re gonna need to find out her real name.” 

Ophelia chuckled. “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” 

“I am. I don’t like the thought of sleeping next to a killer.” 

Ophelia turned serious. “Well, there is that.” 

“I’ll try and look up different versions of Bitsie tonight while you’re out flirting with men.” 

Ophelia got up from her chair. “There’s only one elf for me right now. And you have to admit, he’s a hunk of a man.” 

I laughed. “He is that. So while you’re flirting with your elf at the party tonight, I’ll do some more research while I’m sitting alone by the fireplace watching all the couples dancing and having a great time.”

I meant it to be a joke, but it came out harsh. Obviously my jealously was rearing its ugly head.

Ophelia frowned and hooked her arms through mine. “Do you want me to stay with you tonight? We’re only here for another day. I can blow the little elf off and be with you tonight.” 

“No! Go and have fun with him. Don’t worry about me. I was really just teasing. You know I enjoy people watching. I’ll have a couple drinks, sit by the fireplace, and watch the other couples and be completely happy.” 

“Okay,” Ophelia grinned mischievously at me. “You don’t have to twist my arm too much.”   

 We strolled through the chateau, ready to head back to the condo when Ophelia and I spotted Clive standing by the fireplace talking with guests. 

“Now that we have a timeline to work with, I want to ask Clive where he was Saturday afternoon,” I said. 

Ophelia stifled a groan. “You really aren’t going to let this go until you solve this case, are you?”

“Just a couple quick questions, I promise.”

“Sure, it’s not like we have anything else do to.” 

“C’mon.” I dragged her over to stand next to Clive. 

I waited impatiently for him to finish speaking with the guests before bombarding him. “Can I ask you a couple questions?” 

Clive looked down his nose at me. “What now?” 

I was undeterred. In fact, now that I knew a little bit more about his background, I kinda understood the haughtiness he exuded. Not that I was excusing his behavior, just that I understood where it came from. “I know you told Sheriff Morgan you were working Saturday, but what time did you report to work?”

Clive frowned. “This is your business, how?” 

“It’s really for me,” Ophelia said quickly. “I just want to make sure I had my own timeline right that I told Sheriff Morgan. I didn’t have a watch on me, so when I asked Margot what time she came in off the mountain to find you and talk with you, she said she thought it was around two.” I tried to control my face so Clive wouldn’t know that Ophelia had just told a bald-face lie. “Would that seem about right?”

“Margot said she was with me most of the afternoon?” Clive asked confused.

“Wasn’t she?” I asked, realizing the direction Ophelia was going with the line of questioning.

“Well, yes. I guess. I just can’t get caught fraternizing with guests is all.” 

Was this a lie or the truth?

“But your sister was with you the whole time, right?” I asked for clarification. 

Clive frowned. I could see the wheels turning in his head. If he said no, she wasn’t with him and Margot, then Chloe would have no alibi. If he said yes, then he ran the risk of contradicting anything Margot and Chloe may have told the sheriff.

“I’m not quite sure,” Clive finally said. 

“Thanks,” Ophelia said and gave him a winning smile. “That little bit of information helps me with my timeline.” 

“How?” he asked. 

“Um…” Ophelia faltered. 

“I love white elephant gift exchanges,” I gushed to Clive. “Whose idea was it to do one?”

Clive beamed at me. “Mine. Of course, I’d deny it until my last days, but I love them, too.” 

We made more small talk with Clive, steering him further and further away from anything related to the murder. A few minutes later we excused ourselves and headed for the condo. 

“Let’s walk back,” I said. “I love going the back way and looking at all the ornaments and snow.” 

“What about my car?”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s fine where it is.”

The air was crisp and clean as we strolled leisurely along the path that ran behind the condos and next to the skiers coming off the mountain. We greeted other guests as we passed. 

I took in a deep breath, letting the clean air fill my lungs. “Why did you ask Clive those questions?”

Ophelia winked at me. “I was just looking to shake the tree a little…see what falls out.” 

“I’m thinking after what we found out today, that Helen is looking pretty guilty. Does it really matter if Clive was with Margot and Chloe all afternoon?”

Ophelia didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “I say we just confront Helen and ask. It may not even be her.” 

We came to the end of the walkway and turned left to go down the side of our condo. I ran my hand over the American Holly bushes, knocking off snow as I moved. The silence was periodically broken by the sound of skiers coming down off the slopes behind us. 

A cold voice stopped us both in our tracks. 

“Did you think I wouldn’t do a background check?” 

I immediately recognized Sheriff Morgan’s hard voice. I put my hand on Ophelia’s arm to halt her movements. We leaned back into the bushes to hide the best we could, but still be able to hear what was going on. I had to wonder if he wasn’t speaking to Helen. Maybe Sheriff Morgan already knew Helen had lived in Winterdale years ago. 

“I didn’t know a good way to tell you without making me look guilty.”

“It’s Bitsie!” I mouthed to Ophelia. 

“My finding out this way,” the sheriff said, “makes it even worse for you.” 

“Can I at least explain?”

“Explain what? I have one Elizabeth Carpenter, alias Bitsie Carpenter, age twenty-two at the time of the offense, arrested for drunk and disorderly plus assault and battery in Laramie, Wyoming. Victim’s name was Vivian Struthers.” 

“But I was defending my friend at the time,” Bitsie said. “And it happened over fifteen years ago. The charges were dropped and I ended up doing three years of probation.”

“What I see is a woman who lied about her violent past during a murder investigation.” 

“It’s not like that!” Bitsie cried. “Plus, I didn’t even know the guy!” 

“I’ve also been informed by witnesses that you actually do know how to ski.”

 “Who told you that?” Bitsie demanded.

“Which also leads me to believe that you’d know what ice axes are and what they are used for.” 

“I mean, I know how to ski, kind of. But that’s not why Helen and I came here. We came for the activities and to socialize and to shop. We didn’t really care all that much about skiing.”

“Again, Ms. Carpenter, withholding evidence in a murder investigation…not good. You and Helen will be required to remain here at the resort until this murder is solved.”

“But we have to be back at work on Thursday!” I could hear the tears in Bitsie’s voice. 

“You’ll be back to work when I say you can leave.” 

Ophelia and I sucked in a breath as Sheriff Morgan turned on his heel and retreated to his sheriff’s vehicle. I pressed my back further into the hedges, not wanting to be seen. A few seconds later, I heard the slamming of the front door. 

“Omigod!” I said. “Did you hear that? Bitsie was arrested at twenty-two for a bunch of violent crimes!”

Ophelia scoffed. “First off, she was basically a kid. She was only twenty-two, still in college. Second, it was probably like a bar fight or something. And let me just make a full confession here…‘there but for the grace of God go I.’ You know that about me. I was a fighter all through high school and college until I got my life under control. And third, she was obviously sticking up for her friend.”

I looked hard at Ophelia. Truth was, Bitsie and Ophelia were a lot alike. Both were the more dominant friend, both were fighters, and both were intent on overcoming their past.

I sighed. “I understand. Just because she may have gotten into a few altercations with the law doesn’t mean she’s bad.” 

Ophelia laughed. “That’s right. It also means she didn’t have an uncle who was a cop.” 

I laughed along with Ophelia. I knew Ophelia had been a bit of a wildcat in her younger years. She’s never told me everything, just bits and pieces. 

“It’s not to say we aren’t going to take what we just heard into account when we update your notebook tonight,” Ophelia went on. “I just think if we weigh what’s more relevant, the fact Helen may have actually lived here and knew the victim at one point is pretty damaging.” 

“Agreed.”

We stood on the front doorstep and knocked the snow off our boots before going inside the condo. I could hear Christmas music coming from the great room and I hummed along softly. Bitsie, Helen, Margot, and Chloe were all staring at each other wearily as they huddled around the counter in the kitchen. 

“Where have you been?” Margot demanded. “Sheriff Morgan was just here.” 

“Was he looking for us?” Ophelia asked mildly.

“No, he was looking for me,” Bitsie said. 

“And me,” Helen’s eyes filled with tears. 

“He confronted you about your past?” I asked.

Helen’s mouth fell open and tears spilled from her eyes. “You know? How?”

“Know what?” Chloe asked. 

Bitsie placed her hand over Helen’s and nodded encouragingly at her. 

Helen turned to Margot and Chloe. “I never told you two my last name. It’s Beckett. My name is Helen Beckett.”

 






CHAPTER 12


 

“Is that supposed to mean something?” Margot asked. “What are you, a celebrity of some sort?”

Chloe squealed. “Are you on a reality show? Could you get us on?” 

I rolled my eyes at Ophelia. 

“My name is Helen Beckett, and I attended Winterdale University.” Helen eyes were blazing as she looked at Margot and Chloe. When the girls still looked blank she said, “You know, the Helen you made fun of the first night. The Helen you said was such a loser.” 

Margot and Chloe’s mouths fell open and their eyes widened. 

“No way!”

“Impossible!”

“This just can’t be!”

The girls went on for a few more seconds with their incredulity. My heart ached for the humiliation Helen must have felt. 

“It’s true,” Helen murmured. “And Sheriff Morgan found out and came to confront me.” Helen suddenly turned to me. “How did you know?”

“It was actually just an accident,” I said, hoping I could do a quick cover up. Ophelia and I didn’t want the others to know we were looking into their background and motives. “Ophelia and I went to Katie’s Café this morning, and we got to talking about the resort and how much fun we are having—outside of the murder, of course. Ophelia showed her the picture the four of us took our first night, and the lady working thought she recognized you both the day you and Bitsie came in and again when I showed her the picture. But she said you’d changed drastically.” 

Helen’s laugh was hollow. “If by drastically you mean I’ve lost about one hundred pounds, changed my hair color and style, and pretty much changed everything about my old life, then yes. I’ve changed drastically.” 

Margot sucked in a breath. “If you were that pathetic girl who used to stalk us on campus, then that means you knew Andrew! You knew who he was the whole time!”

“Did you kill him?” Chloe asked, clutching her throat with her hand. 

“Of course not!” Helen emphatically denied. 

What’s the truth…what’s a lie?

“Why did the sheriff talk with you?” Margot demanded as she glared at Bitsie. “Are you from here, too?”

Bitsie shook her head. “No. But fifteen years ago when I was in college in Wyoming, I got into a little trouble. A bar fight actually. The girl I beat up was making fun of my friend. I was arrested, but the charges were later dropped to probation.” 

Margot backed up, dragging Chloe with her. “I don’t feel safe with any of you in the house. You all could be cold-blooded killers for all I know.” 

Chloe let out a little squeak. 

Margot turned to Chloe. “I’m meeting your brother for drinks at the chateau around four-thirty. I’m going to demand he put us in another condo.”  

“You might want to think twice before you start casting stone and pointing fingers,” Ophelia said menacingly. “I know for a fact you two were not on the mountain skiing the whole time Saturday afternoon. You two were in the chateau and had access to not only the murder weapon, but you knew Andrew personally.” 

It happened so fast, I hardly had time to react. I saw Margot raise her hand in the air, so I jumped between her and Ophelia. Dumb move. The slap reverberated in my head and heat flared in my cheek. All I could think was I was glad Margot fought like a sissy and only slapped me instead of hitting me with a closed fist. 

I heard the collective gasp around me. Afraid Ophelia was going to lose her mind over this sudden attack, I told myself to suck it up. The pain would eventually dissipate. 

“Don’t do anything rash.” I placed my arms around Ophelia and held her back. “If anything, this shows which person here has violent tendencies. Which one of us might strike out at someone if things don’t go their way.” 

Margot paled. “This isn’t over.”

I snorted. “Actually, it is. Go run and tattle to Clive.”  

The two girls practically sprinted down the stairs, leaving the four of us alone. 

“Are you all right?” Helen asked. 

I moved my jaw back and forth. “Yeah. She actually has a pretty solid hit.” 

Ophelia chuckled. “Only an elementary teacher would use the word tattle in a fight.” 

I laughed at her joke. 

“Helen,” I said, “are you okay? 

Helen nodded. “I want you to know why I’m here. Bitsie thought it would be good for me to come and confront my past. I used to talk nonstop to Bitsie about how difficult my life used to be. How hard it is to overcome painful memories. Going to elementary school and high school overweight was hard. I was teased a lot. I never went to dances. But I thought when I got in to college, things would change. I’d be judged differently. I mean, I’m a smart girl. I thought my brains and personality would make it so people overlooked my outside. Isn’t that what people always say? That as they get older they learn to judge people on what’s inside instead of what’s outside?”

I nodded. “Of course.”

Helen laughed bitterly. “Well, it’s a lie. No matter how old a person gets, they still judge you on what’s outside. I learned that the hard way in college. Margot is right. I wanted so badly to finally be accepted by people my own age, that I’m sure I came across as pathetic, along with what I looked like on the outside.” 

I felt a sudden pain in my heart for the years of torment Helen had undergone. 

“I did my time in Winterdale, graduated with a degree in library science, and moved back to Colorado Springs to work for the city library. Over time, I was able to shed the pounds but not the image and memories of who I was and who I still think I am.” Helen wiped a tear from her eye and smiled adoringly at Bitsie. “It was at the library that I met Bitsie. And she has helped me overcome and confront my past.” 

“When I got hired on at the library last October,” Bitsie added, “I knew Helen as she is now. I had no idea of her past. She was painfully shy, but I didn’t attribute it to anything. We became friends and eventually Helen opened up to me about her past. I thought if she just came here and saw these people no longer had a hold on her, she could move forward with her life.”

“That’s why I lied,” Helen said. “There was nothing nefarious about my secret.” 

I reached over and gave Helen a hug. “I’m glad you were able to come confront your past. Now when you go back to Colorado Springs, you can do it with your head held high.”

“Do you guys want some lunch?” Bitsie asked.

“Actually,” Ophelia said, “I think if Holly feels up to it, we’re gonna hit the slopes for a while. We should be back around five.” 

I nodded. “I feel fine.” A small lie, but I didn’t want to rock the boat. 

Ophelia turned to Bitsie and Helen. “Will you two be okay here with Margot and Chloe until we get back?” 

 “Yes,” Bitsie said. “We’ll probably grab a bite to eat and then lay down. It’s been quite a harrowing afternoon.” 

“The white elephant gift exchange is tonight,” I said. “Do you guys want to walk over around five-thirty and participate?” 

“Sure,” Helen said excitedly. “We’ll see you at five-thirty.”

 

***

 

“Are you okay?” Ophelia laughed as she reached down and helped me up. 

“Yes.” I tried to straighten out my skis and still stay upright. It didn’t happen. I landed with a splat and twinge in my hip. “I swear, I’ll never get the hang of this!” 

Ophelia helped me up again. “You’re actually doing fine.” She took off one of her gloves, unzipped a pocket in her parka, and took out her phone to check the time. “It’s about four-thirty. I say we do one more quick run down the bunny slope here. We can be back in our room by five and ready to go by five-thirty. Sound good?” 

“Sounds painful,” I joked. 

I carefully shuffled back to the lift that would take us up the small hill again. I didn’t say anything until I was firmly planted in the seat. 

“Are you closing in on a suspect?” I asked. 

Ophelia frowned but didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “I hate to say it, but I can’t get Helen’s deception out of my mind. Even after she explained it, I still feel there’s something more there.” 

“At least Sheriff Morgan knows. I bet he’ll make an arrest soon.” I looked down at the skiers weaving back and forth across the hill. “I’m really scared. Like terrified. The thought of walking to the chateau tonight with Helen and Bitsie scares me. The thought of staying in the condo with them—especially if Margot and Chloe really do leave—terrifies me.” 

“Do you want to see if Clive can get us a different room, too?” 

I was saved from answering as I focused on getting out of the ski lift without falling on my face. Once that feat was accomplished, I focused on turning and heading back down the mountain. This was so not my idea of a good time. 

“Well?” Ophelia prompted when I finally had my body lined up and ready to head down the slope again. 

“Let’s see how tonight goes,” I said. “If I still feel creeped out at the mixer, then I say we find Clive and talk with him.” 

 

 

 






CHAPTER 13


 

“I love that dress,” I said enviously as I finished putting on my earrings. “The color is amazing.”

“This old thing?” Ophelia laughed as she smoothed down the body-hugging, midnight blue sweater dress that stopped an inch above her knee. “It’s the first time I’ve gotten to wear it since I bought it.” She buckled the thick, brown belt around her waist then bent down to zip up brown boots. Standing, she spread out her arms. “Well, what do you think?”

I looked down at my long-sleeved burgundy maxi dress. “I think I feel drab next to you.”

Ophelia laughed. “Stop it. You look beautiful.” 

I turned back to the full-length mirror to examine myself. While the maxi dress with kitsch Christmas jewelry was way more my style, a part of me couldn’t help but be envious of Ophelia’s confident, sexy style.  

I looked at her and grinned. “It does warm my heart to know that for about five minutes each way, you’ll probably freeze your tush off.” 

Ophelia threw her dark head back and laughed. “Get your shoes on and let’s go. It’s almost five-thirty.” 

I slipped on a pair of black flats and grabbed the paper-towel wrapped present I was offering tonight. Twisting the lock on the door, I followed Ophelia out of our bedroom. At the same time, Bitsie and Helen’s door opened. 

“Psst,” Bitsie whispered, her head poking out the door. 

We walked over to her and she opened the bedroom door a little further to reveal Helen sleeping in bed. “After you guys left to go skiing, Helen and I talked more about what had happened and her feelings on coming back here to Winterdale.” Bitsie glanced over her shoulder at Helen’s sleeping form. “Let’s just say Helen did a lot of crying and a little bit of drinking, and fell asleep around four. I promised her I’d wake her around five-forty so she could change her clothes before walking over to the party. We might be a little late, but we’ll be there.” 

“No problem,” Ophelia whispered. “See you there.” 

Helen suddenly stirred, groaned, and pressed her hand to her head. “Is it time to get up?” 

Bitsie smiled. “Yes. Do you want coffee or water?” 

“Water,” Helen croaked before closing her eyes again.

Bitsie, Ophelia, and I chuckled as we walked upstairs. I stopped short when I saw Chloe in the kitchen drinking champagne. She gave us a weak smile. 

“I didn’t know if you guys were still here or had left for the party already.” She took another long drink then poured more champagne in her glass. “I was in the shower when Margot left around four-thirty to have drinks with Clive. I thought I’d have a couple of my own before heading over.” 

“That’s why it’s there,” Bitsie said as she grabbed a glass out of the cabinet and filled it with water. “I’m going to take this down to Helen. We’ll be along shortly.” 

Chloe giggled and took another drink. “I still can’t believe we’ve been living under the same roof as Helen Half-Ton.” 

I frowned at Chloe’s crassness. 

Bitsie’s knuckles turned white as she grasped the glass tightly in her hand. “Helen is my friend. I’ll thank you to remember that.” 

“Oh, I didn’t mean anything bad by it,” Chloe said quickly. 

Come again? How can making fun of someone not be bad?

“You ladies have fun.” Bitsie stalked by us and disappeared down the stairs. 

“Can I walk over with you girls?” Chloe asked as she finished off the last of her champagne. 

At the rate you’re going, you’ll be crawling over.

“Sure,” Ophelia sighed. 

I tried not to laugh at the dejected sound in Ophelia’s voice. 

We shrugged into our coats and took in the frigid night air. I blew out three quick puffs of air with my breath, enjoying the way they floated then disappeared.

“Are we walking the back way?” Ophelia asked. 

“Like you needed to ask.” I said, looping my arms through hers.

The three of us made an immediate left and walked down the dark, narrow path lined with the American Holly hedges. The glow of the twinkling lights in the trees had my heart racing. There was something about the lights that made this time of year extra special. The large sleigh and reindeer decoration was lit up under the glow up the old-fashioned street lamp as we turned right and stepped onto the wide, snow-packed walkway that would lead to the chateau. Soft, angelic Christmas music played over the speakers.  

“Can you slow down?” Chloe whined, her voice breaking the serene peacefulness of the glowing night. “It’s hard to walk so fast in these shoes.” 

I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling her it was winter and she needed to wear more sensible shoes. Mainly because I knew Ophelia would tease me for sounding like a teacher. 

There were a few other guests walking the trail, as well as others weaving in and out of the lawn decorations taking pictures. 

“Let’s take pictures over there next to that giant snowman.” I pulled Ophelia off the lighted walkway. 

“Seriously, Holly?” 

I grinned at her. “Seriously. How often will we get to do this? I want pictures of our magical time.” 

“I’ll see you later,” Chloe said as she continued walking. 

