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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      I did not like Halloween.

      I hadn’t liked it since I was nine years old, and my brother and I went trick-or-treating, and the Coopersmiths gave us mealy apples, and all the other kids in the neighborhood told us they were poisoned apples. Even though my mother insisted they were not poisoned, I didn’t see her offering to take a bite to prove her point, so I was convinced from that evening on that Halloween was just a giant ploy to kill off small children.

      I know. That was over forty years ago. You’d have thought I’d have gotten over it by now.

      But I never did.

      When Halloween rolled around in Mt. Abrams, where everyone knew everyone else, where kids felt safe to run up and down the streets and ride bikes to the lake unsupervised, the entire community became involved.  There was dunking for apples and a few spooky-themed games and a haunted house. There was a Best Costume contest at the old firehouse. People decorated with pumpkins and ghosts and witches, and for days, the air rang with spooky sounds coming from hidden speakers.

      Normally, I loved my community. I was involved. I had even joined the Garden Club earlier in the year, partially as a favor to Lynn Fahey to disrupt Mary Rose Reed’s evil plan to kill of the hydrangeas in front of the library. But eventually I found that I liked the Garden Club and was actually learning a few things that might keep my so-called garden alive.

      Then Halloween reared its ugly head, and Mary Rose Reed, Garden Club president and Mt. Abrams organizer extraordinaire, got the great idea of holding a scavenger hunt this year, instead of the usual hanging out by the clubhouse, playing a few games, and generally letting the costumed segment of the population run wild.

      As I said, it was a great idea. But then she had to start telling us more details, and the idea went from great to awful. Obviously she had never been involved in a real scavenger hunt. Those poor kids would be bored to tears.

      So, I raised my hand. And opened my mouth.

      I should have known better. One reason I normally don’t join community groups is not because I don’t play well with others, but rather, I think I can do a much better job all by myself, without all the hand raising and discussion and voting on things.

      By the end of the meeting, I was in charge of the scavenger hunt.

      Now, that wouldn’t have been all that bad, but Mary Rose was never one to cede power gracefully, so while I was in charge of planning the hunt, she would be responsible for hiring the entertainment. Specifically, Mr. Scarecrow, a professional clown and juggler that she insisted would be a perfect addition to the festivities.

      After what happened to Mr. Scarecrow, you’d better believe I never raised my hand at another meeting again. Ever.

      

      My best friend, Shelly Goodwin, got quite a kick out of the whole situation.

      “Tell me again?” she asked. It was the morning after the Garden Club meeting. We were walking up Carver Road, where we walked every morning after the school bus picked up the kids. My daughter, Tessa, was now eleven. Seemingly overnight, my being on the same planet with her was cause for embarrassment. So she walked to the bus stop alone. I had a second cup of coffee to fill in the time usually spent with her while I silently argued with myself the pros and cons of an expensive boarding school. Shelly would text me, and I’d be off down the hill, meeting her and Maggie Turner and Carol Anderson for a quick turn around the neighborhood.

      Shelly’s son was the same age as my daughter, and he didn’t feel it was a crime to be seen with his mother, but that was one of the many differences between boys and girls. Having already raised one girl to complete womanhood, I knew that Tessa would eventually see me as a human being once again, but it would take a while.

      My cocker spaniel, Boot, was seriously investigating a possible chipmunk infestation under a fallen log. We stopped walking and watched her sniffing furiously. Shelly’s dog seemed totally unconcerned.

      “Mary Rose had these really terrible ideas,” I explained. “She wanted the kids to find, like, thirty different items, stuff like, an acorn or a red leaf. What kind of crap is that?” I looked at Shelly accusingly. “If you had been there, you could have stopped me.”

      Maggie had recently dyed the unshaved portion of her hair a bright blue. “I doubt that,” she giggled. “I’ve seen you in action, Ellie. Once you’ve gotten something between your teeth, you don’t let go.”

      Carol, tall, graceful, older, and infinitely wiser, smiled. “When all else fails, try Pinterest. What have you got so far?”

      Boot had moved past chipmunks and was now nosing the ants, so I tugged on her leash, and we went on up the hill. “Well, teams. We can’t have all those kids just running around by themselves. So, teams of three or four, with an accompanying adult.”

      Shelly turned around and walked backward. She ran marathons in her spare time and wasn’t above a little showing off. “Teams? That’s good. But you know that no matter how successful you are, Mary Rose will find a major problem somewhere. And don’t you hate Halloween?”

      “Yes, you know I hate Halloween. And you’re right. Mary Rose will tear me to shreds over something. She’s still involved, of course. She’s hiring a scarecrow.”

      We turned onto my street at the top of the hill.

      As always, the lake looked beautiful. Lake Abrams wasn’t very big, but it was wide and quite lovely, and the vivid fall colors on the small mountain behind it reflected on the still water. I saw this view several times a day, and it never failed to make me grateful to be alive.

      “What do we need a scarecrow for?” Maggie asked.

      “Good question,” I said as we started around the lake. “She says he’s going to be entertainment.”

      Carol made a rude noise. “That’s her nephew. Or stepnephew. Something like that. She was telling me a few weeks ago at the library. He and his brother are breaking into show business.”

      “Well, that’s certainly taking the long way around,” Shelly said. “But trust Mary Rose to turn a community event into a personal gain for herself, one way or another.”

      It’s not that we hated Mary Rose. In fact, she could be a very nice person. Sometimes. But she was one of those people that loved to gossip. In turn, she generated quite a bit of gossip herself.

      Carol, as head librarian of the Mt. Abrams branch of the Lawrence Library system, managed to pick up quite a bit of information, but was much more responsible about spreading it around. Except to us, of course.

      “Her brother remarried,” Carol explained. “And the new wife has two grown sons. They’ve tried stand-up, a little acting, and are now doing parties. Clown stuff and magic for the one. The other son is a singer, plays a few instruments, that sort of thing.”

      Shelly’s dog, Buster, stood stock-still. Boot, a few seconds behind, stopped as well. We looked, and there, barely visible in the trees, was a light-colored, very lean, and mangy-looking coyote. Buster began to grow. Boot, who had the courage of a newborn lamb, stayed silent.

      “Well, he’s ugly,” Maggie said loudly, and the coyote vanished.

      “A lot of cats are going to go missing this winter,” Carol said as we walked on. “We should post something on the bulletin board.”

      I nodded. “Along with a call for volunteers. I’m going to need lots of adults to make this scavenger hunt work. Although, I did get an offer of help right after the meeting.”

      Shelly glanced at me. “Who?”

      “James Fergus.”

      “Why, you sly dog,” Carol murmured.

      James Fergus was the newest Mt. Abrams resident, a fine-looking gentleman who was renting a house on Davis Road. He was tall and of an indeterminate age, but most guesses put him around my age, fifty. He was good looking in a movie star sort of way—thick, dark hair, blue eyes, an amazing body, and charm oozing from his very pores. He was a landscape architect, so his appearance at the Garden Club meeting was cause for a ripple of excitement that wasn’t just for his looks. And after the meeting, he grabbed me and offered to help.

      “Don’t tell Viv,” Maggie warned.

      Vivian Brewster, our good friend and local realtor, had her eye on James.

      I grinned. “Of course I’m going to tell her. How else would I get her to help me out?”

      By the time I’d finished our walk, I was in a pretty good mood. I was a freelance editor, specializing in mysteries and thrillers, so I was pretty confident I could come up with an exciting hunt that would challenge the imaginations of every child—and adult—in Mt. Abrams. Something clever enough for Sherlock Holmes but tame enough for Miss Marple, witty enough for Archie Goodwin, with the charm of Richard Jury. A piece of cake.

      By the end of the day, I had nothing.

      So much for my good mood.

      

      My oldest daughter Caitlyn was twenty-four and quite beautiful. She was also very, very smart. She had passed up a fellowship in France and was instead teaching French at a Montessori school. It wasn’t the opportunity to teach that kept her home. Rather, it was Kyle Lieberman, her childhood friend who was now a handsome, successful young man who had managed to keep his awkward adorableness while holding down a mid-six-figure job on Wall Street.

      She thought the whole scavenger hunt thing was a hoot.

      “Mom, you hate Halloween,” she said, after laughing hysterically for about seventeen minutes.

      “Yes, I know. But you know how I love mysteries, and a scavenger hunt is like a mystery, and I thought I’d be really good at this, and I’m not.”

      I stared down at my dinner. Broiled boneless chicken breast, roasted cauliflower, and sautéed zucchini. I had gained five pounds over the three-day weekend by making—and eating—a huge pot of chicken and dumplings and an apple pie. I also spent most of that weekend in bed with Sam Kinali, my extremely smart and funny and sexy boyfriend. Tessa had been with her father. Cait and Kyle went to Delaware. Sam and I indulged in all sorts of pleasures, including eating, lots of wine, and sex. I know that in theory, sex can burn calories, but apparently not as many as long brisk walks and weight training. So I had some catching up to do in the weight-loss area.

      “You’ve got over a month, Mom. I’m sure you’ll think of something.” Tessa was eating mashed potatoes with her chicken. With lots of butter. She looked like me—dark, curling hair, dark eyes, round, pretty face. She was also going to be built just like me when she became an adult—short-waisted, big boobs, no hips, and having to fight a round middle all her adult life. But for now, she ate mashed potatoes with lots of butter.

      Her momentary burst of civility quickly passed. “You’d better, ’cause I don’t want all the kids talking about how lame you are,” she said.

      “Well, Tessa, I’ll keep that in mind. Heaven forbid your friends think I’m lame.” I stabbed my chicken. “Do they think I’m fat?” In my mind, it was a hypothetical question. But Tessa…

      “Not any more. You dodged the bullet on that one, Mom.”

      Oh, you little…

      Cait stepped in gracefully. “What’s with the scarecrow?” she asked.

      I took a cleansing breath. “A Mary Rose idea. Her nephews? Stepnephews? Something like that. Todd someone and his brother. Apparently, they’re an act.”

      “Todd Richter? I went to school with his brother, Doug,” Cait said. “Doug had an amazing voice, and played all sorts of instruments. Really talented guy. Todd was a year or two younger. Kind of a screwup, but with great tattoos. He did magic. Kyle and Doug are still friends.”

      I nodded and moved some zucchini around. “That sounds right. Todd is going to be juggling, making balloon animals, that sort of thing. Won’t that be fun, Tessa?”

      My youngest daughter rolled her eyes. “Maybe. As long as he’s not lame.”

      Again with the lame.

      Cait came to the rescue. Again. “What kind of scavenger hunt would you want, Tessa?”

      Tessa made a curling road through her potatoes as she thought. “I’d want to be with my friends. Not by myself. And not, like, a gazillion things to find. And it should be fun stuff. Maybe each thing could be its own prize. No going behind scary houses. And maybe popcorn and cider.”

      Cait raised her eyebrows. “I’m impressed, Tessa. Those are good ideas. Right, Mom?”

      I was still seething a bit over the “fat” thing, but had to agree. “Great ideas. I already thought about teams. Maybe you could help me?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Really? I didn’t ask for this, you know. And now you want me to help?”

      I swallowed my chicken.

      “I’ll be glad to help, Mom. And I bet Kyle would love to, as well,” Cait said.

      Eventually, Cait would be moving out of my house. Tessa would be on her own. Things, I knew, would get dicey, because Cait was often the only thing between her sister and…

      “Thank you, dear,” I said. I stabbed the chicken again. And reached for the mashed potatoes.

      

      I finally had it all figured out. There would be twelve stations, with a specific item to find at each location. The clues would be given in random order, teams would find the correct station—a front porch, a backyard, an empty lot, whatever—and collect the item, as well as being checked off by a trustworthy volunteer. It’s not that I honestly believed that anyone would actually cheat at a simple scavenger hunt, but I knew that to some parents, winning trumped personal ethics, and I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Emma McLaren was going to let us use her garden as one of the stations, as well as a spot for cider and doughnuts. Her garden had been badly trampled that summer when Boot accidentally dug up a body in the exact spot where Emma’s koi pond was supposed to go. At the end of the summer, a bunch of us got together to help her rake, transplant, and generally repair the damage. An early hard frost killed off anything left alive, so she threw down lots of straw and said we could use the space.

      It was there Mr. Scarecrow would be doing his act.

      Mary Rose had brought him around the week of Halloween, so he could look everything over. Mr. Scarecrow was indeed Todd Richter, a tall and lanky young man with lots of tattoos up and down his arms and several piercings. He would juggle, do tricks, make balloon animals, and generally entertain anyone who stopped by Emma’s for a doughnut and hot cider. Since the whole point of winning the hunt was to figure out the clues and find everything in the shortest time, I didn’t really think any kids would be watching him for very long, but I wasn’t about to mention that to Mary Rose. The woman was on a mission, and that involved a check for Mr. Scarecrow.

      Vivian Brewster had graciously offered to be my right-hand woman, and she and I walked Todd through the neighborhood, gave him a general rundown as to how things would work, and tried to draw him into any type of conversation. He nodded and grunted a lot, but as far as sentences went, he was loath to give them up. He followed us around for twenty minutes, then got into his Honda and drove away.

      Viv and I both waved as he drove down the hill.