Ophelia and I gingerly made our way over to a five-foot, pre-lit snowman…complete with top hat and goofy grin. Ophelia fished out her cell phone and took a couple pictures of us posing with the snowman. Some serious, some silly. 

It was almost six by the time we finished our impromptu photo session and stood by the white elephant gift exchange table. I could barely contain my excitement. I placed my gift on the table and snagged a ticket with six pre-made numbers stamped at the bottom. 

“Let’s get a drink,” Ophelia suggested. “Then, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go find my elf.” 

I snorted. “Do you even know his name?”

Ophelia grinned. “Why do I need to know his name?”

Shaking my head at her naughty behavior, I let her drag me over to where the mixologist was busy mixing masterpieces.

“I’ll take the Grinch Punch,” Ophelia said to the guy behind the counter.  

“What’s in that?” I asked him.

“Basically two different types of rum, melon liqueur, and blue curacao.”

My mouth dropped. “I think I’ll just have the Cranberry Kir Royale, please.” 

“What’s that have in it?” Ophelia asked me. 

“Champagne, cranberry juice, and crème de cassis.” 

The man handed us our drinks and I took a small sip. 

Divine. 

“I’m off to find my elf,” Ophelia laughed and sauntered off. 

Being alone usually doesn’t bother me. I could spend hours holed up in my apartment reading or binge watching sappy love stories. Being alone doesn’t bother me…unless it’s being alone in a crowd.

I found an empty spot next to the fireplace and did what most people do when they’re alone in a group—I got out my cell phone.

I suddenly remembered I hadn’t had time yet to find out what I could about Bitsie Carpenter and her arrest in college. I pulled up my search engine and typed in Bitsie’s name. I read the first two links I found…nothing interesting. One for a social media page, the other linking her to the Colorado Springs library. I scrolled down a little farther, but nothing stood out. This was all stuff I’d come across earlier today on her social media wall. No arrest or link telling me about her arrest years back. Not that I was surprised, since she ended up getting probation. 

I was about to give up when a link caught my eye. I clicked on the link and my blood ran cold. 

 






CHAPTER 14


 

It was an obituary for Rose Carpenter from Cheyenne, Wyoming. Rose’s only living relative was Bitsie Carpenter, also from Cheyenne, Wyoming. My pulse raced and I looked at the date of death and tried counting back to how old Bitsie would have been when her mother died. 

Maybe seventeen.

I scanned the article again, but it didn’t say how her mom had died. 

I then typed in ‘Rose Carpenter, Cheyenne, Wyoming death.’

I clicked on the first link and read Rose Carpenter was found dead in her house. Fireman determined the cause of death to be carbon monoxide poisoning from the stove in her trailer. The article went on to say that her daughter, Bitsie, had been staying overnight with a friend. An unnamed source told the reporter that Rose Carpenter was known to drink excessively, so it wouldn’t be a surprise to her if Rose had passed out and never knew what happened.   

“Hey, Holly.” I looked up and found Chloe standing in front of me. Her annoyed look barely registered with me. 

“Yes?” I asked shakily.

“Have you seen Margot? She was supposed to meet Clive at four-thirty for drinks, and she never showed up.”

I whimpered. I’m not ashamed to say I honest-to-God whimpered. 

“I swear,” Chloe continued, oblivious of my terror, “if she breaks my brother’s heart, I’m going to rip her own heart out and shove it down her throat.”

“I haven’t seen her,” I whispered. 

“Well, if you do, tell her she better have a darn good excuse as to why she’s not snuggled up next to my brother!”

I watched her flounce away.

I searched my brain until I came up with the name Sheriff Morgan had asked Bitsie about. With trembling fingers, I typed in Vivian Struthers’s name. I’m not sure why, other than I knew I couldn’t ignore the shouts in my head. 

Once again my heart dropped to my stomach.

The first link was for an obituary. Vivian Struthers had died in October of last year. 

October? Isn’t that when Bitsie said she moved to Colorado Springs?

I scrolled down until I found an article that talked about the cause of death.          

Blunt force trauma to the head. The toxicology report showed blood alcohol level at point two five. The death was ruled accidental and no arrest was ever made. The police concluded that Vivian Struthers had been so drunk she’d fallen and hit her head on the edge of her coffee table. Her body wasn’t discovered for two days. 

I glanced at the time on my cell phone. Six-fifteen. 

I scanned the room but didn’t see Bitsie or Helen anywhere among the happy-go-lucky guests. I also didn’t see Margot or Ophelia. I didn’t worry too much about Ophelia…praying she was cuddled up somewhere with her elf. 

Were Bitsie and Helen in on this together? 

I spotted Chloe talking with Clive by the check-in counter and sprinted over to where they were. 

“Call Sheriff Morgan,” I panted. “Now!”

I turned and fled out the chateau, not bothering to answer the questions they threw at me. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to do—I didn’t even have a weapon. I decided to cut through the back, hoping to surprise the two women if they were still in the parking lot in front of the condo. 

My steps faltered when I realized the back walkway was completely deserted. Everyone was already at the party. I wrapped my arms around me, shivering from the cold. I hadn’t taken the time to grab my coat. 

I looked around me and suppressed a shudder. Off the beaten path, in the pitch black, the once jovial lawn ornaments now looked menacing and dangerous. I hummed along to the Christmas music, pretending that everything was normal. A few seconds later I squinted down the path to a figure standing by the sleigh under the light pole. 

I knew that figure. 

“Hey,” I yelled, running as fast as I could in my flats. “What are you doing?” 

The figure slowly turned from what she was doing to stare menacingly at me. Immediately her face brightened when she saw me. 

“Holly,” Bitsie said joyfully.

I opened my mouth to scream…only nothing but tuffs of air came out. 

Margot Martin’s limp body was propped up inside the sleigh, a strand of lighted bulbs wrapped around her neck and up to the top of the light pole.   

 “Look who I found just hanging around.” Bitsie laughed manically at her own crude joke. 

I stumbled backward but still managed to take in the dried, caked-on blood plastered to the side of Margot’s face. 

I glanced around, wondering about Helen. Was she hiding behind one of the trees? Maybe in the bushes next to the condo? What kind of weapons did everyone have?

That last question was answered soon enough when I heard Ophelia screaming my name behind me. I automatically turned to Ophelia, my back to Bitsie. I didn’t realize how stupid a move it was until I was suddenly pulled against the front of Bitsie’s body, a sharp knife under my chin. 

“Back off, Ophelia.” The once calm voice of Bitsie’s was now filled with hysterics as she yelled in my ear. “I don’t want to hurt Holly. But if I have to, I’ll slice her pretty little throat right here.” 

Ophelia came to an abrupt halt about twenty feet from where we were standing next to the sleigh. I still hadn’t seen Helen. 

“Where’s Helen?” I asked. Well, I actually mumbled the question since the knife was pressing into the soft underside of my chin with every movement of my mouth. 

“Helen?” Bitsie snarled in my ear. “I did all this for her! To finally give her closure on her old life. But did she appreciate it? No!”

 My stomach rolled. “Is she dead?” 

I kept my eyes locked on Ophelia’s as Bitsie laid out her confession to me as though I were a priest. “I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Even though Helen’s weak and deserves to die, she really is a good friend.” She paused dramatically. “That’s why I took out her enemies. She’d never be able to do it.” 

“You killed Andrew?” I asked. 

 I stiffened as Bitsie brushed back hair from my face, giving her better access to my neck. “Yes. I was so angry the night he and the girls were poking fun at Helen. He claimed to have had nightmares when he thought about Helen. I just thought he should know what a true nightmare is like.”

I swallowed hard, trying not to cry. “So those ice axes were actually yours?”

“Yes. I knew Helen wouldn’t be able to take going into town Saturday. So when she begged to come back, I drove her here and dumped her off. I then sneaked into the chateau where the chimney prop was and attached the blades. But it’s okay. I didn’t use them very often.” 

Crazy train is leaving the station!

“Then I drove like mad back into town to purchase something in case I needed an alibi.” 

“And Helen never knew any of this?” 

Bitsie scoffed. “Helen didn’t even know Margot and Chloe would be at the resort this week—but I did. I follow those two twits on several different social media outlets. They have thousands of friends. I was just another faceless person. But it was Karma coming to play when we ended up bunking with them. It was as if everything was pointing to this exact moment in time.” 

“How did you kill Margot?”

“By the time Margot was ready to leave, I’d already given Helen a sleeping pill, along with plenty of booze to wash it down with. So she was in bed fast asleep by the time Margot left to go to the chateau. I could hear the shower coming from their room, so I knew Chloe wouldn’t be a problem. I followed Margot to the front door then gave her a good whack on the side of the head a few times. I dragged her outside and stashed her body behind the American Holly hedges outside.” Bitsie let out a small, hysterical giggle. “I have to say, I was almost afraid you guys would trip over her body on your way over to the chateau, but I guess it was too dark for you to see.”

Poor Margot. Left outside to freeze to death.

 “Where’s Helen?” I repeated more forcefully. I felt the tip of the knife poke through my skin and felt the blood trickle out. 

Ophelia screamed and hunched over as though hit in the stomach. I knew how she felt. The only thing that kept me upright and not doubled over was the simple fact the knife would kill me instantly. 

“Put the knife down!”

The voice came from my right-hand side, near the condo. Bitsie whirled me to face the voice, causing the knife to slip. I cried out as pain flooded my body. That cut was gonna hurt later.

Sheriff Morgan had his gun drawn and pointed at Bitsie. 

Too bad my body was shielding her.

 “I don’t think so,” Bitsie snorted. “What you are gonna do, Sheriff Morgan, is step back and let me get to my car. I’ll let Holly go when I’m safe inside my car. Helen and I just want to leave.”

“You won’t get far,” Sheriff Morgan said as he slowly lowered his weapon. “We’ve also found Helen, so she won’t be going with you.” 

Bitsie let out a frustrated scream, cutting me even more. 

Oh, yes…let’s poke the bear, sheriff! 

I saw Ophelia fall to her knees in my peripheral. 

“Why did you kill Vivian Struthers?” I asked quietly. 

Bitsie continued pushing me slowly toward the condo. Was she seriously thinking she could just walk me past Sheriff Morgan with no repercussions? She was obviously out of her mind. 

“Vivian got what she deserved,” Bitsie said. “I waited over a decade before exacting my revenge.” She steered me close to the American Holly bushes. “This way no one would ever make the connection. I followed her for months, mapping her pattern. I knew Friday nights were party nights, so I just simply slipped into her house one night when she was out getting drunk at a bar. By the time she got home, she was too loopy to put up a fight. I was able to easily subdue her. When she woke up, I forced her to drink nearly a whole bottle of whatever I’d brought, then when I knew she’d never be able to fight back, I stood her up near the coffee table and gave her a good shove!” 

I gasped. I knew she’d done it, but hearing her tell the story so calmly was terrifying. “But why? Just because the two of you got into a fight when you were younger?”

“Because of her, I had to pay exorbitant fees to an attorney and the court. I was so far in debt I had to drop out of college for a year to pay off everyone. A year of my life I’ll never get back. She needed to pay for what she’d done.” 

“And your mom?” I asked. We were only a few feet from where Sheriff Morgan was standing. “What did she have to pay for?”

Okay, chatty Cathy…time to shut up before she cuts out your tongue!

“Everything. More like what didn’t she have to pay for! She was a worthless excuse for a mother. Always drunk, could never hold down a job. She was a disgrace! An embarrassment! Kids at school made fun of me. Parents pitied me!” 

Sheriff Morgan turned slightly to let us pass. His eyes darted to the blood now running freely down my neck and into my dress. 

I was so sending Bitsie my dry  cleaning bill after this was said and done. 

“Want to know something funny?” Bitsie asked. 

No!

“Sure,” I said. 

“I decided to become a librarian to honor my first kill. See, I got the idea of carbon monoxide poisoning from a book I read in our town library. Books were always my escape. And then one day, out of the blue, I stumbled upon my salvation.”

Bitsie turned me once again, and this time I was facing the condo, walking backward toward Bitsie’s car. She opened the passenger’s side door and motioned me to get in.

Any time now! Someone make a move!

In the blink of an eye, the back door flew open and Deputy Swanson popped up from the back, scrambled out, gun drawn. 

“Drop the weapon and get down!” 

I didn’t have to be told twice. I leaped head-first into the front of the car. 

From my vantage point, I could only make out the crumbs on the bottom of the car’s floorboard. However, I could hear shouts and screams behind me. A few seconds later, the driver’s side door flew open and I lifted my head to see Ophelia squatting down beside me, crying. 

“I’m thinking we won’t tell our students everything about our vacation!” I quipped before resting my forehead on the floorboard. 

 






CHAPTER 15


 

“I’m proud of you for keeping a calm head,” Sheriff Morgan said. “Most people would have been screaming for someone to do something.” 

“I did all that in my head,” I joked half-heartedly. 

Sheriff Morgan patted me on my back. “Well, you looked calm and collected, which really helped the situation out.” 

I averted my eyes as the EMTs rolled Margot’s dead body past me. Helen was able to be revived long enough for her to admit she believed she’d been drugged by Bitsie and that something may be wrong with Bitsie. 

I had a hard time not laughing hysterically at that understated comment. 

Fortunately, Helen took the easy way out and passed out again as she was being lifted onto a gurney and transported to a local hospital. 

I turned and looked at the back of Sheriff Morgan’s police vehicle. Once Bitsie was finally detained, Deputy Swanson handcuffed her, read her her rights, then shoved her in the back of the vehicle where she remained. I could feel the heated gaze of Bitsie’s hate-filled eyes as she sat glaring at me. Why in the world she was so angry at me, I didn’t know. I wasn’t the one who’d gone insane and went on a killing spree.

“I feel horrible for Chloe,” Ophelia said as she wrapped her arms around my still-shivering body. “She still hasn’t stopped screaming.” 

When Clive and Chloe came running out of the chateau, followed by nearly a hundred guests, and they found Margot’s body in the sleigh…well, let me just say, I’ll probably never get the horror-filled screams that came from Chloe out of my head. Even though I didn’t fully understand Margot and Chloe’s lifestyle of putdowns and shallowness, there was no denying that Chloe loved her friend a lot. 

That kind of anguish and emotion couldn’t be faked.

“Are you girls still leaving in the morning?” Sheriff Morgan asked me. 

I looked at Ophelia and nodded my head. I didn’t even want to stay the night tonight, but I knew it wouldn’t make sense to leave out for Missouri now in the dead of night. 

Someone cleared their throat and we all turned to see Clive Wellington standing behind us. He looked like he’d aged ten years in the last few hours. Not only had his sister lost her best friend, but he’d lost his on-again and off-again girlfriend. “I have a room available for you two ladies if you’d like to pack and move to the chateau. In fact, I can actually give you the room at no charge for another two days if you’d like to stay. Chloe will be joining me in my suite for the evening. There’s no way I’d leave her alone.”

I looked over expectantly at Ophelia. There was nothing I wanted more than to get my stuff and get out of that condo. The fact we could stay two more days free and clear at the chateau was almost more than I could take.

Ophelia smiled at me before turning to Clive. “Thank you, Clive. We’ll get our stuff when we can and take you up on your offer.”

An hour later, Ophelia and I were finishing up the last of our packing. Deputy Swanson had taken Bitsie to the station, the EMTs were all gone, and the forensics team was almost finished processing the scene. Sheriff Morgan said he’d stick around and accompany Ophelia and me to the chateau before heading back to the station. 

“Is it weird to say that even though this was a crazy vacation,” I said as I zipped up my suitcase, “that I really enjoyed it. I mean, I’m sorry Andrew and Margot died, and that Helen lost someone she thought was her best friend…but if you get past that, I honestly loved waking up Christmas morning here, overlooking the mountain.” 

Ophelia plunked her suitcase down on the rollers and grinned. “I totally get it. It was relaxing and peaceful—something teachers rarely get in their lives!” 

I laughed as we trudged up the stairs together, ready to finish our vacation in the exquisite chateau. No doubt about it, Ophelia and I would have plenty of pictures and stories to tell our students when we got back to school after the Christmas vacation. Minus the dead bodies, of course. 
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CHAPTER 1


 

In the gated community of Windswept Snow, Christmas was coming to life. The large estates, which many outside the gates considered out of place for the middle-class area that they were built in, were being decorated by professional designers. Each resident was hoping to outdo their surrounding neighbors; and the Bellington estate was no exception. 

Robert Bellington made his fortune in computers. A computer whiz since the young age of twelve, by age nineteen he was a multi-millionaire in his own right. Bellington Computers was incorporated before his twenty-first birthday. He hired only the best in his field to work at his company. By age thirty, he was a billionaire.

He married his high school sweetheart, Patricia Campbell, after a separation of seven years and had three children; Robert Jr., Vanessa, and Kimberly Ann.  Robert hated the thought of continuing to bring his three children up in Silicon Valley. He instructed his attorneys to find land that he could build Patricia a house of her dreams and where his children could go to a public school and learn the value of hard work. He did not want to hand everything to them like the other valley residents did to their offspring.

After several attempts, his attorneys found an extremely large amount of buildable acreage available in Colorado. Robert liked the area as it was nothing like the technology driven Silicon Valley. He had enough stress at work and wanted a home as far away from the boardroom where he could leave computers behind and enjoy a calm, laid back life. 

There were enough good people working for him that he could fly on his private jet once a week to attend meetings and sign necessary paperwork. If he didn’t feel like leaving his home, he would conference call and take care of business that way. He could run his mega company and still have the semi-retired life he loved. 

It took almost a year to build the mansion that Patricia designed. It had every luxury possible. Twelve bedrooms, sixteen bathrooms, and an enormous, ultra-modern kitchen that had every appliance and doodad that any five-star chef would kill to cook in. 

The main living area was spectacular. A fieldstone fireplace, two stories high, was the showcase piece of the room. Situated in the very center of the space, a polished marble bench with thick cushions encircled the fireplace, with smoked glass panels behind the seats so it gave the illusion that the whole thing was floating in the air. 

A movie theatre, bowling alley, a fully equipped gym, and an enclosed pool with a walk in the water bar were just some of the extras that Patricia demanded to be included in the plans to keep her husband happy while he was at home. A skeet shooting range was put in place on the back end of the property for both father and son.

Three separate garages were built at the rear of the house. The one that housed Robert’s antique cars was octagonal in shape and had floor to ceiling windows so he could look at his cars no matter where he was on the property. The other two were for their fleet of every-day cars. 

An apartment had been built above one of the garages for James Griffin, the chauffeur, so he would be available whenever he was needed. He had been with Robert since before he was married and agreed to move to Colorado with the family.

Miss Lottie had been hired the same time as the chauffeur. She started out as a housekeeper, but quickly became a loved member of the family. Lottie had her own suite in the new mansion, relocating with the family as James did. She oversaw the daily staff that came to work and the everyday functions necessary to make the household run smoothly.

Patricia had taken full charge of the interior design of the house. The rooms were tastefully decorated and with the best of everything. For many months she visited ski lodges around Colorado to get ideas for her own house. Her chosen color palette for the mansion were tans, browns, corals, and turquoises. 

Even though her husband had more money than they could ever spend in ten lifetimes, Patricia’s mind always reverted back to the time when she had nothing and as a result she was never wasteful. Most of her rich friends changed their décor and furniture when they got bored with it. Patricia, on the other hand, found the things she liked and enjoyed and hardly ever changed anything in their home. She may add to things occasionally, but she would never totally redo a whole room out of boredom or just because they had the money to do so.

Their children, on the other hand, spent daddy’s money like it was water. Her son had a job that paid extremely well, but it never seemed to be enough. He and Vanessa, who was still unemployed after graduation and back on an allowance, were always running to their father for more money before the month ended. Kimberly Ann was still on an allowance as she was attending school, but never seemed to run out of money.

As much as she loved creating her family’s own paradise, she was lonely. Patricia missed her two best friends that she left behind in the valley. Even though she married into money, she didn’t become a high society snob. She stayed close to her childhood friends and went into business with many of them by being a silent partner in their ventures. One of those people was Angie Simmons.

 Angie was Patricia’s best friend. Right out of high school she became a cop. Three months into the job, she was shot and almost died. Her outlook on life changed because of the shooting. Her second love was hairdressing. She gave up the badge and went to beauty school. Patricia financially backed her first salon and now, Angie was a hairdresser to the stars with her own chain of salons. 

Angie Simmons never married as she always said she was married to her work. Patricia wouldn’t let anyone else touch her hair. When the Bellingtons first moved to Colorado, Angie would fly out once a month to see her best friend and to do her hair. 

Patricia was always happiest when Angie was visiting. One such visit was when Patricia came up with the idea for Windswept Snows Gated Community. The Bellingtons owned thousands of acres around their mansion. She asked Angie if she would be willing to relocate and run her salons from Bellows, Colorado where Windswept Snows would be established.

A year later, Angie’s mansion became a reality. Six years later, fourteen mansions made-up the gated community of Windswept Snows. Most of the mansions were owned by Robert’s co-workers who wanted to get away from work just as Robert did. 

Shortly after Angie relocated, she opened a new salon in downtown Bellows. Patricia spent most of her daytime hours volunteering as one of the receptionists for the salon. She enjoyed the people of Bellows and became friends with many of them despite where she lived. Angie traveled a lot, so Patricia, being a silent partner in the salon chain became a not so silent partner running the Bellows Salon.

It became a popular spot, catering to not only the celebrities that vacationed in the area, but to the locals who liked to mingle with said celebrities. It was a place that Patricia could be herself and she became very well liked in the community.

As much as she was loved, there were those few who hated her just because of her financial status. No matter how much of a good person she tried to be, unfounded rumors would surface surrounding her and supposed lovers to make her look bad.

Most times she would ignore the things that were said, but other nights she would lay in her husband’s arm’s crying. He knew they weren’t true, just vicious gossip. He would assure Patricia that he knew how much she loved him and that they couldn’t be any happier than they were. Many of those nights, to get his wife to smile, he would remind her of where she chose to work; a beauty salon which was gossip central in downtown Bellows. 

Patricia believed in paying it forward. With Christmas just around the corner, she ran daily raffles at the salon offering prizes of manicures, pedicures, facials, and hair treatments. The books were kept balanced with a weekly check drawn on Patricia’s private checking account to cover the cost of the prizes. 

She was taking time off for the holidays and decided that everyone would be given the same time off. Patricia put a sign in the salon window that it would be closed December fifteenth through January third. She handed each one of her employees Christmas cards that contained three weeks’ pay for the time the salon was closed and a Christmas bonus. 

The night of the fourteenth, she served a catered buffet to her employees at closing and sent them all home with a bottle of expensive champagne to celebrate the holidays. Now, it was time to turn her attention to her own family and their holiday celebrations.

Every year, Patricia took the kids to her mother’s house in San Francisco for three days to celebrate Christmas with her. Robert never went because it was the busy time of year for him to meet with attorneys and financial accountants before the books closed at year’s end. He would stop working for Christmas Eve Day, Christmas Day, and the day after. Then, it was right back to work until New Year’s Eve.

The evening before they left for her mother’s, they joined together to decorate the family tree that stood in the living room. Almost every room in the house had a tree, but this was the one tree that Patricia insisted be decorated together and not done by the hired designers.

Robert and the kids had gone to the far outskirts of the property and cut down a ten-foot tall tree and dragged it back to the mansion. Finding the perfect tree was a tradition that they shared annually. While they were out, Patricia would gather the personal family ornaments, lights, and garland that would go on the tree. Miss Lottie sat in a chair watching the festivities.

“You guys outdid yourselves this year; this is the best tree that we’ve ever had,” Patricia announced, watching the two Roberts string the lights.

“Mom, you say that every year,” Vanessa said, laughing.

“But, this year I mean it,” she insisted. “We did forget something though.”

“And what would that be,” Robert asked from the top of the ladder.

“Candy canes,” she answered. “We forgot to get candy canes.”

“Mom, we’re not little kids anymore. We don’t need candy canes on the tree,” Kimberly Ann stated.

“Every Christmas tree needs candy canes, it finishes the look,” Patricia commented. “Besides, I like to go by and steal one off the tree every now and then to use in my hot chocolate.”  

“Now, the truth comes out,” Robert Jr. snickered.

“I will pick some up tomorrow night when I go to town to do my own Christmas shopping,” Miss Lottie said. 

“Thank you, Lottie. Robert will give you the money to get them. This size tree, we will probably need at least twenty boxes of them,” Patricia said, untangling the silver garland that would go on the tree after the lights.

“Is everyone done with their shopping?” Vanessa asked. “Does anyone need help wrapping their gifts?”

“Oh, you’d love that wouldn’t you? You never can wait until Christmas Day to see what you get,” Robert Jr. said. “You have no patience what-so-ever.”

“I have patience, I just like presents, that’s all,” she answered.

“Vanessa, take this garland to your father while he’s up on the ladder,” Patricia instructed. “It’s not all about the presents, you know.”

“It is to Vanessa,” Robert Jr. said, finishing hanging the last string of lights on the bottom of the tree.

“Maybe it’s true that I like to open Christmas presents, but who spends the most money each month the rest of the year?” she quickly threw back at her brother.

“I have a reputation to keep up,” he replied. “Just because you don’t date, doesn’t mean that the rest of us have to sit home and do nothing.”

“Enough,” Patricia ordered. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Robert Jr. mumbled. “Miss Perfect just gets to me.”

“Mom, really?” Vanessa said, reacting to the name she had been called.

“Enough!” Robert’s voice boomed from the top of the ladder.

Kimberly Ann sat in the corner putting hooks on the ornaments. She had learned long ago never to get involved in her brother and sister’s arguments. She was only home for the holidays and then would return to school. Robert Jr. and Vanessa had already graduated from college and were back home, living in the mansion. 

She loved her mom, but was closest to her dad. She was the baby of the family, an oops you might say. They moved to Bellows when she was only eight. Her sister was already a junior in high school and her brother was in his first year of college. 

Robert had gone into semi-retirement and was around more than he was while the older two were growing up. He went to Kimberly Ann’s field hockey games, school events, and all her performances with the local theater group.

 His youngest daughter was much like the woman he loved, her mother. She didn’t care about money, loved people, and was happiest when she was singing. Kimberly Ann was the light of her father’s life and as a result, she was not very well liked by her siblings.

“Kimberly Ann, how’s school going?” her mom asked.

“It’s going fine. I tried out for the Spring musical right before I came home, but I won’t know if I got in until I go back after the holidays,” she answered quietly.

“What musical are they doing this year?” her dad asked.

“Brigadoon. I tried out for the female lead, Fiona.”

“You’ll get it; you always do,” Vanessa said, nastily.

“Vanessa, why do you have to be like that?” her father asked.

“Like what? I’m just saying she always gets whatever she wants,” his oldest daughter answered.

“I think you all do,” Robert said, frowning. “That might need to change.”

The two oldest children stopped what they were doing and looked up at their father before looking at each other. Vanessa’s jaw tightened and Robert Jr. clenched his fist for a split second.

“Just for once, why can’t we have a pleasant time when we put up our tree?” Patricia asked. “A little bit of family time, that’s all I ask for.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. Help me with this box of ornaments, okay?” Vanessa said, reaching out for her mother’s hand.

Miss Lottie was sitting in the chair just watching. She had seen the children grow up and she knew each one’s distinct personality. She also knew how each one could manipulate their parents to get what they wanted. The discontent of the two older siblings over their father’s statement was noticed by Miss Lottie, but not their mother.

 Robert Jr. was good looking and well-built. He followed in his dad’s footsteps and worked at Bellington Computers, but in the accounting department. His father depended on him to keep the finances in order and run the department with no problems. He was paid well for his position, but never seemed to have any money.

He loved the girls and they loved him, each one hoping to get a ring on their finger and be set for life. Robert Jr. wanted nothing to do with marriage and strung them along to get what he wanted, and then moved on to the next conquest. He played the field and enjoyed the status of being the most eligible bachelor in Colorado two years running. 

Vanessa was a female version of her brother. Her appearance was very important to her and she loved to shop to keep current with the fashion world. She graduated with a marketing degree. A year later she still had no job in her chosen field. She did run a very successful fashion blog and traveled near and far to fashion shows for her blog. She informed her father that she wanted to go back to school for fashion design, but Lottie knew it was just another way to keep receiving an allowance instead of working for herself.

Kimberly Ann was always quiet at home and didn’t have much to do with her brother and sister. She spent a lot of time swimming in the indoor pool and playing piano in the solarium. Her father built her a recording studio so she could follow her passion for music. When she wasn’t at school or a school event, she could be found in one of those three places. Kimberly was down to earth and couldn’t care less about her father’s money. She did enjoy the things afforded to her, but she very rarely asked for extras.

Unlike the other two, Kimberly Ann loved her parents for who they were and not for what they had or could give her. Miss Lottie could see the greed in Robert Jr. and Vanessa’s personalities as much as she could see the goodness in Kimberly Ann’s.

Two hours later, the decorating was done and presents had been brought from their various hiding places to be placed under the tree. Patricia sat on the couch, sipping wine, smiling as she stared at the tree. She had sent the kids to pack so they would be ready to leave at seven in the morning. This was her quiet time as Robert had retired to his study to attend to some work.

Lottie went to bed. Robert had returned and they sat together, holding hands, drinking wine, and talking about Christmas pasts. Robert loved Patricia more than life itself. This year would be their thirty-fifth year together as husband and wife. They had gotten married on Christmas Eve in a small ceremony with only a few close friends attending. 

He had a huge surprise for his lovely bride this year and he couldn’t wait to see her reaction. This gift was the ultimate message of his love. There was only six days left until Christmas Eve and he would give her the gift of a lifetime.

The lights were turned out on the tree and they went to bed.

 






CHAPTER 2


 

At seven o’clock the next morning, James had pulled the limousine out to the front of the house and was waiting for his passengers. Timmer Reese, the butler, was bringing the family luggage to the back of the vehicle. 

“Are you sure you packed enough for three days?” Robert Jr. asked Vanessa, sarcastically. “You might have to go shopping while we are at Grams.”

“Shut up, Robert. Just because you have no fashion sense doesn’t mean I have to look as dumpy as you do,” Vanessa answered, climbing into the limo.

“Just get in the car,” Patricia snapped at her bickering kids. “This is going to be a long ride to the airport.”

Kimberly crawled into the limo and sat on the far end, away from her siblings. Robert came up behind his wife and put his arms around her waist. She turned to face him.

“Are you sure you can’t come with us?” she pleaded.

“You know I can’t. I have to attend to business, so I can relax over Christmas. Besides, I still have your presents to buy and I can’t do it if you’re around to snoop,” he said, smiling. “Say hi to your mom for me.”

He gave her a hug and a kiss and ushered her into the car.

“I’ll see you in three days. Love you,” he said, closing the door and stepping back.

“Would you like some breakfast, sir?” Timmer asked as Robert watched the limo drive away.

“No, thanks. Some coffee in my study would be great though,” he answered.

“Very well, sir,” he answered returning to the house to get the requested coffee.

Robert sat behind his ornate mahogany desk flipping through his rolodex. He had talked to his private jeweler, Thomas Tagnello, the owner of Tagnello Jewelers, six months prior to order his wife’s Christmas presents. He assured Robert he could fulfill his request and have everything together several days before Christmas.

As down to earth as Patricia was, she did love diamonds. She had a good-sized collection of different sizes, cuts, and colors of diamond jewelry that Robert had gifted to her over the years. This year, Robert was going to give her the ultimate diamond set, one that would be nothing like anything else in the world. 

“Thomas,” Robert said into the phone. “Did you get everything that I requested?”

“Yes, sir, and it is stunning. I have never seen another piece come close to its beauty.”

“Well done. Bring all the pieces with you tonight when we meet here at eight o’clock,” Robert instructed. “Patricia and the kids are gone so no one will see the necklace until Christmas day.”

“I will be there precisely at eight. See you then, Mr. Bellington.”

Robert hung up the phone and sat back in his chair. His family was gone and Miss Lottie was going in to town to do her Christmas shopping that evening. It was Timmer’s night off and he usually went to town to play poker with some of his friends, so no one would be around.

“Mr. Bellington,” Miss Lottie called from the door of the study.

“Come in, Lottie,” he said.

“You wanted to see me, sir?”

“You did say you were going Christmas shopping tonight, did you not?”

“Yes, sir, and I will not forget to pick up the candy canes if that’s what you wanted to remind me of,” she said, standing in front of his desk.

“No, that’s not why I wanted to see you,” he replied, reaching into his desk drawer. “I wanted to give you your Christmas bonus.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bellington,” she said, reaching for the envelope.

“You’ve been with this family for a long time and I don’t think we could function without you,” he said, smiling. “We all love you, you know, especially Kimberly Ann.”

“And I love you all, too.”

“Have fun shopping. Do you need James to drive you tonight?”

“No, there is no snow on the roads right now, so I can drive myself, thank you.”

“Fine, I will probably be asleep by the time you get back. I’ll talk to you in the morning,” Robert stated.

“Thank you again, sir,” Miss Lottie said, heading for the door.

She hurried straight to her room to see what her bonus was for this year. Last year, she had received a ten-thousand-dollar bonus. She sat on her bed and started to count the hundred-dollar bills. This year, the envelope contained fifteen thousand dollars. 

“If I can continue at this job until I’m one hundred years old, I’ll be rich just off my bonuses,” she chuckled. “Course, then I’ll be too old to enjoy it.”

She walked to her closet and pulled out an old hatbox that she kept on the floor behind her hanging clothes. She opened the lid and placed the money inside. There had to be over three hundred thousand in her box. Miss Lottie was paid well and didn’t pay rent or have any bills to speak of. A good portion of her pay each week was taken out of the bank in cash and put in the box.

 She spent most of her time off, in her room, knitting or reading. A small kitchen had been built in her suite so she could make her own food and her many cups of tea. She was allowed to take any food from the kitchen that she wanted for her meals. 

The only things she spent extra money on were books, yarn and teas. Robert had built her a wall of book shelves to house her many books, most of which were mysteries. She fancied herself as an armchair detective. Once in a great while, she would splurge and buy a first edition of a book she had been searching for.

She pushed the box to its hiding place at the back of the closet and pulled the bottom of the hanging dresses in front of it.  

I hope Vanessa or Robert Jr. never find my stash.

Miss Lottie returned to her daily duties of running the mansion. Mr. Bellington stayed in his office all day, conference calling and doing paperwork. The only way the staff knew their employer was in the house was because Timmer brought him his lunch at noontime.

“I am on my way out, sir. Do you need anything before I leave the house?” Timmer asked his boss.

“No, have a good night off. Before you leave, I have your Christmas bonus,” Robert said, reaching into the desk drawer for a second time. 

“Thank you, sir,” Timmer said, accepting the envelope.

“Don’t lose it all playing poker tonight,” Robert laughed.

“I am not playing poker tonight,” Timmer replied, cracking a slight smile. “I am Christmas shopping for my family. I will be spending money instead of losing it.”

“Good man! I will see you in the morning,” Robert said, returning his attention to his computer screen.

Miss Lottie came in an hour later to clear the dirty dishes. 

“I am leaving for the day. If you need anything between now and dinner, call either Paulina or Anna. They will be here to serve your food and will leave shortly after that,” Miss Lottie explained. 

“Lottie, please take these envelopes to the girls and tell them to take the afternoon and evening off. I’m quite capable of cooking my own dinner. I used to be a pretty good cook in college,” he insisted. 

“Are you sure, sir? You will be home by yourself,” Lottie stated.

“James is out in his apartment if I need someone,” he responded. “It might be nice to be alone in the house for a change; it doesn’t happen very often.”

“Very well. I will see you in the morning,” Lottie said, heading out the door with the dishes.

Once in the kitchen, she gave the maids their envelopes and dismissed them for the day. Lottie cleaned up the dishes, took off her apron, and put on her coat. Her car was parked at the back of the house near the employee entrance. She was humming Christmas carols as she left for her day of shopping.

Robert tried to concentrate on his work, but he couldn’t. His mind kept returning to the gift he had ordered for Patricia’s surprise. He decided to go for a swim to clear his mind.

He waded into the pool and up to the bar. He poured himself a whiskey shot on the rocks and sat in the heated water enjoying the winter sun that was shining through the glass enclosure over the pool. Swimming a couple of laps, he ended up at the bar again pouring a second shot.

 Robert was in the pool a good two hours, relaxing and drinking. After all, that was why he built this place, to get away and relax. He had a good buzz going from the whiskey when he finally crawled out of the pool and dried off.

He looked out over his backyard as the sun was setting. The sky was a mix of rich pinks, corals, and greys behind the black silhouettes of the trees. Robert went in to make a sandwich for dinner and get ready for his visitor.

 






CHAPTER 3


 

Robert had showered after eating and was now sitting in the living room watching the big-screen TV, waiting for the jeweler to show up for their eight o’clock appointment. At eight o’clock on the dot, the front doorbell rang. He shut off the TV and went to answer the door.

Thomas Tagnello, holding two large black suitcases, was waiting to be let in. Robert escorted him into the living room and over to the bar where the jeweler could lay the suitcases down flat. The jeweler took off his outer coat to reveal a 357 holstered at his waist.

“You don’t mess around,” Robert commented, noticing the gun.

“Not when I am carrying over five million dollars worth of diamonds with me, I don’t,” he stated seriously. “You have seen it before. I always carry it when I make a delivery here.”

“So, you were able to get the stones for the necklace?”

“Just this week; the rest of the pieces were done several months ago. I have never seen a piece like it in my whole career as a jeweler. Are you ready to see it?” he asked.

Tagnello took a key out of his suit pocket and unlocked the first suitcase. He lifted off the protective padding that was set on top of the necklace to keep it in place and held up the stunning piece for Robert Bellington to view.

A teardrop cut, twenty carat, canary diamond was the center stone in the necklace. Two five carat, matching teardrop canary diamonds were set on each side of the center diamond. Trailing backwards, towards the clasp on each side, were emerald cut white diamonds that started at three carats near the center stones and decreased in size as they neared the clasp at the back of the neck. 

“I can’t believe you pulled it off,” Robert said in amazement, turning the dazzling piece in his hand.

“You are holding forty carats of yellow diamonds and one hundred and ten carats of white diamonds in your hand. This is the most exquisite piece I have ever created,” he bragged.

“What was the final price?” Robert asked.

“The canary diamonds were hard to find, especially in that size. They are intense yellow in color, some of the brightest I have ever seen. I had to send to South Africa for them. The white diamonds all have a flawless rating and the whole necklace is set in platinum.”

“The price?” Robert asked again.

“The necklace alone is 4.8 million dollars,” he answered as he unlocked the second case.

A pair of matching earrings, each one having a three carat, teardrop canary diamond hanging from a white flawless emerald cut diamond carried a price tag of ninety-five thousand. The matching bracelet was another two hundred and forty grand.

“Do you have the necessary paperwork with you?” Robert asked, looking over the other pieces.

“Everything is in this envelope,” Tagnello answered, laying it on the bar.

“Let’s have a cognac to celebrate your success,” Robert said, walking behind the bar.

“This piece is my finest work; my greatest success. I submitted a picture of the pieces to a jury that chooses entrants into one of the most prestigious jeweler’s shows in the whole country,” Tagnello stated. “After many submissions, I was finally accepted to be in the show. I need your permission to show the Canary set in Boston in February.”

“I don’t think so, Thomas. That is just asking for trouble. How many thieves attend those shows with the intent of following the pieces home to steal them?”

“This is the honor of a lifetime to be included in this show, sir,” Tagnello begged.

“I have to protect my family. The answer is no.”

 The two men sat at the bar finishing their snifters of very expensive brandy in silence. When they finished, Robert washed the glasses and set them upside down next to the sink. 

He pushed aside the planter on the wall behind the bar to reveal a safe. It was not the first time he had exposed the safe’s concealment to the jeweler. Several other times he had opened the safe to pay for purchases in front of the trusted businessman. 

He pulled out an envelope that contained a five-million-dollar certified bank check and handed it to the jeweler.

“I’ll have to give you a personal check for the balance.”

“That’s fine,” he answered. “After all these years, I know that you are good for it.”

While Robert wrote out the check, Tagnello took the velvet boxes out of the suitcases, set the jewels back into their containers and placed them on the bar. The suitcases were closed and set on the floor. He collected both checks and tucked them into his inside coat pocket.

“Well done, my friend. Here is a Christmas bonus for all the work you have done for me throughout this past year,” Robert stated, handing him the envelope and shaking his hand. “Merry Christmas to you and your family. I know Patricia will have a merry Christmas thanks to you.”

He closed the safe leaving the diamonds on the bar.

“Aren’t you going to lock those up also?” Tagnello asked, pointing to the jewels.

“I have a special place for those. Follow me,” he answered.

They walked to the large family Christmas tree. A small table had been placed next to it covered by a purple tree skirt. On top of the table sat a three-foot tall etched crystal case. Centered inside the case was a bust of Patricia, done in white marble. Next to it, a matching marble hand, extending upward as if waving, that would hold the bracelet.