      “That is one ugly man,” Viv said. “He doesn’t even need a costume. He could scare the bejesus out of small children just the way he is now.”

      “And he didn’t seem very jolly. Aren’t clowns supposed to be jolly?” I asked.

      Viv shuddered. “Honey, I just remember that evil clown from that Stephen King thing, you know, the one who lived in the sewers? I’ve always thought clowns were creepy.”

      “You should mention that to James,” I said, “so he can protect you from the big, bad scarecrow.”

      She grinned. “He’d be very good at protecting, I’m sure. In fact, I’m sure he’d be good at all sorts of things.”

      I never heard the rest of James’s very useful qualities, because Mary Rose appeared from nowhere. “Isn’t he wonderful?” she gushed.

      Mary Rose was a throwback. She wore outfits that matched, low heels in all seasons, and always had on lipstick that was the same color as her nail polish. Her hair was permed in a short gray helmet, and her earrings were clip on. Standing next to Viv, who was tall, black, dressed in leggings, over-the-knee black boots and a colorful fringed sweater, Mary Rose looked like she belonged in a 1950s sitcom.

      Viv turned to Mary Rose and tilted her head. “Thank God he’s got a costume, or he’d be scaring the kids outta here faster than—”

      “What Viv means,” I interrupted quickly, “is that his piercings are very unusual.”

      Mary Rose sighed. “Yes. His brother, Doug, is quite different. Doug is a singer. Very talented. They’re having a bit of a disagreement right now, but I’m sure that they’ll iron everything out by the weekend. Doug helps out, you know? Gets things set up. Todd would be lost without him.”

      Viv raised an eyebrow. “Disagreement? I can’t imagine anyone not getting along with someone as warm and friendly as Todd.”

      Mary Rose looked confused for a second, then laughed nervously. “Oh, you’re just being funny, Viv. I know that Todd can come across as, well, a bit distant, but once he puts his mask on, he’s a whole other person. Well, see you ladies later.”

      She scurried off, and Viv shook her head.

      “Just what Mt. Abrams needs for Halloween. Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”

      I poked her with my elbow. “Stop it. It won’t be that bad. So tell me, what else do you think James would be good at?”

      She laughed and told me as we went back up the hill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Friday was my day to visit my mother. She lived in a lovely assisted living facility, a beautiful old mansion that had been converted and improved so it met all the state standards, but still looked like an elegant country home. Mom had recently been fitted with an ankle bracelet after walking out the front door, down the driveway, and out onto the highway. Now, if she chose to walk out the door, bells and whistles would sound, and she’d be turned around before clearing the parking lot.

      Sometimes she remembered who I was. Lately, she thought I was just a caseworker, checking up on her situation. She would recite a litany of complaints—bad food, not being allowed to read, being locked in the same room with petty thieves and general scalawags, and being given drugs that immobilized her for hours at a time. I sat and listened, pretended to take notes, and made generally sympathetic noises. She did not invite me to have lunch with her, and when I made the suggestion, she looked embarrassed.

      “My dear young woman, I’m sure you’re a perfectly nice person, but I’m waiting for my daughter. I’m having lunch with her. I hope you understand.”

      Liz, her aide, managed a tight smile. I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. “Sure. I understand perfectly.” I stood up and kissed her on her forehead. Liz patted my mother’s hand. I walked out into the brisk fall air with my heart down around my knees.

      I called Sam. “Can we have lunch?”

      “Isn’t today lunch with Mom day?”

      “Apparently not. She’s waiting for her daughter.”

      “Oh, Ellie, I’m sorry. Sure. About an hour?”

      I arrived early and thought about either having a drink or eating an entire basket of bread sticks. Luckily, Sam came in before I was forced to choose.

      Sam Kinali was a big man—tall, broad across the shoulders, and arms that strained slightly against the fabric of his suit. He was a senior detective on the Lawrence Police Department, and in the five months I had known him, he always managed to generate a little jolt in my gut. He was also a great listener. Which is what he did for the first twenty minutes while I vented about everything from my mother to my bratty daughter, from Halloween to what the hell I was going to do for Thanksgiving this year.

      “Thanksgiving?” he asked when I finally wound down. “Isn’t it a bit early to think about Thanksgiving?”

      I shook my head and stabbed my chicken Caesar salad with my fork. “Right after Halloween, there’s about three days until Thanksgiving, then you blink, and it’s Christmas. It’s one giant rush of buying food and gifts and bad weather and cranky kids. Marc wants us to have Thanksgiving together with his family, which would be great because I wouldn’t have to cook, but then I’d have to have him at my house for Christmas Eve, and I would have to invite his family, and his mother never did like me… Maybe I could just run away from home?”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “And where would you go?”

      I sighed. “Good point.”

      “Do you need help with Halloween?”

      “Yes, I do. I need someone I can trust to be at the finish line, to add everything up, determine the times, and not cheat.”

      He looked at me quizzically. “Cheat?”

      “Never underestimate the lengths at which a parent will go to have a child in first place.”

      He laughed again. “I’ll take your word for it. So, we’ve gone through Thanksgiving and Christmas. What about New Year’s Eve?”

      I shuddered. “Worst holiday ever. I stay home, guzzle champagne, and watch the ball drop.”

      “Would you consider going away for the weekend? With me?”

      I looked at him. His eyes were twinkling. “Where?”

      “There’s a bed and breakfast in Vermont. A friend of mine from law school has taken the whole place, and has arranged for a murder-mystery weekend.”

      I started to laugh. I had promised Sam on the heads of both of my children that I would never again become involved in any kind of crime solving. Sharon Butler had almost killed me, and it had caused a rift between us, mainly because he had warned me to back off from investigating the murder of Rita Ferris, and I hadn’t listened to him. “You’re inviting me to play detective?”

      He shrugged elaborately. “Since you like it so much, yes. And in a completely controlled setting, I’ll know that you’ll be perfectly safe. And you’ll get to spend time with my friends for a change.”

      “Okay. It’s a deal.” A bed and breakfast. A weekend with Sam. And murder.

      It sounded perfect.

      

      Saturday morning was clear, and the temperature was predicted to stay in the high 50s. Halloween had become something of a crapshoot in New Jersey. One year brought a freak snowstorm that caused trees to fall, roads to be blocked for days, and extensive power outages. Then there was Hurricane Sandy. The past few years everyone held their collective breaths to see what October 31st would bring.

      Saturday, we got lucky.

      Cait and Kyle were to act as runners for me. All my other volunteers would keep in touch via cell phone, but in case anyone needed supplies or help, I could stay at my post in front of the library to keep things going while Cait and Kyle sprinted all over the neighborhood. So they were there with me when Mr. Scarecrow reported for duty.

      He was dressed in tattered jeans and an equally tattered denim shirt, and appeared to be as sullen and uncommunicative as before. With him was his brother, Doug, who made me rethink the entire science of genetics.

      Doug was also tall and lanky, and dressed in almost identical denim. He was very handsome, grinning from ear to ear, with no discernible ink or piercings. He and Cait hugged, he and Kyle performed an elaborate handshake, and he took my hand warmly.

      “Good to meet you, Ellie. I’m just here to tote and set up for Todd. He’s the real star,” Doug said.

      The real star shot Doug a look full of poison, grudgingly acknowledged my existence, and headed off toward Emma’s.

      Cait looked after him. “Everything okay, Doug?”

      Doug shrugged and looked embarrassed. “I have a gig tonight, and Todd usually helps me with the setup. Because he’s working too, he’s trying to back out. It’ll be fine. We fight about this all the time.”

      “Where’s the gig?” Kyle asked.

      “Hoboken,” Doug said. “I’m in a jazz trio, vocals and bass. You should check us out.” He touched his finger to his forehead in salute. “See you all later.”

      I watched him as he trudged after his brother. “They’re brothers?”

      Cait giggled. “I know, right?” Cait wore a Wicked Witch of the West costume, her long red hair stuffed into a pointy hat, pale green makeup and swirling robes. Kyle was a flying monkey, his wings flapping awkwardly. He was sweating under his brown fur.

      “You must really love my daughter to be wearing that around,” I remarked.

      He grinned. “I sure do.” Cait turned bright red under her patina.

      James Fergus came around the corner, Vivian Brewster at his side. I glanced at my watch. 4:35. The hunt was starting in less than half an hour, but there were already small children milling around.

      “Are we ready?” I called to Viv.

      She sported a brightly colored native costume I knew she had brought back from Trinidad. With her black skin and dazzling smile, she looked like Caribbean royalty. James wore a kilt. Seriously. Full Scottish regalia including a sword, and a little black tam on his handsome head. I almost swooned.

      Vivian beamed. “Let’s go.”

      

      Once the kids got lined up, things moved quickly. Tessa and Jerome teamed with Shelly’s two boys. The four of them were zombies. It was, generally speaking, a big year for the undead. Tessa stood out by being a zombie princess, her last year’s costume of pink tulle carefully shredded and splotched with fake blood.

      My ex-husband Marc walked her down from the house, then acted as a team leader for another group. Parents were generally okay with the fact that if their child was on a particular team, they could not be the leader of that team. I got a few arguments, but James just straightened up and put his hand on his sword. He was at least six-two and was quite an imposing figure.

      My hero.

      I carefully recorded all the start times. Sometime in the next forty-five minutes or so, teams who had collected all the clues would check in at the old firehouse, where the incorruptible Sam Kinali would mark their finish time. As soon as all the teams checked in, the adding and subtraction would begin. Until then, I could sit back and relax.

      Or not.

      About thirty minutes into the hunt, while I was checking in the last of the teams, Carol Anderson sent me a text.

      Mr. Scarecrow is very popular, but left for bathroom break 15 mins ago. Have u seen him?

      Cait and Kyle were down at the school bus stop helping Marie Wu get down the dill pickles hanging in her tree. I had put them up there myself, forgetting that Marie was barely five feet tall. She was having a hard time reaching them and didn’t want any other adult to mess around with her clues. I didn’t blame her, but now I was runnerless.

      “James, could you go up to Emma’s, and see if you can find Mr. Scarecrow? He’s apparently taken an extended pee break.” I was sweating beneath my costume. I was a tea bag, which meant I was wearing a huge muslin bag stuffed with oak leaves, with a red Lipton tag dangling from my neck.

      He straightened his sash, or cloak or whatever he had draped dramatically over his broad shoulders, and headed off. Vivian watched him walk away. I did too. It was something to see.

      “Hot man in a kilt,” she breathed.

      “Amen, sister,” I said, and handed out the last of the clues to the very last team. I sat back and sighed. “Thanks, Viv.”

      She reached into her tote bag to pull out a thermos. “Gin?” she asked, then proceeded to pull out two martini glasses, a jar of olives, and made us each a very tasty martini, which hit me like a ton of bricks coated in fairy dust.

      James appeared and confirmed that Mr. Scarecrow had returned. Viv found another glass and poured him a drink as well. It was getting dark, and a little cooler, and the three of us were having quite the evening.

      “Is that the kilt of your clan?” I asked James.

      He nodded. “Yes. I could give you my entire clan history, from about the twelfth century, if you’d like.”

      I shook my head. “That’s okay. Some other time. So we did a great job here tonight, thanks so much. You’re becoming part of the neighborhood, James.”

      He held out his glass for another drink, and Vivian poured carefully.

      “Yes.” He ran his fingers through his dark hair and pulled it so it stood up on end. “It’s nice to feel a part of something.” He smiled. “And the people here are terrific.”

      I tried not to grin, and was seriously considering another drink when I got a text from Sam. The first of the teams had arrived at the finish line.

      I hauled myself up and shook out my tea leaves. “Gotta go.” I gathered my clipboard and phone, and started down the hill, leaving James and Vivian sitting comfortably, glasses in hand.

      

      Tessa and her team did not win. They didn’t even come close, because Jerome misunderstood one of the basic rules of the hunt and ate all four of the mini-muffins that were in fact Clue #6. One team of older girls lost one of their members when she took off with her boyfriend and missed checking in to all but three checkpoints. There were a few more minor tragedies, but all in all, everyone seemed to have enjoyed the scavenger hunt very much. Mr. Scarecrow received mixed reviews. While some parents applauded his juggling and general goofiness, other parents complained that he did nothing but play Simon Says and sing silly songs. The scavenger hunt winners were announced, then the winners of the Costume Contest.

      Tessa and her friends won First Place, Group Division.

      At that point, I was fairly done with the evening. Cait and Kyle agreed to go back to the house to give out candy, while Sam and I walked around making sure all of our checkpoints had been cleaned up for the night. We saved Emma for last, because I knew she would need the most help.

      Poor Emma. We found her sitting on her porch, her cat, Biscuit curled on her lap.

      “Ellie, dear, I haven’t the energy to do another thing.” Her long gray hair had been pulled up in a bun, but it was now tumbling down around her face, adding to her usual crazy cat lady vibe.

      “Can we leave the table and chairs in here?” I called from her garden.

      “Please don’t,” came a faint reply.

      I looked at Sam. “I borrowed these from the clubhouse, and it’s locked up. I guess I can get the car and move them up to my house for the night?”

      He shook his head. “You look beat. Let’s call it quits. Why don’t we just move them next door? Then we can take them up to the clubhouse in the morning with my car.” Sam drove a Suburban, which technically, was kind of a car, but more of a moving van.