“I am impressed,” Tagnello said.

Robert retrieved the jewels. He opened the case and placed the necklace around the neck of the bust. The earrings and bracelet were put in their proper places and the case was closed. He walked around the back of the table and a small click was heard. Tiny lights lit up around the base of the case, reflecting off the dazzling jewelry.

“Do you think the lights are too much?” Robert asked.

“Truthfully, sir, speaking as a jeweler, yes I do. The crystal case shows off the beauty of the stones by itself,” he insisted.

“Okay, no lights,” he agreed, turning them off.

“Are you going to leave them there until Christmas?” asked Tagnello, worried about their safety.

“No, I am going to put them in the safe until Christmas Eve. When my wife goes up to dress for our annual party, before the guests arrive, I will set this up and it will be there when she comes down the stairs,” he announced. 

“Good. I am glad you are taking precautions and locking them in the safe,” Tagnello said, breathing a sigh of relief. “A piece like this can never be replaced.”

“No one else knows about the necklace, do they?” Robert asked.

“No sir, just you and I, and the four-member jury across the country in Boston,” he replied. “My staff doesn’t even know what I was working on these past weeks.”

He took the jewels out of the crystal case, and placed them carefully back in their velvet boxes. The small table was hidden behind the large tree not to be set up again until Christmas Eve. He re-opened the safe and placed the diamonds in with all the other valuables. 

“The house will be alarmed when Miss Lottie gets home later, but I am not too worried if only you and I know about the necklace,” Robert stated, walking Tagnello to the door.

“Rest assured, locally, no one else knows.”

“Have a wonderful Christmas, my friend,” Robert said, as he was closing the door.

“You, also,” Tagnello said, walking towards his car. “You, also.”

It’s time for a nightcap and then bed. I have to be up early and ready to work to make up for all the time I wasted today.

                                                                     *

Miss Lottie arrived home at eleven-thirty. The house was quiet. The only lights that were on were the multi-colored lights that lit up the family tree. She decided to surprise everyone by putting the candy canes on the tree that she had purchased while out shopping.  She did her best to reach up as high on the tree as she could, but decided against climbing up on the ladder at her age. 

The kids can finish the top when they get home. 

She walked around the back of the tree, placing some of the candy canes on the branches as she went. She squeezed around the small purple table that held the crystal case. Inside, the white hand had been moved to the center and the bust of Patricia was gone.

What a beautiful case! Robert must be using it for Patricia’s Christmas gift. I wonder what he got her this year… it has to be a bracelet and a ring.

 Tired from her day of shopping, she turned out the tree lights, set the alarm at the front door, collected her shopping bags from the front hall and went straight to her room to bed.

What she hadn’t noticed in the semi-darkness of the living room was that the safe behind the bar was wide open and empty, and that one of the porcelain candy canes was missing off the bar.

Miss Lottie was up at six, her normal time to get out of bed. She hustled to the kitchen to make sure the staff was present and doing what needed to be done. 

“Timmer, would you bring Mr. Bellington’s breakfast to his room,” Lottie instructed.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, picking up the prepared tray.

Several minutes later he returned to the kitchen.

“Does Mr. Bellington wish to have something else for breakfast?” she asked, eyeing the returning tray.

“Miss Lottie, he’s not in his room and his bed hasn’t been slept in,” Timmer replied. 

“Call James and see if he took Mr. Bellington anywhere last night.”

Timmer shook his head and hung up the phone.

“He did not take him anywhere and all the cars are accounted for in the garage,” the butler relayed.

Before Lottie could say another word, a scream came from the direction of the living room. The staff took off running.

 






CHAPTER 4


 

Paulina was leaning on the end of the bar, all the color drained from her face. 

“Stay here,” Timmer advised Miss Lottie.

Behind the bar, laying on the floor in a pool of blood, was Robert Bellington. A porcelain candy cane that had been sitting on top of the bar was in pieces near the body. The safe was open and empty.

“Miss Lottie, call the police,” Timmer ordered. “Paulina, take your hand off the bar and go sit over there. No one touch anything.”

Anna walked with Paulina to the couch and put her arm around her to comfort her. Miss Lottie walked to Timmer’s side after she made the call.

“Is he dead?” she asked. 

“He has no pulse,” he answered quietly.

“Let’s step away from the bar,” Lottie suggested.

James, the chauffeur and Chef Ramon Gonsalez joined the rest of the staff in the living room. They waited in silence for the police to arrive. The buzzer on the gate rang and Timmer let the police in. He met them at the door and showed them into the living room.

“Who found the body?” Detective Peter Adams inquired.

“I did, sir,” Paulina said, meekly. “I was going to vacuum that side of the living room and walked behind the bar to plug in the machine.”

“Did you touch anything?”

 “I leaned on the edge of the bar because I was upset and felt like I was going to faint,” she answered. 

“Did anyone else touch anything?”

“I felt Mr. Bellington’s neck for a pulse,” Timmer stated.

“This is Robert Bellington?” Detective Gail Piper asked.

Before anyone could answer, a frantic knocking on the front door sounded. 

“May I answer the door?” Timmer asked.

“Yes, but keep whoever it is in the foyer. We don’t need this crime scene contaminated any more than it has been already,” Detective Adams instructed.

Timmer answered the door and Angie Simmons almost fell through as it was opened.

“What is happening? Why are the police here? Is everything okay?” she stammered.

“There has been an accident,” the butler replied. “Please remain here.”

“What do you mean an accident? Is Robert okay?” she asked.

“How did you know it was Robert Bellington and not another member of the family?” Piper asked, entering the foyer. 

“Patricia and the kids are at her mother’s house in California. Robert was the only one home, besides the staff,” she replied. “It is Robert, isn’t it; is he okay?”

“Mr. Bellington is dead,” Piper answered.

Angie fainted and hit the marble floor with a thud.

“Adams, we got one down in the foyer,” Piper yelled to her partner.

“Pick her up and bring her in here on the couch,” Adams replied. 

Timmer picked up their neighbor and gently laid her on the couch. Miss Lottie fetched a wet, cool cloth to put on her forehead. Angie came to slowly, muttering as she did.

“Not my Robert,” she mumbled.

Miss Lottie dropped her patient’s hand. Did she hear what she thought she heard? Thirty-eight years had passed since Robert broke it off with Angie and started dated Patricia. Was this woman ever going to give it up?

 She looked around wondering if anyone else had heard what had been said; no one else was close enough. Angie’s eyes fluttered open. A flash of fear passed over her face for an instant and then she recovered her composure.

“What happened?” she asked.

“You passed out at the door,” Miss Lottie answered nastily. “What are you doing here, Angie?”

“I saw the police and was worried,” she answered, not meeting the elderly woman’s eyes.

 “You just don’t give up, do you? This has always been a hard time of year for you, hasn’t it? Did you come visit Robert knowing Patricia and the kids weren’t here?”

“For your information, I was at the Spenser’s Christmas party all night,” Angie replied angrily. “Steven McNutt dropped me off at home around two in the morning.”

“We’ll ask the questions around here, Miss Lottie. It is Miss Lottie, am I correct?” asked Adams walking by the two women. “You are in charge here?”

“Yes, I am,” she answered, watching the medical examiner disappear behind the bar.

“Piper, escort the staff into the kitchen. We will talk to them one at a time,” Adams instructed. “Miss Lottie, would you please remain here?”

“I have to leave,” Angie stated. “I have a business to run.”

“Please wait at the front door for Detective Piper to collect your information and then you can leave,” Adams instructed.

“Detective Adams, can I speak to you?” the medical examiner said, standing up.

Adams walked over to the bar. Miss Lottie sat there, straining to listen to what was being said. 

“COD is a blow to the left temple. There are fragments of porcelain in the wound, so I have to assume, for now, that the broken Christmas decoration on the floor is the murder weapon.”

“Do you know the time of death?” Adams asked.

“I can’t be sure until I check the liver temp, but, by checking over the body, my guess would be last night between nine and eleven. From the position of the body, it looks like the victim had just opened the safe and someone startled him from behind. When he turned, he got hit.”

Each of the staff was questioned by Piper. Adams spent his time talking to Miss Lottie.

“You are the only staff member who lives here with the family?”

“In the house, yes. James lives above the garage and everyone else goes home at the end of the work day,” Lottie answered.

“So, you were home last night?” Adams inquired.

“No, sir, none of us were here except for Mr. Bellington. He had given everyone their Christmas bonus’ and dismissed all the staff to go Christmas shopping,” she answered. “I can speak for everyone except for James.”

“Do you know if Mr. Bellington was expecting anyone last night?”

“No, I do not.”

“His family is in California right now?”

“Yes, they are at Mrs. Bellington’s mother’s house celebrating Christmas. She is too frail to travel so, they go to her.”

“And Mr. Bellington does not travel with them?” 

“No, every year he stays home to complete year end work for his company so he can relax over the holidays.”

“And everyone that knows the family knows he stays home?”

“I guess so, yes.”

“What time did you go shopping last night?” Adams asked, flipping the page of his notebook.

“I left around six and returned home about eleven-thirty.”

“And you saw nothing?”

“The tree lights were the only ones on in the house. I assumed Mr. Bellington had gone to bed,” she answered. “I didn’t see the open safe in the darkness. My eyes aren’t as good as they used to be.”

“Detective Adams, could you come over here?” the medical examiner requested.

Adams stood on the outside of the bar looking over. The body had been put in a body bag and placed on the gurney.

“What have you got?” he asked.

“This was under the body,” he answered, holding up an earring.

“Put it in an evidence bag and hand it to me.”

He carried the piece of jewelry over to the housekeeper.

“Do you recognize this?”

“No, I don’t. It wouldn’t have been in the downstairs safe unless Mr. Bellington bought it for his wife for Christmas. All of her insured jewelry is kept in a safe in their bedroom upstairs.”

“So, you have never seen this before?”

“No, this is a new piece,” Lottie confirmed.

“Did Mr. Bellington have a jeweler that he used consistently?”

“Yes, he always deals with Thomas Tagnello of Tagnello Jewelers.”

“Could he have been at the house last night?” the detective asked.

“I can’t say for certain; he could have been here as it is so close to the holiday. Mr. Bellington always did his shopping in secret, so it was a surprise to everyone on Christmas Day.”

“Looking at the gifts under the tree, can you tell if anything is missing?”

“No. I’m sorry, I can’t,” she answered honestly. “There was an addition though. The crystal case behind the tree was put there last night after everyone left the house. I believe that Mr. Bellington put it there for his wife’s gift.”

The elderly housekeeper teared up as they rolled the gurney by her and out the front door. 

“Is someone going to call his wife?” she asked through the sobbing.

“We will make the call. I need the number where they are staying.”

“Miss Lottie, what is going on here?” Robert Jr. demanded to know, standing in the doorway to the living room. “What is the medical examiner’s wagon doing parked out front? I had to come in the back way.”

“Oh, Robert,” she said bursting into tears.

“And who are you?” Adams inquired.

“I am Robert Bellington Jr. and I live here,” he answered.

“I thought you were in California?” the detective asked, suspiciously.

“I was, I mean I never made it there,” he answered.

“Where were you since yesterday morning and how come you are not with your family?”

“I don’t have to explain my whereabouts to you. Miss Lottie, I demand to know what is going on,” he said, clenching his fists.

“Your father is dead,” she answered quietly.

“Murdered is more the correct term. So yes, you do have to tell me where you have been the last twenty-four hours,” Adams stated.

“Father, murdered?” his son asked in astonishment. “When? How?”

“Sometime early last evening. Tell me exactly where you were last night between eight o’clock and eleven o’clock,” Adams demanded.

“I was at the Snow Bunny Men’s Club in Bellows. I booked a room and was at the bar most of the night,” he answered.

“What do you mean by most of the night?” Adams asked.

“I don’t know exactly. I’d been drinking heavily, hooked up with a girl and don’t remember much after that,” Robert Jr. answered.

“Can anyone verify that you were there? What was the girl’s name that you spent the night with?”

“The bartender can verify I was there. I don’t know the girl’s name though,” he admitted.

“Oh, Robert, really? This was exactly the lifestyle that your father couldn’t tolerate. Why weren’t you with your mother?” Lottie questioned.

“Vanessa and I had a big blow-out in the limo and it continued into the airport. I couldn’t stand the thought of spending three days with her and I stormed off and left them at the gate,” he answered.

“Who is Vanessa?”

“My sister, unfortunately,” Robert Jr. mumbled.

“Robert!” Lottie exclaimed.

“Did you and your dad fight often about your so-called lifestyle?” Adams asked.

“All the time,” he answered, before realizing he just put himself on the suspect list because of his statement.

“I’m done interviewing all the staff,” Piper said, entering the living room. “I sent them all home for the day and told them not to go anywhere in case we had to ask them more questions.”

“You sent them all home? Who’s going to cook for me?” Robert Jr. whined.

“Is this guy for real?” Piper asked Adams.

“You don’t seem real broken up about your father’s death,” Adams said to Robert Jr..

“I’m sorry my father is gone and I really hope you catch who did it,” Robert Jr. stated. “But right now, I need to go take a shower and wash the remnants of last night off this awesome but tired body.”

“Don’t leave the area and don’t come back into the living room as it will be taped off for a few days,” Adams instructed. 

“But that’s where the bar is,” Robert Jr. protested.

“It’s also the crime scene and where your father was murdered. Stay out of the living room, understand?” Adams ordered, losing his temper with the son.

“I suppose I can use the bar in the pool,” he muttered.

“Robert, I am so glad that your mother is not here witnessing your behavior,” Miss Lottie stated. “She’d be devastated.”

“Miss Lottie, you are still the help around here and I don’t appreciate you voicing your opinion in front of strangers. Now, go make me some lunch while I shower,” he demanded as he left the room with a flip of his hand.

“What an arrogant little…” Piper started to say before Adams cut her off and didn’t let her finish her statement.

“Yes, he is and always has been,” Miss Lottie agreed, shaking her head and frowning. “But, I don’t think he would have killed his father. Robert Sr. was Robert Jr.’s bank. He pretty much got whatever he asked for.”

“Can you get me the number so I can call Mr. Bellington’s wife? Her name is Patricia, correct?”

“Yes. Maybe I should call her with you on the extension,” Miss Lottie suggested.

“That’s fine, if you think you are up to it,” Adams agreed. “Piper, check out the crystal box behind the tree that Miss Lottie said was added last night. Take pictures and make sure they dust it for prints.”

They retired to Mr. Bellington’s study and made the necessary phone call. There was silence on the other end of the phone as the housekeeper explained the situation at the house. Patricia broke down crying so her mother took the phone. She assured the detective that her daughter and two granddaughters would be home on the first plane that they could get. She hung up to attend to her family.

“Miss Lottie, I mean what I said. No one goes past the police tape blocking off the living room. My team will be in and out all day processing the murder scene,” Adams said, putting his notebook in his jacket pocket. “Are you ready, Piper? We have a jeweler to go talk to.”

 






CHAPTER 5


 

The black sedan pulled up in front of Tagnello Jewelers on Main Street. The area was bustling with Christmas shoppers. Adams and Piper got out of the car and entered the building. A young girl walked up and asked if she could help them.

“Detective Adams and Piper,” he said, flipping open his badge. “We need to speak with Mr. Tagnello.”

“I’m afraid he just left to make a delivery, but he should be back shortly,” she answered.

“We’ll wait,” Adams said, perusing the cases of jewelry. 

“There’s a waiting area over there,” the clerk suggested.

The two detectives settled into chairs and picked up magazines. Adams was amazed at the customers who just whipped out credit cards and bought whatever they wanted. Most didn’t even look at the price tags of the items they were purchasing.

He and his wife had made a promise to not over-spend just because of the holiday. To them, Christmas had become too commercialized. Instead, they treated each other to gifts throughout the year and called them ‘just because gifts’; just because I was thinking of you and I love you.

A gentleman in a grey pinstripe suit entered the store and walked out back to the offices. The clerk disappeared and came back out waving the two detectives over.

“Mr. Tagnello will see you now,” she said. “Follow me, please.”

“I’m Thomas Tagnello. How can I help you?” he asked extending his hand to the detectives.

Adams took the lead.

“Do you know a Mr. Robert Bellington?”

“Yes, Mr. Bellington has been a good customer of mine for many years.”

“Did you deliver some pieces of jewelry to his home last night?”

“Yes, I did. I delivered his wife’s Christmas presents last evening. Why?”

“What time was that?” Piper asked.

“I was at his home at precisely eight o’clock. Would you kindly tell me what is going on here?” Tagnello asked.

“What time did you leave his house?”

“Let’s see. Mr. Bellington looked over the pieces and then we set them up in the crystal case near the tree. We had a glass of cognac at the bar, he locked the pieces up in the safe and I left close to nine,” the jeweler answered. “You still haven’t told me what this is about.”

“Robert Bellington was murdered in his home last night,” Adams said, looking for a reaction.

“Was it a robbery?”

“Why do ask? What did you drop off for his wife?” Piper inquired.

He opened his desk drawer, pulled out an envelope and handed it to Adams. 

“This is a copy of all the paperwork I gave to Robert last night. I keep a copy for insurance purposes.”

“Wow! The necklace alone was four point eight million? Is this one of the earrings that were in the set?” Adams asked, taking the evidence bag out of his pocket and laying it on the desk.

“Yes, that is one of the pieces that I dropped off last night. Where is the other one?”

“Missing, as well as the necklace and bracelet. There was also an unknown amount of cash in the safe that is gone,” Piper replied.

“Yes, I saw the stacks of bills that were in the safe. There was a great deal of money in there,” the jeweler confirmed.

“Who else knew about the pieces and how much they were worth?” Adams asked.

“No one else but Robert and I knew about the gifts. Every year it was a secret kept between us so that Patricia would not snoop around and find her gifts,” he replied. “When I was there he told me that no one else knew about the pieces. My clerks didn’t even know what I was working on as I worked behind locked doors,” Tagnello assured them.

“Tell me about the crystal case,” Adams requested.

“The case was an etched crystal box that was set on a purple tree skirt. Inside was a marble bust of Patricia as well as a hand that looked like it was waving. Robert placed the necklace around the neck of the bust and the earrings on the ears. He draped the bracelet over the fingers of the hand,” Tagnello informed the detectives.

“You say there was a bust of Patricia in the case?” Piper asked.

“Yes, and it looked just like her,” he answered.

“The case only had a hand in it, no bust,” Piper stated.

“It was there last night. I asked Robert not to leave the jewels out in the case. I told him that they could not be replaced.”

“Do you have pictures of the items that you sold to him?” Adams asked. 

“Yes, sir. They were some of my finest work; of course, I took pictures. Hold on and I’ll get them out of my private files.”

Tagnello handed the pictures to Adams. 

“Sweet,” Piper said, looking at the pictures.

“The description of each stone is in the insurance papers. I am so sorry to hear about Mr. Bellington. He will be missed by many people. I feel bad for his wife, Patricia, but the one I really feel sorry for is his daughter, Kimberly Ann.”

“Why is that?”

“Kimberly Ann loved her father. The two were very close. She was nothing like her two siblings who only tolerated their father because of the money he controlled.”

“We met the son,” Piper said, rolling her eyes.

“He’s a piece of work. Robert told me one evening that his son had no respect for his parents and he has a fierce temper. Money is the only thing that matters to Robert Jr. and he has never liked the fact that his father doles out the family money only when he saw fit to,” Tagnello replied. 

“Sounds about right,” Piper agreed, to the disapproving look of her partner.

“We appreciate your talking to us. It is necessary for you to come down to the police station so we can fingerprint you. We have to account for all the prints in the living room,” Adams stated.

“My prints will definitely be on the bar and the cognac glass. I believe I touched the crystal case as well. But, my prints are already on file with the police. I deal with large sums of money and high-priced jewels. The insurance companies I deal with insist that my prints be on record,” he explained.

“One last thing; you are sure of the time that you left the house? It will help us to pinpoint the time of death,” Adams quizzed.

“We finished the cognac and my stomach started to rumble. I hadn’t eaten all day and the drink was affecting my empty stomach. While Robert closed the safe, I grabbed a candy cane off the tree so the peppermint could settle my stomach and he joked with me that I had become soft in my old age. Yes, sir, the wall clock behind the tree read just about nine when I left and Mr. Bellington was very much alive when I walked out the door,” Tagnello confirmed.

“Thank you again for your cooperation,” Adams said, extending his hand. “We will be in touch if we need anything else.”

“Did you believe him?” Piper asked her partner as they walked to the car.

“He wasn’t nervous at all and he looked us straight in the eye while answering all the questions we threw at him. I don’t know; I’m still going to run a background check on him,” Adams answered.

“It just doesn’t make any sense to me. Why kill one of your best customers for a lousy five mil? Bellington must have spent well over that in the past years and would probably spend a lot more in the future. I can’t see where Tagnello would benefit from his death,” Piper commented. “No motive in my book.”

Piper’s cell phone rang. 

“Okay, we’ll be there,” she replied.

“The family will be arriving at the house at seven o’clock. I told the chief we would be there to question them,” Piper announced.

“Let’s grab a late lunch and head back to the station. I want to see what the crime scene guys put together so far and talk to the medical examiner to see if he has pinpointed a TOD,” Adams suggested. “This case is going to be splattered all over every media outlet and we need to work fast to find out who did it.”

 






CHAPTER 6


 

Miss Lottie sat at the kitchen island, tissues in hand. She had been sitting there most of the day, except when Robert Jr. came down whining about his lunch. James, the chauffeur, had come in to check on her and so had their neighbor, Jeffrey Tucker, who lived to the right of the mansion. 

Tucker was slightly older than Robert Jr. and one of the partners in Bellington Computers. Single, and a multi-millionaire in his own right, he had been to many parties and family get-togethers held at the mansion. He adored Miss Lottie and was extremely worried about her. Promising to call the partners in the company, he told her he would be back later to talk to Patricia when she arrived home.

“I’m going out,” Robert Jr. announced standing in the kitchen door. “It’s too morbid around here. I’ll be home later.”

“Robert, don’t you even care a little bit that your father was murdered?”

“Yeah, I care; he was my father. But, I can’t sit around crying like you are. I need to get out of here,” he answered.

“Your mother will be home at seven. I expect you to be here when she arrives,” Miss Lottie ordered.

“My father hasn’t been gone twenty-four hours and you are stepping in giving orders like he did? I’ll be home when I get home. You’ll be one of the first ones to go around here when I have a say in things,” he said, storming out of the kitchen and slamming the front door.

Time passed slowly for Miss Lottie as she wandered through the quiet house. Things would definitely change in the Bellington household now that Robert Sr. was gone. Standing at the door of the taped off living room, she stared at the tree, thinking that this should be a happy time of year for the family. Now, every year at Christmas, there would be nothing but sorrow and painful memories.

How could someone do this to Mr. Bellington? He was good and kind to everyone he met. He had a giving soul and a huge heart. Miss Lottie had been with him for thirty-eight years. She was there even before he married Patricia and had started their family. Miss Lottie loved Patricia like a daughter, but she had stayed with the family because of Robert. Her heart ached.

She had her own suspicions of who the killer was. She would ask questions whether the police wanted her to or not. The only way she could pay Robert back for his kindness over the years was to find his killer and that’s just what she was going to do.

The doorbell rang. Timmer had been sent home, so she had to answer it. She opened the door and greeted the two returning detectives.

“Is the family back yet?” Piper asked as they stepped through the door.

“No, they should be arriving any minute now,” the housekeeper answered.

“Is Robert Jr. still here?” Adams asked.

“He left quite a while ago. He said it was too morbid and he had to get away.”

“Did he say where he was going or when he would be back?”

“No, he told me he’d get back when he got back and stormed out the door,” she said, sadly. “I just don’t understand him anymore. He’s nothing like his dad.”

A car horn sounded from outside. Miss Lottie opened the door to see the limo had pulled up to the front of the house. James got out and opened the door for Patricia and her two daughters. The girls exited the car and turned to wait for their mother. She wouldn’t get out of the car even with the girls coaxing her to do so. Miss Lottie slipped on her coat, walked to the limo and disappeared inside.

Several minutes later, both women exited the vehicle and walked towards the house. Patricia stopped just outside and put her hand up on the door.

“How could this have happened? This house was Robert’s safe-haven from the world. Our family spent so many hours here together,” Patricia lamented.

“It’s going to be okay, Mom. Lean on me and we’ll go in together,” Kimberly Ann said softly, taking her mother’s arm.

Patricia let her daughter lead her into the house. She stopped in the foyer when she got her first glimpse of the yellow police tape that blocked off the entrance to the living room. 

“Oh, Robert,” Patricia mumbled through the tears.

“Come on, Mother. Let’s go into the kitchen,” Vanessa suggested. “Miss Lottie can make us some tea.”

The group went into the kitchen where the housekeeper got busy making the requested tea. Miss Lottie collected their coats as they all sat down at the kitchen table. Adams and Piper stood off to the side, watching.

“And you are?” Vanessa asked, staring at the two strangers who accompanied them to the kitchen.

“I am Detective Adams and this is Detective Piper. We are so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Bellington,” Adams said. “But, we need to ask you some questions.”

“Really? Do you have to do this right now?” Vanessa protested.

“Yes, I’m sorry, we do,” Piper answered.

“Vanessa, they are only doing their jobs. What do you need to know?” Patricia commented, reaching for the sugar bowl.

“You left the mansion yesterday at seven a.m.?”

“Yes, James took the four of us to the Boulder Airport.”

“What time was your flight?” Adams inquired.

“Our flight was at nine and we landed in San Francisco right before noon,” Kimberly Ann answered.

“You went directly to your mother’s house from the airport?” 

“Yes, we did,” Patricia replied.

“Minus your son?” Piper asked.

“That’s my fault. We got into another stupid fight and he took off mad at everyone,” Vanessa stated. “He never came back to board the plane.”

“And, he wouldn’t answer his cell phone, either,” his mother claimed. “I don’t know where he is, which is nothing unusual.”

“He came home today,” Miss Lottie said. “And left again.”

“Is he okay?” his mother asked.

“I really don’t know,” Miss Lottie replied. 

“What did you do in San Francisco? Were you all at your mother’s the whole time?” Piper inquired.

“We ate lunch with Grandma and then each went our separate way to go Christmas shopping,” Vanessa snapped. “You really don’t think that one of us killed my father, do you?”

“We have to look at all the possibilities,” Adams stated.

“I was shopping until ten and went home and went to bed,” Kimberly Ann commented.

“Well, unlike Miss Goody Two Shoes here, I was out until well after three. One of the downtown malls was open all night and I bought lots of scrumptious things that are going to look divine on me,” Vanessa announced. “Oh, I did do some Christmas shopping, too.”

Miss Lottie gave Vanessa a look of disgust which was noticed by the two detectives.

“Mrs. Bellington, what time did you get home?” Piper asked.

“I believe it was sometime after two. I was busy shopping for my husband’s gifts,” she stated. “I always get his gifts in San Francisco when I go to visit my mother.”

“Did anyone see any of you come in?” Piper questioned.

“Grandma was up when I got home at ten.” Kimberly Ann commented.

“Of course, she was,” Vanessa responded bitterly, sitting back and folding her arms over her chest. “Well, no one saw me come in, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t when I said I did.”

“Just like her brother,” Miss Lottie mumbled, going to get the whistling tea kettle.

“Excuse me, Miss Lottie. Did you say something?” Vanessa asked, staring the woman down.

“Nope, not me,” she answered.

“I didn’t think so,” Vanessa stated curtly.

“Vanessa, mind your manners,” Patricia admonished. “Are there any more questions? I am getting one of my migraines and it’s going to be a bad one. I’d like to go lie down if you don’t mind.”

“I need to go unpack and try on my new clothes,” Vanessa said, standing up to leave.

“That’s all for now. We will have more questions for you, but they can wait until tomorrow,” Adams answered. “Again, we are sorry for your loss.”

Patricia and Vanessa left the kitchen without another word. They didn’t even drink their tea that had been poured for them. Kimberly Ann walked over to the yellow tape that blocked the door between the kitchen and the living room. She turned with tears in her eyes.

“Mr. Adams, what happened to my dad?” she asked.

“Do you really want to hear this, honey?” Miss Lottie asked her.

“I need to know,” she answered, squaring her shoulders.

“As far as we can tell, it was a robbery gone bad. The safe behind the bar was emptied and he was found on the floor in front of it. The medical examiner thinks he was hit on the head as he turned around,” Adams explained to the daughter.

“How did they get in the house? They must have known my dad,” Kimberly Ann reasoned.

“That is one possibility, but unfortunately the pool dome door was open and someone could have entered that way,” Piper replied.

“So, it could have been anyone,” she sighed.

“Miss Bellington, do you know how much cash your dad kept in the safe?”

“There was always at least half a million dollars in there, but I’m not sure about an exact amount. My dad liked to be prepared in case of an emergency.”

“Do you know what else the safe contained?” Piper asked.

“No, but I’m sure my mother would know. Were my mother’s Christmas gifts stolen as well?” 

“How did you know about that?” Adams asked.

“I knew about her gifts every year. My dad told me and no one else. I could keep a secret and he always asked my opinion about what he was ordering. Mr. Tagnello was supposed to deliver the jewelry last night,” Kimberly Ann stated.

“He did and yes, they were also stolen,” Adams confirmed.

“My dad’s last gifts to my mom and now they are gone,” she said, her shoulders drooping again. “Do you have any idea as to who did this to my dad?”

“We have several suspects at this time. We are still investigating, but we will let you know as things progress,” Adams promised.

“Miss Bellington, if you knew about the jewelry, did you know about the bust of your mother that the jewels were to be displayed on for Christmas Day?”

“No, I’m sorry. I don’t know what you are talking about,” she replied. “I thought dad had ordered a crystal case to put the gifts in.”

“Miss Lottie, did you know that there was supposed to be a bust of Patricia in with the hand?”

“I didn’t know anything about anything,” she answered confused.

“I told you, my dad never confided in anyone but me. May I go lay down now? This has been a very tiring day,” she asked quietly.

“Yes, and thank you for all your help. We will catch who did this, I promise,” Adams stated.

“Miss Lottie, can we speak to you for a moment before we leave?”

As soon as Kimberly Ann was out of the room, Adams continued.

“We spoke to Thomas Tagnello and he was here last night. He was the one who told us about the bust of Patricia. Can you think of anyone who would want to steal the bust?”

“Not off hand,” she said, not telling the detectives her suspicions about Angie Simmons.

“If you can think of anyone or you find the bust, please give us a call.”

“Please ask Mrs. Bellington to make a list of anything that she can remember that was in the safe. We have to know what was stolen besides the cash and the jewelry.” 

“I will have her complete a list tomorrow and call you,” Miss Lottie replied.

“I am going to send a fingerprinting expert here to print the family members and all the staff. We need to rule out those sets of prints and isolate unknown prints at the crime scene. She will arrive at eleven o’clock tomorrow morning. Please try to make sure that even Robert Jr. is here, as hard as that may be to accomplish,” Adams requested.

“I can’t guarantee anything,” she replied.

“Just try your best,” Piper said, smiling. “We’ll be in touch.” 

Miss Lottie cleaned up the kitchen before retiring. The staff would return tomorrow and funeral arrangements would have to be made. The police would be in and out and it was sure to be a stressful day for all who resided or worked in the house.

She retired to her room and kicked off her shoes. Turning on the small night light on her vanity, she walked over and opened the balcony doors that over-looked the backyard and the pool. She needed some fresh air to clear her mind. 

For her age, she still had her wits about her and a good deductive thought process. It had come from many years of reading and watching mysteries on television. She needed to go through the steps and make a list of suspects. She grabbed a notebook and pencil and took a seat next to the now closed balcony doors.

Opportunity; she listed herself, James, Robert Jr., Angie Simmons and Thomas Tagnello.

Motive; this list was longer. A scorned Angie Simmons was at the top of the list followed by Robert Jr., Vanessa, and any business CEOs that had been bought out or taken over by Bellington Computers. Angie was on this list for love, but the rest were there because of the billions of dollars that made up the Bellington empire. Tagnello didn’t have a motive as he would have made more money with Robert Sr. alive.

Means; any of the above had the means if they had the trust of Mr. Bellington.

Miss Lottie flipped the pencil back and forth between her fingers and started thinking about the bust that was missing. She stared out the balcony doors. The moon had come out from behind the line of trees that framed the manicured yard. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a dark figure running towards the pool area. She dropped her pencil and ran for the kitchen to get a better look.

 






CHAPTER 7


 

Miss Lottie hid herself in the corner of the kitchen next to the French doors that led into the pool area, phone in hand. The perimeter lights of the pool lit up the area enough that the housekeeper could see what was taking place. The figure ran up to the dome door and looked around. A second figure joined the first one. 

The pool door was unlocked and Robert Jr. stepped into the lit area followed by Angie Simmons. They both had on swimsuits and looked like they had been drinking.

So, that’s how it is. You couldn’t get the father and his money, so you go after the son. I’ve seen enough.

The housekeeper hustled back to her room not wanting to be seen spying on the two at the pool. She picked up her list and circled Angie and Robert Jr.’s names, placing them at the top of her suspect list.

Robert Jr. was greedy enough to want to get rid of his father for the money. His mother was more of a pushover and that would give him easier access to the money he so craved for his lavish lifestyle. 

Miss Lottie was just thankful that Patricia’s suite was on the other side of the house and that she would not be subjected to what was happening in her pool. 

She put the small notebook in her nightstand drawer, shut off the light, and fell asleep with the terrible pool image she had just witnessed running through her head.

The kitchen was in full swing when Miss Lottie entered it the next morning. She smiled, watching the staff accomplish their everyday tasks. It was nice to have everyone back.

Breakfast was ready to be served at eight, but none of the family had come down out of their rooms yet. Kimberly strolled in at eight-fifteen and informed Timmer that she had spoken to her mother who had requested that coffee and toast be sent to her room.

Vanessa showed up shortly afterwards, dressed in new clothes from head to toe, and plopped down in her chair. She sent the maid to get what she wanted from the buffet as she couldn’t be bothered to get up and get it herself. She picked at her food, complaining the whole time and finally pushed her plate away stating that she was going to the club to show off her new clothes.

“You have to be back by eleven. The police have requested that all the family members and staff be here to be fingerprinted,” Miss Lottie said. “You’re lucky; because of who your father was, the police are not dragging the family down to the police station. They are allowing it to be done here.”

“Fingerprinted! I’m not allowing that. It will get black ink all over my newly manicured nails!” Vanessa yelled. 

“Oh, Vanessa, do calm down,” the housekeeper ordered. “They have a new machine that takes pictures of your fingertips without using any ink at all.”

“Don’t you want to find out who killed dad?” Kimberly Ann asked, fed up with her sister’s attitude. “Don’t be such a jerk; just be here like you’re supposed to be.”

“Says the favorite child,” Vanessa said, throwing back her head in defiance.

“Eleven o’clock, Vanessa,” Miss Lottie warned.

“I’ll be here,” she said, leaving the dining room in a huff.

“Sometimes, Miss Lottie, I don’t know how I am related to my brother and sister. We are nothing alike,” Kimberly Ann observed.

“I know, honey, I know,” Miss Lottie said, hugging the young girl. “You stay just the way you are, okay? They’ll get theirs in the end, don’t you worry.”

The front door closed with a bang. Robert Jr., hungover and in the same disheveled clothes that he had worn the day before, plunked down in one of the chairs demanding breakfast be served to him.

“Get up and get it yourself,” Kimberly Ann replied.

“You’ve been hanging around with her too long,” Robert Jr. said, through clenched teeth, glaring at Miss Lottie.

“This has nothing to do with Miss Lottie or who I hang around with.  This is all on you. Look at yourself, you’re a mess. Drinking again and probably out with some girl all night. Dad would be totally not happy with you right now.”

“Well, Dad’s not here is he? Never mind, I lost my appetite,” he said, standing.

“The police will be here at eleven to fingerprint the family and staff. Be here in the dining room by five of,” Kimberly Ann ordered her brother.

“Whatever…” he mumbled, walking away. 

“I mean it, Robert! Be here or I’ll send the police to your room to come get you,” she threatened.

“Thank you for telling him. He hates me and I’m sure if I had told him it would have resulted in a big fight,” Miss Lottie stated.

“No problem. I’ll tell Mom when I return upstairs,” she replied. “It feels like I’m the only one around here that wants answers.”

“I do, too, honey, I do, too,” the housekeeper said, clearing the dishes.

At eleven o’clock, the fingerprint expert arrived along with Detective Adams. Mrs. Bellington, Kimberly Ann and the entire staff had assembled in the dining room. Vanessa and Robert Jr. were nowhere around.

“Kimberly Ann, go get your brother, please,” her mother asked. “Where’s your sister?”

“She went to the club to show off her new clothes. I told her to be back at eleven,” Kimberly Ann answered. “Can’t we send Detective Adams up to get him? He’s going to yell at me and god knows what else.”

“I will get Robert Jr.” Timmer offered.

“Thank you, Timmer. Tell him I said to get down here now.”

“Mrs. Bellington, when the staff is done, I would like to speak to you and your children in private,” Adams requested.

She shook her head yes.

“Miss Lottie, could I have some tea? It seems this is going to take a while,” Patricia said, closing her eyes.

They had almost finished fingerprinting the staff when Timmer returned with Robert Jr. in tow. He did not look happy at being pulled out of bed after being up all night. The butler was the last one of the staff to be printed upon his return and then they were all dismissed.

Vanessa came waltzing into the dining room at noon. 

“You were told to be here at eleven,” her mother stated.

“Eleven, twelve, close enough,” Vanessa replied, totally disrespecting her mother.

“Can we get this over with? I’d like to get back to bed,” Robert Jr. complained.

“What is wrong with you people? Dad is dead and none of you care! You would think that you would be doing whatever you could to help find out what happened to him. You’re all self-centered and I don’t want anything more to do with any of you,” Kimberly Ann cried out, jumping out of her chair and running from the room.

Miss Lottie ran out of the room after the distraught girl. As she was going up the stairs, the doorbell rang. She stopped to see who it was. Timmer answered the door and in walked Angie Simmons.

“I’m here to see Patricia,” she stated.

“I’m afraid Miss Patricia is busy at the moment,” Timmer announced.

“It’s okay, let Miss Simmons in,” Adams said, walking to the front door. “We need to collect her fingerprints as well.”

“Fingerprints?” she asked.

“Yes, you are always in the house visiting the family. We need to exclude your prints from the crime scene,” Adams answered, taking the woman’s elbow and directing her into the dining room.

Patricia looked up as Angie entered the room. They ran to each other, hugging and crying. Adams let them have a few minutes.

If she only knew what a sleazebag she has for a best friend, thought Lottie, her stomach churning as she watched the two women hugging. Two-faced witch.

Robert Jr. looked over and smirked. Lottie wanted to slap him, but she held her composure. Adams escorted the neighbor to the machine and she was printed.

“That was easy,” she commented.

“Not to rush you, but we have some business with the police that needs to be addressed,” Patricia said to Angie. “Can you come back for cocktails around four?”

“I’ll be here. You hang in there, hon,” she answered. “I’ll see everyone later.”

I bet that has a double meaning.

“Miss Lottie, you can leave now. This pertains to the family of which you are not,” Robert Jr. grumbled.

“Robert! I am so sorry Lottie,” Patricia apologized. “My children seem to have lost their manners in all this.”

“That’s fine, ma’am. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me,” Miss Lottie said, staring at Robert Jr. as if to tell him that she wasn’t afraid of him.

“They lost their manners a long time ago. It’s too bad that Patricia overlooks their shortcomings,” thought Lottie as she exited the room. 

The elderly woman pulled up a chair next to the dining room door. She wanted to hear what was being said by the police. Timmer walked by her and smiled. 

“First off, I want you to know that all the family finances and phone records have been subpoenaed and pulled for the last three months and are being gone over. We are looking for motives for Mr. Bellington’s death.”

“Can they do that, Mom?” Vanessa asked.

“We can and we did,” Adams answered. “We also pulled copies of Mr. Bellington’s will and any active insurance policies he owned.”

“All those documents were in the safe and stolen,” Patricia stated. 

“The attorneys and insurance companies have copies of everything on file,” Adams stated. “Patricia, did you know that your husband had four rather substantial policies in you and your children’s names?”

“Yes, I knew that,” she replied. “A ten-million-dollar policy in my name and a three-million-dollar policy in each of the children’s names.”

“Seriously?” Robert Jr. asked, now paying attention to the conversation.

“Why would I care about a policy for only ten million when if something happened to Robert everything was left to me, and we are talking billions here,” Patricia snapped.

“Obviously, you haven’t seen your husband’s latest will?”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Your husband’s latest will, dated eight months ago, names Kimberly Ann as the executor. Everything reverts to her name and she is free to decide who gets what right down to the last penny,” Adams informed them.