      “Good idea.” Next door was Aggie Martin’s house. It was dark and empty now, the “For Sale” sign planted bravely out front. “We can just stash everything on the porch. That puts it all out of the way.”

      Sam and I started closing up the folding chairs. Emma had hung paper lanterns everywhere, and the cider bowl was empty. The trashcan was full of empty paper cups, and broken pieces of doughnuts scattered the ground. Her spooky sound machine was blaring from the corner, emitting loud shrieks and hollow laughter.

      “Here, let me help,” Carol Anderson called, coming in from the street. Carol and Emma were good friends, and I knew that she had been helping earlier with Emma’s station. She grabbed two chairs. “Where are we putting these?”

      “Thanks, Carol. On Aggie’s porch. How did it go here?”

      “Great. Mr. Scarecrow was a big hit. He had some great tricks. But he bolted out of here as soon as the last kid left. He didn’t even take off his mask, he was in such a hurry. Did he even get paid?”

      I shrugged. “Mary Rose will see to it, I’m sure.”

      Carol carried the chairs out, and Sam and I turned the folding table over. One of the legs was jammed, and after three seconds of struggling, I threw up my hands. “Help, I need a big, strong man.”

      Sam laughed. “If I see one, I’ll send him over.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Oh, ha-ha.”

      He kicked at the leg, and it folded obediently. “There. Anything else?”

      I looked over his shoulder. Carol was back. Her face was white.

      “Ah…”

      “What? Carol, what’s wrong?”

      She closed her eyes. “It’s Mr. Scarecrow. He never left at all. He’s lying on Aggie’s porch. I think he’s dead.”

      Sam moved quickly, and I was right behind him. Out of the garden and around to Aggie Martin’s front walkway.

      I stopped and watched as Sam walked cautiously up the steps. He stepped past the folding chairs that Carol had propped under the window. He was looking down, into the dark, far corner of the porch.

      “Sam?” I called.

      He had his phone out. “Yes. He’s dead. Don’t come up here.” He spoke into his phone. I could feel Carol behind me, her hand on my shoulder.

      “Well?” she whispered.

      I shook my head.

      Poor Mr. Scarecrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      It was after midnight, and I found myself in the highly unimaginable position of being Mary Rose’s best friend in the world. Carol and I had walked down with one of the first police officers to arrive at the scene to tell her what happened. As it happened, her brother, Steve, and his wife, Kim, were there. Apparently, they had been there all evening. They had arrived after Todd and Doug, had been out and about looking at the decorations, and had stayed for dinner. I had met them both over the course of past Mt. Abrams events. They had helped Mary Rose with last year’s St. Patrick’s Day Pancake Breakfast and had stood next to me, doling out green pancakes and bacon. I didn’t know either of them well, but my heart broke for them nonetheless.

      Mary Rose immediately broke down and had not stopped crying. Sometimes it was just a broken sobbing. Sometimes in was full out bawling. She kept grabbing my hand and thanking me for being with her. Her husband Joe made phone calls and brewed endless pots of tea, which Mary Rose drank between bursting into tears and running to the bathroom.

      Kim, Todd’s mother, didn’t cry at all; she just…shrank. She huddled into a corner of the couch, her face white and blank. Only her eyes showed her anguish at the loss of her youngest son. Steve’s face was also a blank. He sat next to her, holding her hand, not saying a word.

      What could he say?

      The night had become surreal.

      Doug finally arrived. He had been tracked down at a club in Hoboken, and got to his aunt’s house after eleven. Mary Rose’s living room was bursting with family and friends, not to mention two police officers that were taking statements from the family. Sam had been there earlier and suggested quietly that everyone might want to go to the police station. Mary Rose stopped crying long enough to insist that she could not allow her family to be dragged into a cold, impersonal room to be questioned, when obviously what they needed was the warmth and support of familiar surroundings.

      Sam knew Mary Rose well enough to let it drop.

      By unspoken agreement, all trick-or-treating in Mt. Abrams stopped at nine o’clock. That meant everyone was still out in the streets when the sirens started, and once again, the whole community crowded onto Davis Road to watch yellow tape go up and hear the crackle of walkie-talkies as police and technicians swarmed another tiny Victorian house. I had texted Cait to tell her what happened. She wanted to come down, but I asked her to stay, so she could be home when Tessa returned. Then I texted Marc, who had taken Tessa and her friends around the neighborhood. I asked him to stay away as well.

      The very last thing the situation needed was a bigger crowd.

      Carol finally left, and I tried to hide in a corner, but Mary Rose would not let me be. At one point, she looked at me with teary eyes and said, “You’ll find out who did this, won’t you, Ellie? Please?”

      I shook my head. “Mary Rose, let the police do their job. Sam is here. He’s the best.”

      She shook her head. “No, Ellie, you’re the best. You found out who killed Doug Mitchell. And poor Rita. Promise me?”

      I’m a terrible liar, and as I nodded, I was sure that a bolt of lightening was going to come for me, straight down through Mary Rose’s ceiling.

      I had promised Sam Kinali that I would never again stick my nose into anything that remotely looked like a crime. I had also sworn the same to Caitlyn and Marc. After Sharon Butler tried to kill me with my own fireplace poker, all three had felt an intervention was needed, and I didn’t put up a fight. I may have gotten a thrill playing detective, but my family had to come first.  And I wasn’t about to jeopardize my relationship with Sam for an adrenalin boost.

      “Don’t worry, Mary Rose,” I told her. “I’ll take care of this.”

      Sam came back, took one look at me, and escorted me outside. “You need to sleep. Now.”

      I leaned into him and sagged as his arms went around me. “Oh, that poor kid. This is so awful.”

      I felt his lips in my hair. “Do you need a ride home? I’ll get someone to take you.”

      I stepped back. “No. I’m fine.” I was still a tea bag and suddenly realized I’d spent the entire night shedding leaves all over Mt. Abrams. It struck me as funny, but I was too tired to laugh. “Call me?”

      He smiled gently. “Of course.”

      I turned and started up the hill to home.

      

      Todd Richter was killed when a small, blunt instrument, probably a hammer, hit him on the back of the head. The attacker was close to the same height, and considering the force of the blow, was either very strong or very angry. Todd was killed somewhere else, possibly in Aggie Martin’s tiny back yard, and hauled up on to the empty porch after the fact. There were no fingerprints found. The weapon was not found. The time of death was put between six-thirty, as that was the last time anyone saw him alive, and seven–forty-five, which was when Carol found him.

      The body had still been warm.

      There were no immediate suspects, although Todd apparently had lots of enemies. He was involved in drugs, and aside from using pot and cocaine, he dabbled in illegal pain meds from both the using and selling sides. He was in debt to his mother and his brother, as well as a few major drug dealers and/or loan sharks.