You could have heard a pin drop in the room. Robert Jr. and Vanessa looked at each other and then glared at Kimberly Ann who sat in the corner of the room.

“Let me see that,” Patricia ordered, snatching the document from Adams’s hand. “How could he do this to me, to us?”

“We’ll contest the will in court!” exclaimed Robert Jr..

“You can try, but it states that if any of you contest the will or the disbursement of the property or funds, you will automatically get nothing,” Adams replied.

“You sneaky little… you knew about this, didn’t you?” accused Robert Jr., getting up out of his chair.

“Sit down,” Adams ordered.

“Did you know that your father had changed his will?” the detective asked Kimberly Ann.

“No, sir, I had no idea,” she answered meekly.

“You’re a liar!” Vanessa screamed. “You probably killed Father for his money.”

“I did not. I don’t care about the money and I never have,” she screamed, standing up and running from the dining room.

“You won’t get away with this,” Robert Jr. screamed.

“Now, I really have a migraine coming on,” Patricia insisted. “Are we done here?”

“I have a couple more things,” Adams replied.

“Mrs. Bellington, in the last month there has been large amounts of money withdrawn from your personal account every Monday. Can you please explain this?”

“I go shopping on Mondays,” she answered flatly.

“Mr. Bellington, your phone records show that you have called your neighbor, Angie Simmons, over forty times in the last two months. Are you seeing this woman?”

Robert Jr.’s face told the whole picture.

“Oh, geez, no. I think from this point on, any questions that need to be addressed to myself or my children can be handled by our attorneys. It’s time for you to leave, Mr. Adams,” Patricia commanded, pointing towards the front door. “Timmer! Show Detective Adams out.”

“Okay, but at some point, these questions will have to be answered. Whether you answer them here in the privacy of your own home or down at the police station is up to you,” he stated, picking up his papers off the table. “One more thing before I go. Did Mr. Bellington wear a wedding ring?”

“Yes, he did. We had matching rings,” Patricia answered, still angry. “Why?”

“There was no ring on the body and we saw an indent where the ring should have been. Did he have a habit of taking it off?”

“TIMMER!”

“I’m leaving, but I will be back. Good day.”

Miss Lottie stood up and quickly moved to the kitchen. Timmer came back to the kitchen after letting Adams out the door.

“That was exciting,” he whispered to Lottie. “Did you know Robert Jr. was seeing Angie Simmons?”

Before she could answer, more yelling erupted from the dining room.

“I can’t believe you are seeing Angie Simmons. She is old enough to be your mother,” Patricia yelled. “And right under our noses.”

“There’s nothing wrong with us seeing each other,” he screamed back.

“Then why did you hide it all this time?” Patricia questioned. “You are just like your father, in more ways than I care to acknowledge.”

“I think that’s a compliment,” Robert Jr. said, smugly.

“Don’t get smart with me, you miserable excuse for a man,” Patricia screamed. “Get out of my sight. You disgust me just like your father disgusted me.”

“Mother!” Vanessa said.

“Vanessa, just leave me alone. I’m going to my room to try to sort all this out. I don’t want to see either of you for the rest of the day,” she ordered.

“I wonder what she meant by that,” Timmer whispered. “I guess they weren’t as happy as they seemed to be.”

“I guess not,” Lottie agreed. “I’m going to check on Kimberly Ann.”

The youngest daughter was on her bed crying. Miss Lottie sat on the edge of the bed and called her name.

“Kimberly Ann, don’t let them get to you,” she advised.

“How can they act that way and say such awful things? I loved my Dad,” she sobbed.

“Between you and me, and I’ll deny I ever said this, both your brother and sister thought they had an easy way to all the money they wanted with your dad gone. Your mother is a pushover when it comes to her children and they thought they had it made,” Miss Lottie replied. “I think your dad knew that and that’s why he put you in charge of everything.”

“Do you think that one of them killed father? What if they try to kill me next?” she asked, her eyes growing wide at the thought. 

“I don’t think they did, but I have my suspicions who did,” the housekeeper said, patting her hand. “I don’t think that you are in any danger.”

“I didn’t ask for any of this. I was happy at school studying music. Now, I may have to run a big corporation? I don’t want to,” she sighed. “I know so little about computers. I can get on social media, but not much more.”

“Let’s not worry about that now. Rest and I’ll see you at dinner,” Miss Lottie advised.

Coming down the stairs, the housekeeper saw Patricia Bellington out the front windows, heading in the direction of Angie Simmons’ house.

Oh, this can’t be good.

An hour later, Patricia came home and went right up to her room. She called down on the intercom and requested dinner be served to her there. Robert Jr. had left the house after the meeting with the detective and Vanessa was holed up in her room, not speaking to anyone.

 Kimberly Ann was sitting alone at the table when Timmer and Miss Lottie served dinner. The housekeeper had the chef fix her favorite dinner to try to cheer the young girl up. All she did was push the food around on her plate.

“You have to eat something,” said the kindly housekeeper.

“I’m not hungry,” she sighed.

“Don’t let them get to you, Miss Kimberly,” Timmer whispered as he passed by her picking up the extra unused plates.

“I’m trying,” she answered. “Miss Lottie, what am I going to do with my dad’s Christmas present? I know it’s a weird thing to be thinking of right now, but I can’t help it.”

“Can you return it to the store you purchased it from?” Miss Lottie asked.

“No. It’s a season ticket to the summer community theatre here in Bellows. I bought one for him and one for myself, so we could go and enjoy the musicals together,” she sighed.

“You just hold onto them. Maybe, later you will feel like going to a show. And who knows, maybe you will have found someone special to go with you by then,” Miss Lottie assured her.

“I think I’ll go to my room. I’ll see everyone in the morning,” Kimberly Ann said, pushing her plate away.

It was seven o’clock when Timmer finally went home after retrieving the other family members’ dishes from their rooms. The rest of the staff had left earlier, so Miss Lottie was finishing the last of the clean-up in the kitchen. 

She sat down at the granite island to rest, sipping her tea and looking out the window. A dark figure moving across the backyard away from the house caught her eye.  Dropping her teacup, she hustled out the back door to follow whoever it was.

 






CHAPTER 8


 

Miss Lottie stayed as close as she dared. She still couldn’t make out who she was following or where they were heading. She was so intent on what she was doing that she didn’t see the hole in front of her. One foot went in and she fell, twisting her ankle and letting out a small yelp as she went down.

The figure stopped and listened. Miss Lottie held her breath, so she wouldn’t make any additional noise.  The figure turned and headed right for her.

“Who’s there?” Patricia Bellington inquired.

“It’s me, Lottie. I fell in the dark,” the housekeeper answered, recognizing the voice calling out to her.

“What are you doing out here?” Patricia asked, kneeling next to Lottie.

“I saw someone lurking in the backyard and after what happened to Mr. Bellington, I thought I’d find out who it was,” Lottie replied. “But, I have hurt my ankle stepping in a hole.”

“Let me go and get James to help you back into the house,” Patricia offered.

“Thank you, I’ll wait right here.”

The housekeeper watched Patricia hurry to the garage and go up the stairs to James’ apartment. They talked for a minute and then he got his coat and followed her down the stairs.

“Got yourself in a little pickle, have you?” he asked as he easily picked up the elderly woman. “Don’t you think it’s dangerous to be walking around alone in the dark?”

“I saw someone and was trying to protect the family,” she responded. “I didn’t know it was Mrs. Bellington. I thought she was in her room for the evening.”

“I thought I saw Robert Jr. leave the house and I was following him to see if he went to Angie’s house,” Patricia admitted. 

They entered the kitchen and James set Miss Lottie down in a chair. He put some ice in a plastic bag and gently laid it on her swollen ankle. 

“How’s that?” Patricia asked.

“Fine, it will be good as new by morning. James, can you help me up to my room, please?”

“Let’s go, lovely lady,” James said, picking her up again. “Hold on to your ice bag.”

“Call me if you need anything at all,” Patricia insisted. “Get into bed and keep your foot propped up on pillows.”

“I will.”

“Thank you, James,” Patricia said, smiling at the chauffeur.

He smiled, and his eyes twinkled as he looked at her. Miss Lottie noticed that the look was a little more special than a look an employee would give to his employer. She decided to keep her eyes open as there was obviously more going on in this house than she ever suspected. 

“Do you need anything else before I leave, Miss Lottie?” James asked.

She was going to confront him on the look, but decided to let it ride. If they didn’t know that she suspected something, it would be easier for her to snoop around.

“Thank you, James, I’m fine,” she answered, gingerly placing her ankle on the pillows that James had propped up for her.

“I will see you tomorrow. Please take it easy tonight,” he insisted.

James left, and the housekeeper hobbled to the balcony doors, standing in front of the wall to the side of the French doors so she wouldn’t be seen, but so she could see the backyard and the garage where James lived.

Five minutes later, two figures ran across the backyard and up the stairs to James’ apartment and disappeared inside.

This is getting interesting.

She entered her bathroom, changed her clothes and crawled into bed placing a pile of pillows under her foot. She shut out the lights and fell asleep, too tired to see when Patricia Bellington returned to the main house.

The next morning, the swelling on Miss Lottie’s ankle was gone. It was still tender to walk on and she had to remind herself to take it easy. Patricia avoided her most of the day. The housekeeper couldn’t figure out if it was a guilty conscience for getting caught on the way to the garage or if she was truly busy with the holidays.

It was decided by a family vote the next afternoon at lunch that the annual Christmas Eve party would still take place. It was too close to cancel the event and they would hold it in Robert Bellington’s honor. 

It was also decided by family vote that Robert’s service would be held two days after Christmas. He would be cremated as he wished and a private service, for only a small number of people, would be held on the family estate. 

The actual service would be held where Robert loved to be the most when home. Several of his antique cars would be moved to one of the other garages and an area set up in amongst the remaining cars for the service. Kimberly Ann was put in charge of her dad’s service as none of the others showed much interest in making it happen.

“What has happened to this family?” thought Miss Lottie, watching them bicker over how much money to spend on her employer’s service. “What do they care? They have billions. Are they that selfish that they can’t honor the man who gave them everything?”

“Kimberly Ann, I need some money to go shopping. I need to buy a new outfit for the Christmas Eve party,” Vanessa said, standing up, bored with the meeting.

“Let’s make something clear,” Patricia piped up. “I am still in charge of the money around here and don’t forget it. Nothing has changed yet, and if I have my way, it never will.”

“So, can I have some money?” Vanessa requested.

“You might as well spend it before someone else does,” Robert Jr. mumbled.

“You’ll have to take one of my credit cards. All the cash was stolen out of the safe and I haven’t had a chance to replace it yet,” Patricia answered.

“Listen to all of you,” Miss Lottie blurted out. “Don’t any of you care that Robert was murdered in this house not a week ago? What a bunch of hypocrites. You are throwing a party in his honor, but you really don’t care about the man himself at all; you only care about the money he left behind.”

The room went silent as they all turned to stare at the long-time housekeeper standing there holding a stack of dirty dishes.

“See Mom, I told you she had to go,” Robert Jr. muttered.

“The nerve…” Vanessa stated.

“Not another word, any of you,” Patricia directed. “Miss Lottie, I will see you in the study, now.”

The housekeeper dropped the dishes in the kitchen and walked slowly to the study. She entered to find Patricia sitting behind Robert’s desk, a place she had never been allowed to occupy before.

“You wanted to see me?” Lottie asked.

“There are a lot of things that go on around this household that you are not aware of; things that Robert kept from you all these years. He was not the upstanding man that you thought he was and unfortunately, Robert Jr. takes right after him,” Patricia started to explain.

“I knew Mr. Bellington for many years. I don’t believe that,” Lottie replied.

“What you saw in everyday life was a facade, a big fat lie. Did you know that Robert and I almost divorced ten years ago? Do you want to know why?”

“Does it really matter now?”

“It might in the long run. The children know nothing of this and I would like to keep it that way for now. It’s going to be hard for Kimberly Ann to find out this information about her dad as it will crush her.”

“I would never say anything to hurt Kimberly Ann,” Lottie insisted.

“When Robert would fly to California for meetings, I would sometimes call him. His secretary always said he was out on business and couldn’t be reached. He would disappear days at a time. This happened quite often and when I would ask him about it, he would brush me off and never give me a direct answer,” Patricia stated. “So, I hired a private investigator and had him followed.”

“You spied on your own husband?”

“Yes, and if I hadn’t, I never would have found out about his secret,” Patricia answered solemnly.

Miss Lottie remained quiet and waited for Patricia to continue.

“Robert was leading a double life. He had a mistress and two young children living in California. When I finally confronted him about it, he admitted he moved us out here to Colorado to make it easier to keep us all apart.”

“I can’t believe this,” Lottie quietly whispered.

“Believe it,” she said, reaching into a desk drawer and pulling out a picture of Robert Bellington and his other family. “Things like this picture is why I was never allowed in here.”

Lottie stared at the picture in disbelief. 

“What are you going to do?” she asked, handing back the picture.

“I don’t know yet. Robert and I agreed on an open marriage at that point, but we always made it look like we were still the happy couple for the kids. I know you saw myself and James heading into his apartment the other night. We have been happily seeing each other for five years and kept it a secret until you caught us.”

“It was a well-kept secret,” Lottie agreed.

“Yes, but now I fear everything is going to come out into the open now that Robert’s murder has been splattered all over the news. His mistress is bound to see his picture and come looking for answers,” Patricia sighed. “I just wonder if there are any more out there that I don’t know about.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Robert was never happy with one woman. It bored him. The third month into our marriage he began seeing other women and it never stopped. I looked the other way convincing myself that someday he would change, but he never did. I was already pregnant with Robert Jr., so I played the dutiful wife and let things go.”

“But you had two other children,” Lottie replied.

“I never said that I stopped loving Robert. We just didn’t lead the same lifestyle. My children were my world and I was always happiest when I was pregnant. Like any other mother, I wanted my children to have the best of everything, so I put up with Robert’s wandering ways.”

“Do you think that there is another will somewhere?” Lottie questioned.

“Yes, I do and that is why I don’t want Kimberly Ann to be the executor. I don’t know if she can handle what might be coming her way,” Patricia admitted.

“Does anyone else know about Mr. Bellington’s second family?”

“No, not even James knows. I have kept it secret all these years.”

“You know you have to go to the police with this information, don’t you?” 

“I know, I keep putting it off, but it all is going to come out sooner or later and it’s probably better that the police and the kids hear it from me and not on television.”

“Do you have any idea who killed Robert?” Lottie inquired.

“I don’t know, it could have been anyone. The cash and my Christmas presents are missing from the safe, so it had to be a robbery. My yellow diamonds were worth over five-million dollars according to the what the police learned from Mr. Tagnello,” Patricia admitted. 

“If things between you were as you say, why would he buy you such extravagant gifts?” Lottie asked. 

“When we were together, Robert did love me to his fullest. We promised each other that the kids would never be hurt because of our chosen lifestyles. Personally, I think he felt bad that he could not commit totally to just me, but that didn’t stop his carousing. I think when he bought me diamonds it was to ease his own conscience,” Patricia replied. “He did love me, but not in the conventional way.”

“What a strange way to go through life,” Miss Lottie insisted.

“Yes, maybe, but you do what you have to do for your children,” Patricia commented.

“You need to call Detective Adams as soon as possible and tell him everything you just told me. I don’t mean to be giving orders; it has been made quite clear that I am not a member of the family and not wanted around here anymore, but the sooner you do it, the better,” Lottie advised. “If you hide this, it could be considered the motive that the police are looking for.”

“Miss Lottie, don’t take what Robert Jr. says to heart. I think he misses his dad more than he lets on and is striking out at anyone who implies anything different,” Patricia confirmed. “You are not going anywhere. You ARE a member of this family as long as you choose to be.”

Patricia returned the picture to the desk drawer. As she pushed the chair away from the desk, Lottie heard a thump come from the far corner of the room; a noise that Patricia did not hear. 

“I’m going to my room to call the detective on my private line and request he come for a meeting this afternoon. I need to get this out of the way. Christmas Eve is two days away and I really wish I had canceled this stupid party, but I couldn’t do that to the kids. They needed this to remember their father,” she said, heading for the door. 

“I’ll check on the party arrangements and make sure everything is verified and ready to go,” Lottie assured her. “You worry about the kids.”

Patricia turned and walked back to give Lottie a hug.

“I am so sorry that we deceived you all these years. I hated to do it, but Robert insisted it be that way,” she said, teary eyed. “He deceived everyone that he came in contact with.”

“We’ll get through this. Go make your call,” Lottie said, wanting to check out where the noise came from.

“You will be here this afternoon for the meeting with the police?” she asked. 

“I will,” Lottie confirmed.

Patricia departed, and Lottie hustled to the corner of the study. The noise had seemed to come from behind the bookcase. She knocked on the wall behind the books. It made a hollow echo as she traversed the length of the space.

Someone was back there listening to everything that was being said. How do I get this thing open?

She ran her fingers along each shelf and moved every book trying to get the secret area to open. Out of frustration, she kicked the bottom of the book case. She heard a click. Pulling on one of the shelves, the whole unit slid effortlessly out of the wall.

A corridor that turned at a ninety-degree angle about fifteen feet in was hidden behind the bookcase. Miss Lottie didn’t want to go in as she had no flashlight with her and if the door swung closed on its own she’d be left in the darkness. She had to show this to Patricia to see if she knew anything about it. She closed the bookcase hoping she could open it again not knowing how she really opened it in the first place.

Lottie filled her time checking on the arrangements for the Christmas party. She kept one eye on the kitchen door for Patricia to come down from her room. The doorbell rang and Timmer escorted Detective Adams into the study where Mrs. Bellington requested he wait.

Patricia collected Timmer, James and Miss Lottie and asked them to follow her to the study. She had them all sit on the leather couches with the detective and proceeded to tell her story again. Miss Lottie kept watching the corner of the room like something was going to happen. The staff remained quiet when the lady of the house finished speaking.

“We will have to check out your story,” Adams finally said, breaking the silence. “This does give whoever knew about this motive to kill Mr. Bellington.”

“No one knew but myself,” Patricia insisted. “And Robert.”

“The three children know nothing about this?” Adams inquired.

“No, I plan on telling them tonight before it gets splattered all over the news,” Patricia answered. “The media loves to dig up dirt and destroy someone’s life in the process.”

“Thank you for being upfront with me. This will save me a lot of time and effort in checking into Robert Bellington’s life,” Adams replied. “I’ll see myself out.”

“Merry Christmas, Detective Adams,” Patricia said, standing to shake his hand.

“To you, too, ma’am,” he answered.

Adams left, and Miss Lottie hustled everyone out of the study and back to work. She closed the door and turned to Patricia.

“I have something to show you,” she announced to Patricia.

Leading her employer over to the bookcase, she pulled a flashlight out of her apron pocket and kicked the bookcase.

 






CHAPTER 9


 

“What are you doing?” Patricia exclaimed as the housekeeper kicked the bookcase again.

Lottie heard the familiar click the second time her foot made contact with the wood. She cautioned Patricia to step back and she pulled open the secret door. Patricia’s mouth dropped open as she looked down the passageway.

“This is crazy,” Patricia muttered. 

“I assume that you didn’t know about this,” Lottie inquired.

“I had no idea. This wasn’t in the original plans that were drawn up when the house was built.”

“Well, someone does know about it. When we were speaking earlier, someone was behind the wall listening. They made a thumping noise that I happened to hear, but you didn’t. I checked out the area the noise came from and found this,” Lottie stated. 

“Robert must have had this built while we were away on one of our many vacations,” Patricia claimed.

“Someone else in this house is keeping secrets, too. The workers had to be let in and out by a member of the staff,” Lottie deduced, turning on the flashlight. “Shall we check it out?”

The two women walked down the short corridor to where it turned off at an angle. A room, a man cave, had been built in the hidden space. This private area displayed pictures of all the people Robert loved. It was then that Patricia found out that there was a second mistress, no children. They stood there, looking picture to picture, getting a glimpse into Robert Bellington’s private world.

“If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I wouldn’t have believed it,” Lottie whispered.

One wall in particular caught Patricia’s eye. She walked over to peruse it more closely. Three portraits hung in fancy frames over the leather couch. Hers was first in the order, the mistress from California was second, and the newest mistress to Robert’s collection was the third. Patricia had no idea who the third woman was. 

“This just gets more and more complicated,” she said, staring at the frames on the wall and sighing.