      For a clown, he had a real dark side.

      Since he had posted all over social media where he was going to be Halloween night, anyone who wanted to kill him knew exactly how to find him. With so many people wandering the streets, children as well as adults in costume, it would have been easy for anyone with a rubber Scream mask to wait for Todd, and no one would have blinked. Usually, in Mt. Abrams, strangers stuck out like sore thumbs, but on Halloween, it was easy to get lost in the crowd.

      Sam told me this, of course, over the few days after Halloween. Mary Rose called me every day asking if I’d found out anything new.

      I was getting better at lying.

      Then my daughter Caitlyn made a request.

      It was after dinner, and I was waiting for her to go out and meet Kyle, but she announced that he was coming over instead, and they both wanted to talk to me.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Both of you?”

      She nodded.

      “You’re making me nervous. Are you pregnant? Getting married? Breaking up?”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “No, no, and no.”

      I exhaled loudly. Thank God.

      Kyle, when he arrived, looked tired and also nervous, and the two of them sat next to each other on the couch.

      “Okay,” I said. “What is this about?”

      Cait tugged on the ends of her curling, red hair. “The police are asking Doug a lot of questions about Todd’s death.”

      Sam had not mentioned that to me, but since I wasn’t actually part of the official investigation, I wasn’t surprised. “And?”

      “Well, he didn’t do it,” Kyle blurted. “He couldn’t have. Doug is a gentle guy, and he loved Todd, even if Todd was a screwup.”

      “I believe you, Kyle. But what has any of this got to do with me?”

      “Could you, you know…” Cait cleared her throat. “Look into this?”

      I sat back and stared at her. “Excuse me?”

      Cait shot Kyle a look that clearly said I told you so, but went on bravely. “Let’s face it, Mom, you kind of have a talent for figuring things out. We need you to find who killed Todd and get Doug off the hook.”

      I closed my eyes, mentally counted to three, then opened them slowly. “Did you not, in this very room not so long ago, tell me I should never get involved in another murder?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “And did you not,” I continued, my voice getting a little louder and slightly more high pitched, “warn me that putting myself at risk was bad enough, but dragging Tessa in, not to mention yourself, was inexcusable?”

      She squirmed. “Mom, this—”

      “I believe threats were made, by Sam and your father, and oh yeah, you, as to what might happen if I did stick my nose into something?”

      She sat back, shoulders slumped.

      “I believe a strong case was made that perhaps I needed professional help if that sort of thing was repeated? And you yourself mentioned taking Tessa out of harm’s way?”

      She looked at Kyle, shook her head, and sighed. “Yes.”

      Kyle swallowed hard and looked straight at me. “But Ellie, what if Doug gets arrested, and then he gets convicted and spends the rest of his life in jail for a crime he didn’t commit, while the real killer just goes free, and maybe kills someone else? And what if you could have prevented it?”

      Did I mention that Kyle had the biggest blue eyes this side of Elijah Wood? And that he had a strong, handsome face? And that he was sweet and still dorky, a slightly irresistible combination?

      “I cannot poke my nose into this,” I said at last. “First of all, Todd may have died here, but he didn’t live here. I know nothing about him or his life, and I can’t go poking around and asking questions of people I don’t know.” I took a deep breath. “But you two can.”

      Cait sat up. “What do you mean?”

      I shrugged. “Well you two know Doug. It wouldn’t seem too out of line if you asked a few questions. Talk to Todd’s friends, find out who he was close to, who his enemies were. Sam told me Todd was into drugs, and owed money. Maybe somebody knows who he owed money to. If you told me, I could push Sam in that direction.”

      The two lovebirds looked at each other. “We could do that,” Cait said.

      “I know you could. But just be really careful. Don’t talk to any of those drug people yourselves, for God’s sake. Remember, one of them might be a killer.”

      Cait looked relieved. “Thanks, Mom. I promise we’ll take care. And we’ll bring everything straight back to you.”

      Kyle smiled. “Thanks, Ellie. Doug is a good guy. I appreciate this.”

      I sniffed. “Yeah, well, take care of Cait. If she gets in too deep, I’m counting on you to be the smart one.”

      Cait stuck out her tongue. “Gee, Mom, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      

      The weather had turned cold. Well, it was November in New Jersey, so it wasn’t an entirely unexpected event. It meant bundling up a little more than usual for my morning walk. As soon as the temperature dropped below thirty, or it snowed, or became icy, slushy, or in any other way unpleasant, the morning walks would be called off entirely. Carol Anderson valued her comfort, and Shelly and I were basically wimps who just went along with whatever Carol decided.

      Maggie Turner, who was usually our fourth walker, was off on tour. She played with a fairly famous chamber group that practiced locally for eight months out of the year, which made Maggie’s life a breeze. But then there came four months of touring, starting November 1st, finishing the end of February. During that time, she was lucky to fly home once a week, and had never spent a Christmas day with her daughter, Serif.

      “Where’s Maggie this week?” Carol asked as we started up the first hill.

      “Detroit,” Shelly said. “I bet it’s really cold there.” She looked sideways at me. “How’s Todd’s murder coming along?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” I shifted the leash from one cold hand to the other. “I’ve sworn off murder, you know that.”

      Carol had been smart and wore dark gloves of lined leather. “But surely, after Mary Rose, aren’t you doing something?”

      “No. I swore to Cait and Sam and Marc, and I’m staying out. But Caitlyn is doing a little snooping around.”

      “Cait? Really?” Shelly, who ran marathons in any weather, was wearing some sort of high-tech super outfit that clung to her fit but flat body like a second skin. “What’s her interest?”

      “Doug graduated with her and Kyle,” I explained. “He and Kyle are still friends, and apparently the police are looking hard at Doug to be the killer.”

      “So, what has Cait told you so far?” Carol soothed her short, gray hair behind her ears. “Anything useful?”

      I shook my head. “Not a thing. Most of what she’s gotten so far has been from Doug. Todd was in trouble. Drugs. He owed money. He did a little dealing. He and Todd had formed a legal partnership, and Doug wanted out because Todd was spending every cent they made on coke.”

      “And Mary Rose invited him to entertain our children?” Shelly’s jaw tightened. “How could she?”

      “He was,” Carol said gently, “a very good clown. He had those kids in stitches. He was pulling pennies out of their ears and juggling mini-pumpkins. Why, he even balanced a spinning plate, you know, on his nose? With one of those long poles? And then he had them singing and playing the silliest Simon Says game I ever saw. Emma and I were in stitches. Those kids didn’t want to leave, scavenger hunt or no.”