“It’s about to get even more complicated,” Lottie announced, pointing to the far corner of the room. “I think we need to call Detective Adams again.”

Casually draped on a statue of Abraham Lincoln was the missing diamond necklace. Next to it were the missing bracelet and one earring.

“You know what this means, don’t you?” Lottie asked.

“What?”

“It means that this was an inside job and whoever killed Mr. Bellington lives or works inside the house,” Lottie answered.

“You can’t be serious?” Patricia gasped.

“Think about it; no outsider would know about this room. You didn’t even know about it. That has to mean that someone who either spent time with Robert in this room or someone who found the room had to have killed him and hid the necklace in here believing it wouldn’t be found.”

“But, where are the rest of the contents of the safe?” Patricia questioned.

“Good question,” Lottie agreed. “I don’t see it anywhere here in the room. Why would someone leave the necklace out in plain view, but not the rest of the stolen items? It makes no sense.” 

Patricia walked over to the necklace and went to reach for it.

“Don’t touch it until the police can dust it for prints,” Lottie warned. “Don’t touch anything. That way we can see who has been in here.”

“It is so stunning,” Patricia whispered. “He outdid himself this year.”

“I don’t see the marble bust of you anywhere in here,” Lottie stated, still looking around. “I think we need to close this place up and call the detective to come right back here if he can.”

Lottie pushed the secret door open and looked around to make sure no one was in the study. They exited, closed the door and Patricia sat at the desk placing the call to Adams who promised he would be there in twenty minutes.

“I think it would be wise if we told no one about finding the room,” Lottie advised. “I’m going to go check on dinner preparations and will be right back.”

She left Patricia sitting behind her husband’s desk looking stunned. Lottie felt bad for her. She had lived a strange life, a life of lies, and now her whole world was unraveling around her. Her future was uncertain, and she knew it.

The staff was busy with dinner preparations as the housekeeper entered the kitchen. It was eerily silent and only the banging of pots and pans could be heard. Timmer looked at Lottie and shook his head. He couldn’t say anything as Chef Ramon and the maids hadn’t been confided in by the lady of the house.

The gate buzzer sounded. 

“Timmer, would you please show Detective Adams to the study? And if any of the children come in, please advise them that Mrs. Bellington would like them all to be at the dinner table at six-thirty, no exceptions,” Lottie requested.

“Yes, ma’am,” Timmer answered, wondering why the detective was returning.

Lottie hustled to the library, stumbling a bit from a still sore ankle. Detective Adams came through the door, notebook in hand.

“Why have I been called back here?”

Lottie locked the study door from inside and placed the key on the desk.

“Follow us,” she told Adams.

Kicking the bookcase in the same place, it took three tries to get the clicking sound that signaled the door was ready to be opened. Lottie swung the bookcase open. She explained that she heard someone behind the wall, listening to their conversation and found it when she nosed around.

“Did you know about this?” Adams asked Patricia.

“No, I had no idea it was here.”

“It’s not so much the space that we found, but what we found in it. Follow me,” Lottie ordered.

They entered the secret room, Adams first.

“Look over in the far corner,” Lottie advised the detective. “What do you see?”

“A statue of Abraham Lincoln?”

Lottie and Patricia stepped further into the room. 

“It’s gone!” exclaimed Patricia. “My Christmas present is gone.”

“Are you saying the stolen jewelry was in this room?”

“It was here not thirty minutes ago draped on that statue. The other pieces were on the table next to it,” Lottie answered.

“I was in the study the whole time. I never moved from behind the desk,” Patricia stammered. “How did it disappear?”

“There has to be another entrance into the room,” Adams stated. 

“I had told Patricia not to touch the necklace, so you could dust it for fingerprints. Whoever took it must have been hiding in the other entrance listening and didn’t want their prints discovered on the jewelry,” Lottie deduced. “We need to find the second entrance and see where it leads.”

Adams walked over to the wall of portraits. Noticing that there were two mistresses and not one, he asked if he could remove them from the wall and take them with him. Patricia nodded yes. He put on rubber gloves and placed the frames, one at a time in separate evidence bags.

Lottie had walked over to the opposite wall from the entrance and was rapping on the structure listening for any change in the noises created. Adams watched her, amused by her persistence. As amused as the detective was, he was more amazed when she discovered a large hollow area behind the wall.

Adams joined her and together they figured out how to open the second entrance into the room by sliding Lincoln’s statue towards the wall. An electronic eye opened the door when the statue’s base had been moved enough to form a connection of the beams.

“God knows what else is in this house,” Patricia moaned.

“Stay here. I’m going to see where this leads to,” Adams ordered.

“Not on your life,” Miss Lottie answered. “You don’t know this house like I do, and I am going with you.”

“Fine, but stay behind me,” he relented, removing his flashlight from his belt.

Fifty feet later, they came to a dead end. 

“There has to be a door somewhere,” he stated, shining the flashlight beam around.

He found a small lever to the right of the door and pushed it down. A door slid quietly sideways and disappeared into the wall. They stepped out into the servants back-door entrance hallway. The door had been cleverly hidden in the molding that decorated the wall under the staircase that led to the laundry room.

Adams walked to the door and looked out over the backyard.

“Unfortunately, this is a quick get-a-way for anyone who knows about it,” he declared. “And, now, this points to an inside job.”

“I said the same thing to Patricia not an hour ago,” Lottie confirmed.

“I hate to do this to Mrs. Bellington, but we will be coming back here with a warrant to search the grounds and all the structures,” Adams stated. “At the same time, we will dust Robert Bellington’s secret room for prints.”

“I think we should close the door so that no one knows we have found it,” Miss Lottie suggested. “Patricia is probably sitting there wondering what happened to us.”

They reentered the room to see Patricia right where they had left her. She looked like she had been crying.

“Well, where did it lead to?” she asked.

“To the back door near the servant’s entrance,” Adams answered. “Mrs. Bellington, I am afraid that I will have to come back here tomorrow with a team to search the house under a warrant. This narrows down the suspect list and I am afraid we are looking at an inside job.”

“It’s the day before Christmas Eve. We have a huge party held here every Christmas Eve and it was too late to cancel it this year. Will they make a mess of the house?” Patricia questioned.

“We will be as neat as possible. Don’t tell anyone about this room or the other secret entrance. We need to catch whoever removed the necklace by surprise if they enter this room again.”

“I understand,” she sighed. “I need to get ready for dinner. I told my children to be at the table at six-thirty and it’s almost that time. Are you done here?”

“For now. I will be back at eight in the morning with my team. I’m sorry that this discovery has pointed a finger in the direction of someone that you trust,” Adams said, shaking his head. “You just never know, do you?”

“I’ll walk you out,” Miss Lottie said.

They returned to the study and Patricia excused herself to get ready for dinner. Adams closed the bookcase and they walked to the foyer.

“It broke my heart to be that blunt with the poor woman after all she has been through the last week,” Adams said to the housekeeper. “I could sure use an antacid to settle my churning stomach right now.”

“How about a peppermint candy cane? My father used to eat peppermint to settle his stomach after he ate my mother’s cooking; God rest both their souls. My mother was the worst cook in the neighborhood,” Lottie chuckled.

“You’re the second one this week who uses that remedy. Tagnello told me that the cognac upset his empty stomach and he took a cane off the tree right before he left here the night Mr. Bellington was murdered.”

“You see, old ways are the best,” Miss Lottie said, fetching a candy cane from the tree for Adams. “This will settle your stomach. And don’t you worry about Patricia; she’s a strong woman and will continue to be for her children. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

At six-thirty the family was seated at the table. Timmer served their dinner and left the room, closing the doors behind him. Lottie stayed at the request of Patricia and sat in the corner next to the buffet table.

For the next hour, their mother repeated her story for the third time. She had requested that none of them leave the room until she was done, and they did as asked. Kimberly Ann cried and surprisingly, so did Vanessa. Robert Jr. sat in his chair, staring and not showing any emotion. Patricia almost fell apart a couple of times, but pulled herself together and continued with her story.

She never mentioned the second mistress or anything about the secret room as the detective had requested. Their mother apologized many times for deceiving them over the years, while telling them what they now needed to know. They were warned that this would be all over the news as the media loved to sensationalize other people’s grief. When she was done, she sat there looking at her children, waiting for the questions to start.

“Do you know this other woman?” Vanessa asked.

“No, but I am sure we all will soon,” she answered honestly.

“I just don’t understand,” Kimberly Ann started to say. “Weren’t we good enough for him?”

“Don’t ever think that. He loved all of you more than life itself,” her mother answered.

“Sure, he did,” Robert Jr. said, sarcastically. “You know what, Mother? We weren’t enough if he had to have more kids and other mistresses. We were the older ones that he didn’t need anymore. He would buy us off with expensive gifts and lots of money and we would go away and not question anything that he did. You will never convince me that he loved us and needed us around. We were just the cover story for his other lives.”

“Robert, I really hope in my heart that you don’t mean that,” Patricia said, lowering her head.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Vanessa asked. “Will we lose everything to this other family?”

“I don’t know, Vanessa,” Patricia answered. “At this point, I’m not sure of anything.”

“Are we still going to have the Christmas Eve party in father’s honor?” Kimberly Ann asked.

“What a joke! The party is two days away and I’m real sure the press will have told our story to the whole world by then. We’re going to look pretty stupid honoring someone who lied to us his whole life, aren’t we?” Robert Jr. groused. “I won’t be at the party. Count me out.”

“May I say something?” Miss Lottie asked, standing up and walking from her place in the corner.

“Go ahead, you’re going to anyway,” Robert Jr. muttered.

“The party does not have to be in honor of Robert Bellington; no announcements were sent out as such. The invitations stated it was the annual Christmas party that is thrown every year by this family. Yes, the press will probably already have broken the story about your father, so why not present a united front amongst yourselves and make this party a new start for the four of you,” Miss Lottie suggested. “Don’t care what the press or other people think; just concentrate on running Bellington Computers together. No more lies and be a real family who talks to each other and leans on each other for support and love.”

“Please, Robert. Let’s just try to get through the holidays together and then you can do as you see fit,” Patricia pleaded with her son. “You can even invite Angie to the party if you choose to.”

“I thought she was invited already?” he asked.

“She was, but I uninvited her the day after I found out about the two of you. I didn’t want her to be around my family, especially my son. She used to date your father way back in high school,” Patricia replied. 

“She dated my father?” he asked, sitting back in his chair. “Unbelievable!”

“Can we please proceed with the party as planned? Please stay with me and help me to face the people that will probably be my worst critics; our friends,” Patricia pleaded.

“You didn’t do anything, Mother,” Vanessa insisted.

“Yes, I did. I could have stopped it long ago and divorced him, but I didn’t for you children. I didn’t want you to be the ones hurt in all this. I was hoping your father would have made the proper arrangements to take care of his other family and taken this secret to his grave. I never thought he would be murdered and everything would come out this way,” Patricia admitted. 

“I’ll be at the party,” Kimberly Ann assured her mother.

“I will, too,” Vanessa added.

They turned to look at Robert Jr. who was still sulking in his chair. He looked at his mother’s face and saw the years of strain that had collected there; something he had never noticed before. How could his father have done this to her? Through all the bickering and insults, he knew she had been a good mother. He didn’t realize just how much hurt she had held inside protecting her children.

“I’ll attend the party, and without Angie,” he said.

The next morning, true to his word, Detective Adams showed up with a team to go through the house. The kids had been sent away by their mother to shop for clothes for the party the following night. James took them all to the city in the limo to keep them away from the house for the morning. Miss Lottie had been smart enough to hide her cash stash in a little secret compartment behind her books that Mr. Bellington had built for her when the bookcases had been installed. She knew it wouldn’t look good for her to have all that money when so much money was missing from the safe. 

Patricia and her staff sat in the kitchen out of everyone’s way while they tore the house apart. Timmer walked around with Detective Adams holding a set of master keys that would open any space he requested to be opened for the investigators. They blanketed the house with their search and then moved on to the outer buildings. Adams stayed behind and printed the secret room. He looked for anything that could have come out of the safe, but found nothing.

The whole process took a little over seven hours and nothing was found anywhere on the estate grounds. The team left with a promise from Adams that he would get back to them if he learned anything from the prints found in the secret room.

Miss Lottie had hired extra staff to come in for the afternoon to straighten out the mess made by the search. By early evening, the mansion was back to normal and the kids had returned from their shopping trip right before dinner was announced.

There was a different atmosphere in the dining room that night. The three siblings ate, talked and joked with each other. It was as if a gloomy veil had been lifted off the household. 

They had watched their mother leave prior to dinner and saw how happy she was now that the truth had been told. Patricia skipped dinner as she had an appointment in Bellows Falls at a dress shop to find an evening gown to wear the following night. James was taking her to town and they held hands as they walked to the car because they didn’t have to hide their love anymore.

After eating, the kids retired to their bedrooms and the staff finished up their chores and left for the night. Miss Lottie was in the kitchen having a cup of tea and watching the snow lightly fall outside the window. Robert Jr. entered the kitchen and placed a box in front of the housekeeper.

“What is this?” she asked, setting down her teacup.

“I know I haven’t been the nicest person to you lately. In fact, I’ve been a down-right jerk. I hope you will attend the Christmas Party tomorrow night, not as a housekeeper, but as a member of this family. The girls and I bought this for you while we in town today. We hope you like it,” Robert Jr. replied. “Vanessa picked it out being the fashion queen that she is.”

Miss Lottie opened the box. Inside was an emerald green, satin dress. It was floor length, high collared and had a big bow on the shoulder. Matching satin pumps with diamond bows on each shoe finished the look. It was perfect for a woman of her age.

“Well, I never…” she exclaimed. “How did you know my sizes?”

“Kimberly Ann sneaked into your closet before we left and checked. I know we shouldn’t have been in there without permission, but we wanted it to be a surprise,” Robert Jr. said, smiling.

It was the first time in many years that Miss Lottie had seen the smile that she knew when Robert Jr. was a young boy. Maybe, things would change. Maybe, Patricia could make them a family again instead of four individuals living under the same roof.

“I don’t know what to say. This is beautiful; it’s certainly something I never would have bought for myself,” Miss Lottie beamed. “I will gladly accept your invitation to the party.”

Robert Jr. bent down and gave her a hug. He didn’t say anything more and walked away smiling.

Miss Lottie picked up her tea. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve and they still didn’t know who killed Mr. Bellington. Everyone would be so busy for the next few days, his death wouldn’t be given a second thought, unless of course it was brought up by a nosy person prying into the family business.

She rinsed out her cup, picked up her present and retired to her room.

 






CHAPTER 10


 

The staff had arrived for work earlier than usual. Three professional decorating crews had come to prepare the mansion for the party. One crew would work on the ballroom, one on the living room and the final group would prepare the foyer for the guest’s grand entrance into the festivities. They were under strict orders that everything had to be completed by three o’clock. 

Extra kitchen staff had been hired to assist Chef Ramon in preparing the food and the serving of the food throughout the evening to the guests. 

New presents had been added under the tree and Robert’s presents had been removed and piled in the study. The crystal case had been removed from behind the tree and also placed in the study. Patricia insisted that the staff’s gifts be added under the tree. She was trying her hardest to unite the family and make it a place of love instead of a place of lies.

In the front foyer, a twenty-foot tree, dressed in gold and red had been placed between the split staircase. It was the first thing you saw when you entered through the front doors and its magnificent beauty would take many a breath away. The banisters were wrapped in pine garland with holly berry sprigs woven in and out. Every five feet or so, a large red bow hung from the garland on the outside of the railings. Poinsettia plants had been placed in a circle around the base of the large tree, and scattered on various steps of each staircase.

Giant decorated pine wreaths that matched the tree, hung in the two large windows at the top of the stairs. Poinsettia plants were scattered throughout the rooms, bathrooms included, to give the house a bright, festive atmosphere. 

The ballroom was massive and only used for special functions. A parquet dance floor ran down the center of the room surrounded by tables covered in purples and golds. At each end of the hall stood matching fifteen-foot Christmas trees decorated in purples and gold to match the tables.

The ceiling looked like a golden snowstorm coming down from the sky. Large glittered snowflakes twirled freely from invisible fishline, surrounded by smaller varying sizes of the same glittering snowflakes. 

Specially ordered, purple dyed poinsettia plants, with gold sprays, took the center spot on each table. Matching purple plants were placed on hutches and buffet tables scattered around the hall.

The living room fireplace was used as the focal point. Red poinsettias had been scattered around the room and formed a large semi-circle, several rows deep, around the family tree to keep people away from the gifts. Not that they thought that anyone would steal any gifts, but it divided the room and kept the seating area to the front nearest the foyer.

The last decorating crew left at two-fifteen. Patricia wandered around the mansion, lost in thought. She never pictured a Christmas without Robert and it felt strange. Tonight, Christmas Eve, would have been their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. The thirty-nine Packard that she had purchased for Robert’s Christmas present was delivered at noon and placed in front of the garage with a big red bow on it. She had tried to cancel the order, but it was too late.  

James was a good man and he loved her unconditionally. They had many things in common and enjoyed each other’s company. He was a hardworking man, but once they were married, he would never want for anything again. They could spend their time traveling and enjoying life together, unless everything blew up in their faces and additional mistresses and kids turned up belonging to Robert. She couldn’t think about that right now; she had a party to get ready for.

The family always met at the family tree at six-thirty. They would toast to Christmas with a bottle of Robert’s best champagne and then take their places near the front door to greet the guests who started to arrive at seven.

Miss Lottie was hustling around making sure everything was under control and ready for the guests. She had placed a white apron over the long green gown so that nothing would spill on it before the party. The kids chuckled when they saw the apron over the fancy gown that they had gifted her.

Kimberly Ann was dressed in a floor-length red gown with white fur trim. She had on white gloves that covered her arms up past her elbows. Her hair was swept up in a bun on the back of her head with curly wisps of hair framing her face. Red ruby drop earrings finished the look.

Vanessa was stunning. She wore a white, form-fitting satin gown with silver trim that outlined the thigh-high split on the front of the gown. Silver heels and diamond jewelry gave her a finished look that belonged on a Paris fashion page.

Robert Jr. and James were standing at the foot of the stairs dressed in black evening wear tuxes, each one handsome.  They were waiting for Patricia to come downstairs, so they could go into the living room and start the evening with champagne that Robert Jr. had brought up from the wine cellar. He didn’t know a lot about wine or champagne, so he chose the bottle with the most festive label on it.

Patricia turned the corner out of her bedroom and stood at the top of the stairs. She was radiant. Her hair had been done up in the same fashion as Kimberly Ann’s and her make-up was pristine. A green chiffon evening gown with a diamond trimmed neck, floated effortlessly as she walked down the stairs.

They all walked together into the living room and raised their glasses for the toast. Robert Jr. did the honors.

“Another Christmas is here, but Father is not. We will miss him, each in our own way. He was not a perfect man, but he loved this family the best way he knew how. Father, we will carry on as a family without you because you taught us to be strong and independent. We will welcome new members into our family to start living again. Father, here’s to you. May you find in heaven what you were always looking for here on Earth,” Robert Jr. said, holding his glass to the sky.

Glasses were clinked together and then everyone took a sip of champagne. Patricia teared up and asked to be excused saying she would be back momentarily. James went to go after her, but Robert Jr. grabbed his arm.

“Let her go. She needs a little time by herself,” Robert Jr. insisted.

They stood there talking and drinking while waiting for their mother to return. Several minutes later, she did return, but she didn’t say anything.

“Mother, what’s wrong?” Vanessa asked.

“Come with me,” she whispered.

They followed her to the study. She pointed to the corner of the room. In the crystal case was the bust of Patricia wearing the Canary diamond necklace and the matching bracelet had been draped over the hand that had been left behind in the case.

For a quick second, Robert Jr. got a funny look on his face.

“Where did they come from?” Patricia whispered.

“I don’t know, but don’t anyone touch a thing until the police have a chance to check for fingerprints,” Miss Lottie advised.

“I think they were returned tonight because my dad wanted my mom to wear them for Christmas Eve,” Robert Jr. claimed. “They were his last gift to her and she should wear them. James, do you have any objections?”

“I don’t, but I’d like to know where they came from, too,” James stated. “The person who murdered Mr. Bellington stole these. How did they get back here?”

“I wouldn’t touch them. I would lock this room up tight tonight and leave them be in the case,” Miss Lottie insisted, looking from one person to another.

Any one of you could have slipped in here while everyone was in their own rooms getting ready for the party and not be seen returning the jewelry.

“I think Miss Lottie is right,” Patricia replied.

“Well. I don’t think she is,” Robert Jr. said, opening the case and taking out the necklace. “I don’t know where it came from, but it has to be a sign that you should be wearing them tonight.”

Robert Jr. stepped behind his mother and clasped the necklace around her neck. She ran her fingers over it while staring in the crystal case at her reflection. Her son removed the smaller diamond bracelet she had on and replaced it with the matching bracelet.

Timmer stood at the study door.

“People are beginning to arrive, Mrs. Bellington,” he announced.

“What do you say, Mother?” Robert Jr. asked. “Shall we go meet our guests?”

Patricia took one more look at her reflection and smiled. She hooked her arms in her son’s and James’ arms.

“Let’s go have ourselves a Christmas party,” she proclaimed.

Over one-hundred guests attended the Bellington party. Miss Lottie kept her eye on the study doors all night. Not only did the jewelry show up again, but the bust appeared as well. Someone in this house was a murderer and she had to figure out who it was.

The party continued on until the wee hours of the morning. Angie Simmons even managed to crash the party sometime after midnight. Miss Lottie was tired, and it was way past her bedtime. She said goodnight to Patricia and slipped off to bed.

The sounds of the party were reduced to a dull murmur once Lottie hit her suite. Glad to be out of the middle of the drinking and the noise, she changed into her nightgown and slid into her bed, pulling out her little notebook from her nightstand.

She ran over the list of names in her mind and what each one had for a motive. The list didn’t get any shorter than the first time she looked at it, but she did add two more names; Patricia and James.

Placing the notebook back in its drawer so no else would see it, she fell asleep to the muffled sounds of the party going on below.

 






CHAPTER 11


 

Christmas Day celebration started late in the Bellington household, like it did every year. They were not small children anymore who jumped out of bed early for Santa’s visit. Breakfast was never served until eleven giving all the family members time to sleep in and recover from the previous night’s party.

The breakfast buffet was full and awaiting the family’s arrival. Kimberly Ann sat down first. She had gone to bed earlier than the rest of the family and had not had a single drink. She was clear headed and ready to open presents.

Vanessa stumbled into the dining room next. Still in her pajamas and bathrobe, she was half awake. All she wanted was a good, strong cup of coffee.

Robert Jr. breezed in, fully dressed, grabbed a cup of coffee and headed for the living room.

Patricia and James came in together. They sat down to eat, inviting Miss Lottie, Timmer and Chef Ramon to eat Christmas breakfast with them. They were also told that Patricia was quite capable of cooking dinner by herself later and she dismissed all the staff to go home and be with their families for the holiday as soon as they were done eating and cleaning up after breakfast.

Wheeling the coffee cart into the living room, Miss Lottie prepared for the family to open gifts. She would sit on the side and watch as the adults of the household turned into children as they opened gifts. Vanessa was the most impatient, wanting all her gifts at the same time so she could rip into them one after another.

Patricia made the time special. One gift was opened at a time so that everyone could see what the other person received. It would take four to five hours to open all the gifts and this year would be no exception with the number of gifts that were under the tree.

Miss Lottie helped Timmer and Chef clean up the breakfast area to get them home to their families faster. The family had already started to open gifts. Miss Lottie sat in her usual wingback chair next to the fireplace and watched the festivities.

The elderly housekeeper didn’t understand what most of the electronic gifts were for that the three kids opened, even after they tried to explain it to her. She gave up trying to understand such things and retired to her suite leaving the happy family to celebrate by themselves.

 This was the one time of year that she did miss her family. Her mother and father had passed on many years ago, and her only sister died when they were both young girls. Miss Lottie had never married and had no children. The Bellingtons were the only family she knew. 

Robert Bellington may not have been the man that she thought he was, but he had provided her with a roof over her head and food in her stomach for many years. He took good care of her most of her life and she had to repay him by finding out who his killer was.

She decided to take a short nap while the rest of the family opened gifts. Patricia would need help finding things in the kitchen as she hadn’t cooked a thing since they moved into the mansion. Miss Lottie figured that she would end up cooking most of the Christmas dinner, but she was happy to do it because they WERE her family. 

She slept longer than she planned on. It was dark outside when she was awakened by a knock on her door. Kimberly was asking her to come down to dinner and be with the family. It was already on the table and they were waiting for her to join them.

Dinner was lively and pleasant. Patricia had cooked a spiral ham that she found in the refrigerator and many other side dishes to go with it. A variety of desserts leftover from the previous night’s party finished off a beautiful Christmas dinner.

Miss Lottie got up to start cleaning up the dishes. Patricia insisted that everything be left where it was, and the maids could clean up in the morning. It was the first time in as long as Lottie could remember that dirty dishes were left around the house.

“Your gifts are still under the tree,” Patricia said, as she poured herself a nightcap to take to bed with her.

“Gifts? I wasn’t expecting anything,” Lottie answered.

“I know, but every year you buy everyone gifts and have never received any in return. The kids figured that Robert gave you your bonus and that was your Christmas gift, but not anymore. I think you’ll like what everyone got you,” Patricia said, smiling. “Merry Christmas, dear Lottie. Things will be a lot different around here from now on and I hope you decide to stay with us until you chose to retire.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Bellington. It’s good to know that I am still wanted. Now, I think I will go into the living room, admire the tree lights and open my gifts.”

“And it’s Patricia from now on,” she said, leaving the kitchen. “Merry Christmas.”

Miss Lottie made a fresh cup of tea and sat in the recliner that had been placed near the tree. She sipped her tea enjoying the twinkle lights as they blinked on and off.

There were five gifts left under the tree with her name on them. One from each of the children, one from Patricia and James and one from Timmer. She took her time opening each one. When she was done, she had some beautiful new things for her suite, several new mysteries to read and a gold locket from Patricia. 

She picked up her now cold tea and started to drink it again. The mysteries had reminded her that she needed to find Mr. Bellington’s killer. Lottie rocked, losing herself in the lights of the tree. Running over her list of suspects, she played back conversations from the last week over in her mind. It suddenly clicked. She knew who killed Mr. Bellington, who hid the jewelry in the secret room and who took the bust of Patricia.

It was Christmas and it was late. Miss Lottie would call Detective Adams first thing in the morning and tell him what needed to be done. She finished her cold tea and fell asleep in the recliner. 

 






CHAPTER 12


 

Miss Lottie woke with a start when she heard the staff coming into the kitchen the next morning. She hustled up the stairs to her room before anyone saw that she had slept in the living room. She showered and dressed in fresh clothes. Sitting at her table in her little kitchenette, she called Detective Adams. 

He listened quietly as she told him what she had figured out. She also told him a couple of things that needed to be done before he called a meeting, here at the house in the afternoon. He agreed and hung up.

She proceeded to the kitchen to make sure everything was running smoothly. While Patricia was eating breakfast, she received a telephone call from Detective Adams requesting a meeting with the entire family at two this afternoon. He explained he had a break in the case and needed some questions answered. Patricia said they would all be there.

Miss Lottie kept herself busy, so she wouldn’t be continually staring at the clock waiting for the time to pass. She sent James to the funeral home to pick up Mr. Bellington’s ashes. He was instructed to place the urn in the trunk of one of the antique cars where they would be safe until the service the following day.

Each of the kids had been told to be back at the house by one forty-five. Vanessa was mildly perturbed when her the day after Christmas shopping spree was going to be halted for another dumb meeting, but she said she would be home and on time.

No one was home to serve lunch to, so the staff went about doing extra chores that were not usually done on a daily basis. Lottie went to her room for some quiet time and to run her speech through her head one more time before the detective arrived.

At one-thirty, Detective Adams and Piper arrived at the Bellington mansion. Timmer showed them into the living room where Miss Lottie was waiting for them. 

“Did you get everything we need?” she asked Adams. 

“Yes, ma’am. It’s all here in my briefcase,” he said, setting the leather case on the bar.

“Good, then we are ready to proceed. I just hope it works,” Miss Lottie replied.

Five minutes before two the family, Timmer, and James had gathered in the living room. They were waiting on Thomas Tagnello to arrive. Adams had informed the jeweler that the necklace had been found and they needed him to identify the piece as the real deal. At two o’clock, he showed up to make the identification.

Timmer escorted him into the living room. Several uniformed policemen appeared out of the kitchen and stood at each entrance to the living room. Everyone involved in the meeting looked around at the police and then at each other.

“Are the police here to guard the necklace?” Tagnello inquired, staring at the multi-million-dollar piece dangling from the detective’s hand.

“No, they are here for a very different reason. They are here to arrest Mr. Bellington’s killer,” Miss Lottie said, moving to the center of the room.

“You think someone in this room killed Robert?” Patricia asked.

“Yes, I do,” Miss Lottie replied, walking over and standing in front of Thomas Tagnello.

“Well then, I don’t understand why I am included in your little meeting. Detective Adams asked me to come here to identify the necklace that I created. And I can see that he has said piece in his hand, so I must be on my way,” the jeweler said, standing up to leave.

“Sit down, Tagnello. You’re not going anyway until we are done here,” Adams ordered.

“You lied, Mr. Tagnello. You lied about the night that Mr. Bellington was killed,” the housekeeper stated.

“I never lied. I admitted I was here. I delivered the jewelry. How else do you think it got here? Maybe, it sprouted legs and walked here on its own?” he said, defensively.

“Oh, you were here. But, you came back and killed Robert,” she accused.

“You’re crazy!” he exclaimed.

“I think not. You said that Robert and yourself shared a cognac. Your stomach was so upset that you grabbed a candy cane off the tree to settle your stomach and that was when you looked at the clock so that you knew exactly when you left the house.”

“Yes, that’s what I said.”

“Two things to point out here. At nine o’clock there were no candy canes on the tree to grab. I brought them home with me at eleven-thirty that night when I returned home from shopping. Second; if there were no candy canes to take off the tree, you also lied about looking at a clock behind the tree as you reached for the candy. You have no idea what time you actually left.”

“This is ridiculous. Why would I kill Mr. Bellington? He is a good client of mine,” Tagnello insisted

“Detective Adams, would you like to take over now?” Lottie asked, stepping away from the accused man.

Adams opened his briefcase and pulled out two sets of papers.

“After Miss Lottie informed us that you lied, we did some digging on you and found out something very interesting. This is a report from your doctor. It seems, Mr. Tagnello, that you have developed an ever-worsening case of arthritis in your hands from your many years of jeweler’s work. The doctor states that you have maybe a year left that you will be able to function in your line of work; cutting and setting stones.”

“And…” Tagnello mumbled.  “And why would I be stupid enough to leave over five million dollars’ worth of jewelry behind if that were the case?”

“Because it wasn’t the diamonds that you wanted. Those were too easy to trace, and you knew that. So, you went for something that couldn’t be traced, the cash. But then you stumbled on something much bigger that would see you through retirement when you couldn’t work anymore,” Adams stated. 

“Really? And what would that be?” Tagnello grunted.

“Bearer bonds; ten million dollars’ worth of bearer bonds to be exact. Originally, you were going for the cash, but finding the bonds in the safe were an added extra bonus for you,” Adams stated.

“You’re as crazy as she is,” the jeweler replied.

“Mrs. Bellington gave us a list of what was in the safe; all that she knew of anyway. Besides the cash and the bonds, there were gold and silver ingots that could also be melted down and sold off for more cash,” Piper commented.

“You have no proof,” Tagnello insisted.

“But, we will shortly,” Adams said, holding up the second group of papers. “These are search warrants, filed this morning, for your store, your home and your two safety deposit boxes at Bellows Credit Union.”

Tagnello buried his face in his hands.

“It was an accident. All my years as one of the finest jewelers in the country and I wasn’t going to be allowed to show off my finest piece of work; the Canary Necklace,” he lamented.

“What happened?” Adams asked.

“I dropped the jewelry off at eight. I did have a drink with Robert and I asked his permission to show the pieces in the largest jeweler’s show in the country that was held in Boston every year. They only feature the cream of the crop in jewels and I had submitted a picture of my work and it was accepted into the show.” 

“And Mr. Bellington said no?” Piper asked.

“He said no. He was very protective of his wife’s jewelry and didn’t want it flaunted from coast to coast. He was afraid it would draw too much attention from would be thieves. We argued, and he opened the safe to put the jewels away.”

“And that’s when you smacked him with the porcelain candy cane?” Miss Lottie inquired.

“No. I was boiling inside, but I calmly finished my drink. When he opened the safe to get out the payment for the jewels and I saw all the cash that was inside, I saw a man standing in front of me that had everything he could ever want. My whole life I have dreamed of being accepted into the Boston show and I was furious that he would take that away from me.”

“And then what?” Adams asked.

“I sat in my car getting angrier and angrier. I took out my gun and marched back up to the door. When Robert let me in, I pointed it at him. I set the checks on the bar and told him that I wanted the set back. I didn’t want to sell it to him.”

“What did Mr. Bellington say?” Piper asked

“He refused. I held the gun to his head and told him to open the safe. Before I realized what I was doing, I picked up the statue and hit him with it when he turned to say something to me after he had opened the safe,” Tagnello replied, solemnly. “I was just so mad that he had everything.”

“And you figured you would take the cash and the bonds in payment for missing out on the Boston show and the recognition you deserved,” Adams commented. 

“I figured I had covered all of my bases and when things cooled down, I could ask Patricia Bellington if the necklace could be displayed in the show.”

“That about covers it. Gentlemen, please read Mr. Tagnello his rights and take him to the station,” Adams ordered.

“It was an accident, I tell you. I got mad and didn’t know what I was doing when I did it,” Tagnello insisted as they cuffed him and took him out the door.

“Miss Lottie, I have to hand it to you,” Adams said, after Tagnello was gone. “That was a great bluff.”

“What do you mean, a great bluff?” Robert Jr. asked. 

Adams held up the supposed court orders and unfolded the papers; they were all blank.

“We had filed for subpoenas this morning, which wasn’t a lie, but due to lack of evidence, the judge would not grant them. Miss Lottie had pointed out that the jeweler lied about the candy canes on the tree in order to fake an established time. So, we had to beat him at his own game.”

“I went to Tagnello’s doctor, this morning, under the pretense of checking out his ability to complete some intricate jewelry work for Mrs. Bellington, I explained that she wanted to continue to use the same jeweler as her husband had, but that she knew nothing about him.”

“What he wouldn’t tell the police under confidentiality laws, he spilled his guts to a little old lady who presented no harm to his business,” Piper added.

“So, we used that information and the threat of the police searching everything he owned to scare a confession out of him,” Adams said. “And it was all Miss Lottie’s idea.”

“I’m very impressed, Lottie,” Patricia said, complimenting her housekeeper. “I guess reading all those mysteries has paid off.”

“Now, I have some other things to discuss with the family,” Miss Lottie stated.

“Are we in trouble for something?” Vanessa asked.

“No, Detective Piper and I will be leaving now. These other things are for family only,” Adams stated. “Thank you, again, Miss Lottie, for everything.”

Timmer showed the police out and returned to the living room. Miss Lottie looked at each of the waiting faces and started to talk.

“The night that Mr. Bellington died, it was not just myself and him in the house after eleven-thirty. Robert, you did not stay at the gentlemen’s club like you stated, did you?”

He looked at her blankly, not answering.

“No, he did not, Miss Lottie. He stayed in my apartment over the garage, with me.”

“Thank you for admitting that James. The phone records showed that the club manager called you that night to pick up Robert Jr. because he was drunk and causing problems.”

“Yes, that is true.”

“When you brought him home he wandered into the main house by accident, didn’t he?”

“I made him sit on the stairs that go up to my apartment while I went to put the limo away in the garage. When I came back, he was gone and I went searching for him. I figured he would head to the bar in the living room, so I went there looking for him.”

“And you found him and Mr. Bellington?”

“Yes, I did,” he answered, looking at Patricia. “Young Robert was sitting at the bar drinking. I knew if they found him there he would get blamed for his father’s death. He was so drunk that he doesn’t even remember that he stepped over the body to get the liquor that he was drinking.”

“So, you took the glass and bottle with you that Robert Jr. had used and brought him up to your apartment above the garage.”

“Yes, ma’am. But what I didn’t know was that Robert Jr. had taken the jewelry that was left in the safe and stuck it in his coat pocket. He passed out on my couch and I sat there, keeping an eye on him so he wouldn’t leave again.”

“But, you returned to the main house again?”

“Yes, I did,” he answered, hanging his head.

“It was you who took the bust of Patricia, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was me. I returned after Robert Jr. passed out and stole the bust. I figured no one else had seen it and I loved Patricia so much that I wanted to be able to look at it always,” he answered as Patricia lay her hand on his. “I hid the bust in the trunk of one of the antique cars figuring no one else but Mr. Bellington ever went near them.”

“You also hid the jewelry in the secret room when you found out that Robert Jr. had taken it.”

“He got up to go the bathroom and was fighting with his coat to get it off. I helped him and that’s when the bracelet fell to the floor. I searched the coat pockets and found the necklace and one earring. I hid it in Robert’s secret room figuring if I turned it into the police Robert Jr. would be blamed for his father’s death and the motive would be money which they were always fighting over. I was here to oversee the building of the secret room when the family went on vacation and I figured no one else knew about the room and the jewelry would be safe hidden in there.”

“And Robert Jr. entered the house the next day when the police were here, not remembering anything about the night before or how he got home. The last thing he did remember before the liquor took over was that he was at the gentlemen’s club.” 

“Yes, Miss Lottie. I was only trying to protect Robert Jr. in his drunken stupor.”

“But, Robert Jr., you knew about your father’s secret room, didn’t you? You went in there and saw that the jewelry had been hidden there and you stole it a second time,” Miss Lottie stated.

“I didn’t know who else knew about father’s hidden room and all his secrets or who had put the jewelry there. I got mad and felt bad for my mother. I thought that because of all the years that he had betrayed her and had other mistresses scattered elsewhere, that she deserved the jewelry for all the grief that she would soon face when the word got out about my father. But, how did you know that I knew?”

“In one conversation you said to Vanessa, ‘you might as well spend the money before someone else does, implying that you were referring to your father’s other families’,” Lottie replied. “Another time you referred to your father’s mistresses, excluding your mother, as in plural, so it hit me that you must have seen the wall in the secret room with the three portraits.”

“Robert, you knew all this time about your father’s other lives?” Patricia asked. “But, you never said anything to me.”

“I didn’t want to see you get hurt, Mother, so I kept it to myself,” he admitted. “I didn’t know that you already knew.”

“You decided that your mother should have the jewelry for the Christmas party, so you used the secret entrance to the study and placed the jewelry in the crystal case hoping she would find it before the guests arrived. Only James saw you do it and decided that the bust had to be returned to make things right.”

“Yes, I returned the bust and set the jewelry on it and left through the secret entrance,” James admitted.

“That’s why you made the startled face, Robert, when you saw the jewelry that you had laid in the case was now on the bust that hadn’t been there earlier.”

“You are one clever woman, Miss Lottie,” Patricia stated again.

“Detective Adams said that no real laws were broken here and that the family had been through enough already. No one will be charged with any crimes and the detective is happy that they caught the killer.”

“I think that we need to put all this behind us,” Patricia stated. “No more lies will be tolerated in this house. We need to stand together and face what is going to come our way as a family. James, thank you for protecting my son.”

“Can I go shopping now?” Vanessa asked.

“Some things will never change,” Miss Lottie laughed, leaving the family to discuss what needed to be discussed in private. “A cup of tea would taste good right now.”

 






CHAPTER 13


 

Patricia Bellington reached out to Robert’s other mistresses that night. She invited them to the service the following day, even though it was short notice. They each declined, but agreed that they would get together sometime in the near future to talk.

Patricia had learned that Robert had set them each up for the rest of their lives and the company and any assets that pertained to her immediate family would not be affected in any of the settlements of Robert Bellington’s estate.

Kimberly Ann never made it back to school. She ran the company, side by side, with her brother and sat on the boards of many music schools. She appointed her mother co-executor of the estate and Robert Jr. the new CEO of Bellington Computers. Vanessa did go back to school and now heads her own design studio.

Patricia and James got married the following Spring. They traveled constantly and could finally enjoy their life together, out in the open for all to see. Again, her mother was a silent partner, but this time she welcomed the idea.

Miss Lottie is still the head housekeeper, but her duties have been cut in half and she enjoys a semi-retired life in her room with her mysteries. 

Every once in a while, Kimberly Ann looks back on her father’s service. It had been small and private and one her dad would have loved. Robert’s ashes were spread over the skeet range like he had requested. There was no anger or animosity left toward Robert Bellington. It had been set free with his ashes that floated away with the windswept snows. 

THE END
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