      We were rounding the lake. Most of the leaves had fallen in the past few days as a result of the cold. Boot and Shelly’s dog both had their noses in the leaves, sniffing happily.

      “So, Carol. Did Todd seem distracted at all?” I asked casually. “Or did he receive a call or text on his phone that seemed to upset him?”

      “I knew it,” Shelly said gleefully. “You can’t keep a good woman down.”

      “I’m just asking a simple question,” I said.

      Carol shuffled through the leaves. “He didn’t interrupt his performance,” she said, “even when his mother came by to watch. But at one point, there were no kids around, and he checked his phone, then told us he was running to the bathroom. He was gone a long time for a simple pee break, so maybe he did make or receive a call. When he came back, he was perfectly fine, didn’t seem upset at all, and started the kids singing Row, Row, Row Your Boat, and he made them sing faster and faster until everyone was hysterical. He stayed until there were no kids at all, and I went out and saw that the street was pretty empty, and he was gone, like a flash.”

      “What time?”

      She pursed her lips. “I told the police six-thirty. That’s about right. The first of the kids got there right after five, and the break came about half an hour later. He was gone about twenty minutes. I remember because that lovely James Fergus arrived just as Todd returned, and I took a picture of them together, and my phone said five-fifty.” She was smiling, a dreamy, faraway kind of smile that was usually associated with young girls and Justin Bieber.

      “Did you see in what direction he went? Todd, I mean?”

      Shelly made a noise. “Just asking a simple question?”

      I glared at her. “Just confirming what Cait told me. Doug arrived in Hoboken just after seven, so he must have left as soon as Todd was done.”

      “But we never saw Doug,” Carol said.

      I stopped walking. “What do you mean?”

      “Well,” Carol said. “He was there helping Todd unload the car. All his stuff was in this large duffle bag, and Doug drove the car to Emma’s, unloaded, then took off again. When Todd left, he threw everything back in the duffle, but I didn’t see Doug come back. I just assumed Todd walked back down the hill. Doug was parked in the lot by Route 51.”

      “But the bag wasn’t found,” I said slowly. “Not with the body.”

      “So, Todd went to the car, dropped off the bag, then came back up to meet someone, and then he was killed?” Shelly shook her head. “That makes no sense.”

      “It also makes no sense that Doug would just leave his brother there,” I said. “Something is not right here.”

      “I’ll say. Too bad you’re not looking into this,” Shelly said. “I bet if you asked a few questions, you could get a much clearer timeline.”

      “I’m sure the police have a perfectly good timeline,” I said.

      “Well, if not, you just let me know.” Carol looked smug. “I never told anyone I was swearing off crime solving. I find the whole thing rather exciting. And I’d be happy to share any information I happened to pick up.”

      I grinned at her. “Why, thank you, Carol.”

      She grinned back. “Well, dear, that’s what friends are for.”
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      It would have been extremely helpful if I knew everything the police knew. The good news was, I had a direct contact. In fact, I was sleeping with the very man in charge of the investigation. The bad news was, I couldn’t ask him anything without him becoming, quite understandably, upset. So I turned all of that over to Caitlyn. And she was very subtle in her methods.

      “So, Sam,” she asked him after dinner Thursday night, “are you going to arrest my friend Doug Richter?”

      Tessa, who was helpfully clearing off the table, stopped dead in her tracks. “Yeah. What about that? Did you find out who killed Mr. Scarecrow?”

      Sam looked around the table, his eyes bright. “What a group of nosy women I’ve become involved with. Ladies, this is about a murder. I’m not supposed to be discussing this with strangers.”

      Tessa put down the plates she was holding and folded her arms across her chest. “Sam, really? Strangers? You’re practically family.”

      My heart jumped a little. I knew that she and Sam got along, but for her to say something like that…

      I glanced at Sam. I could see Tessa’s words hit him as well.

      “Thank you for saying that, Tessa. It’s a wonderful thing to be thought of as family. Especially this family. However, I’m sure my bosses would not approve.”

      “Well, we won’t tell them if you don’t,” Cait said.

      Sam looked at me. I kept my face neutral.

      “I’d love a cup of coffee,” he said, to no one in particular.

      Tessa picked up the plates and hurried into the kitchen. Cait, ever the smart one, hurried after her.

      “Ellie…”

      I held up both hands. “Sam, I swear to you. I’ve asked one person a few questions. That is it.”

      “Who and what did you ask?”

      “Carol. After all, I see her every morning, and she was with Todd most of the time he was there. So I asked how long he stayed, if he got any calls or texts, and when he left.”

      Tessa came bustling in with the sugar bowl and a clean spoon. She looked at Sam, then me, and went back into the kitchen.

      “They’re still talking,” she said in a whisper loud enough for both Sam and me to hear.

      Sam chuckled. “Your girls certainly do take after you.”

      “I know. Isn’t it great? So, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours?”

      He waggled his eyebrows. “Maybe later?”

      I burst into giggles as Cait and Tessa returned, Tessa carefully carrying a steaming cup, which she placed in front of Sam.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. So, are you going to tell us or what?”

      Sam threw back his head and laughed. “Fine. Sit down.” He picked up his spoon and pointed it at Tessa. “And not a word of this to the station commander.”

      She nodded solemnly. “I swear.”

      He stirred his coffee slowly, sipped, and then added some sugar. “Suppose you tell me what you know, Ellie.”

      I cleared my throat. “I know that Todd was gone for about twenty minutes. Carol said he took a bathroom break, but he checked his phone before he left. She also told me that Doug had dropped Todd and his duffle bag full of goodies off in the car, but when Todd left for the night, he carried the duffle bag himself, and Doug was not around. That makes me think Todd walked down to the parking lot, dropped off the bag, then came back up the hill, which narrows down the time of death. That would have taken him about fifteen minutes to walk, round trip. So he was killed between six–forty-five and seven–forty-five.”

      “Which eliminates Doug as a suspect,” Cait said. “Doug arrived at the club in Hoboken just after seven. There’s no way he could have killed Todd here at quarter to seven, then made it down there at seven o’clock.”

      Sam nodded. “Yes. Doug claims Todd met him at the car, threw the duffle bag in the truck, then told him to go. Doug was angry about possibly being late, so he didn’t ask any questions and just took off. And you’re right, Cait, the timeframe makes it a very improbable that Doug had the time to kill Todd, bring him back up the hill, and still arrive in Hoboken when he did.”

      “So, what’s the theory?” I asked.

      Sam sipped more coffee. “Todd met someone, possibly someone involved with his drug, ah situation, behind the Martin house. We have convincing evidence. Obviously, whoever did this wanted the body to be found sooner, rather than later. Although the porch is fairly screened from the street by the shrubs, if the body had been left in the back, it could have stayed there, undiscovered, much longer.”

      “Which says what about the killer?” I asked.

      Sam shrugged. “The killer may have wanted to send a message. Although, drug enforcers don’t usually hit people with a blunt instrument.” He glanced at Tessa, who was sitting, wide eyed, and drinking in every word.

      “Well,” I said brightly, “I think that wraps up today’s briefing. Tessa, love, finish the table and get to your homework, okay?”

      She looked at me, suddenly remembered that I was The Parent, rolled her eyes, and then slowly, painfully, and with obvious reluctance, picked up three forks and a paper napkin and walked into the kitchen.

      Sam brought his coffee into the living room, and we sat together very companionably in silence for a bit, until Tessa and Cait both went upstairs.

      He smiled. “So, you’re really not snooping around?”

      “No. I’m not.” I was having Cait, Carol, Shelly, and as soon as I made the phone call, Vivian Brewster do the snooping around for me.

      “This is a tricky one. Doug had the motive, but since he couldn’t be killing his brother and driving across Route 80 at the same time, he’s off the list.”

      “Motive?”

      “It would appear that Todd siphoned off money from their business account. Lots of money. That’s always a motive.”

      “But they were brothers.”

      “People are rarely killed by strangers, Ellie. It’s hard to work up the passion, or hate, needed to murder someone, let alone someone you barely know.”

      “Can I pass this on to Mary Rose? She’s been calling me and texting me, grabbing me in the street, sending smoke signals…”

      He laughed. “Yes. Of course.” He looked thoughtful. “Did she ever talk to you about her brother and his new family?”

      I shook my head. “No. Why?”

      “Steve Wyzinski is a very cool customer. He didn’t seem broken up at all about Todd’s death.”

      “I imagine it’s hard to form a relationship with adult stepkids.”

      “Possibly. Am I really practically part of the family?”

      “Well, I’m thinking that if you can crack a hard nut like Tessa, you’re in.”

      “How nice,” he said, kissing me lightly on the lips.

      How nice indeed.

      

      The next morning, after walking around the lake, I dropped Boot back at the house, and Shelly, Carol, and I walked down Davis Street to look at Aggie Martin’s house.

      There was still yellow tape everywhere. The sky was gray, and the wind was kicking up leaves, and the once perky little Victorian looked sad and lonely.

      “Let me get Emma,” Carol said, and walked past the walled garden.

      Shelly and I went up Aggie’s driveway. Sure enough, in the back corner of the tiny yard, there was more crime scene tape.

      “So, maybe Todd just wanted to use his cell in private, came around here, and the killer, what, waited for him? Followed him?” Shelly got closer to the corner and leaned in. “Whoever it was could have been hanging out right behind Emma’s fence here, and when Todd came around, jumped out and hit him.”

      There was a thick hedge of some sort of evergreen between Aggie’s yard and whoever lived behind it. I peered through. “Do you know who lives there?”

      She shook her head. “No. They’re new, and the kids are younger. Carol would know. Or Emma.”

      Dale and Martin lived on the other side of Aggie’s. I didn’t know them at all, not even their last names. They’d moved in two years ago and had no children. They kept to themselves except on Founders’ Day weekend, when they cruised the neighborhood in search of free food and drink.

      Emma and Carol came around the corner. Poor Emma, she looked a fright, her hair long and windblown, with a fringed shawl wrapped around her stout body.

      “Wait,” she said shrilly, stopping cold and holding out one hand, as though to ward off a blow. “There is evil here.”

      Shelly and I exchanged glances, but Carol leaned in, looking concerned. We waited for several seconds. Emma took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and began to sway back and forth.

      “Emma?” Carol asked.

      “Wait. Wait.” Emma said.

      We waited. Emma McLaren was Mt. Abrams own self-proclaimed witch. She was a lovely woman who made herbal potions and could read your palm, but at times I found her connection to the spirit world very tenuous.

      She opened her eyes. “He died here.”

      Carol nodded patiently. “Yes. We know that.”

      Emma frowned and looked around. “He was meeting someone else.”

      I had explained carefully to Shelly that I was not going to actively involve myself in trying to solve Todd’s murder, and that I was counting on her to pick up the slack. I nudged her.

      She looked surprised, thought a moment, then asked. “Who was he expecting?”

      Good job, Shelly.

      Emma was still frowning. “A dark man. A bad man.”

      Shelly ran her hands through her short hair. “Well, Emma. That’s who he met, isn’t it? A good man wouldn’t have killed him.”

      Emma looked slightly put out. “Good people do bad things all the time, Shelly. He was desperate. He was worried about his mother.”

      “Todd?” Carol asked.

      “Who else?” I said. “Although, the killer could have been worried about his mother.”

      “So maybe Todd was worried about his mother, and that caused him to do something that got him killed?” Carol tried valiantly to get Emma more focused.

      Emma shook her head. “I don’t know. But there was a problem between Todd and his stepfather. A big problem.”

      Carol looked over at me, eyebrows raised. “Steve Wyzinski? Mary Rose’s brother?”

      I shrugged.

      Emma sniffed. “Bad blood. Very bad blood.”

      Shelly sighed. “Time to talk to Mary Rose.”

      

      Carol stayed back with Emma as Shelly and I walked on. I rattled off a bunch of ideas and questions for Shelly to ask Mary Rose, and Shelly listened intently, then shook her head.

      “Forget it, Ellie. Mary Rose wanted you, not me. She’s not going to pay attention to anything I say.”

      “True. But try, okay? Once she gets going, it’ll be easy.” I took a deep breath as I knocked on the door.

      Normally, Mary Rose is not necessarily happy to see me, but when she opened her door, she actually threw her arms around me.

      “Oh Ellie, thank God you’re here. Come in. Have you heard anything?”

      I disengaged and glanced over at Shelly, who was trying very hard not to laugh out loud. “Yes, I have some news, Mary Rose.”

      She ushered us in, past her immaculate living room and back to her kitchen, which, like the rest of her home, had been meticulously decorated in the 1980s and not touched since. We sat around her maple table, on captain’s chairs.

      Shelly, I could tell, was still struggling with the outburst of affection that had greeted me at Mary Rose’s door, so I immediately got serious.

      “Mary Rose, I’ve spoken to Sam, and it looks like your nephew has a good alibi.”

      “He’s not my nephew,” she said. “But, thank you. The police haven’t been very forthcoming with information.”

      Hmmm. Saturday night she was devastated by Todd’s death, and today Doug’s not her nephew? Shelly picked up on that quickly.

      “Mary Rose,” she asked, “how long have Steve and Kim been married?”

      “Four years. We were very excited, of course. Steve’s wife had passed over years before, and we were thrilled that he’d found someone. Especially someone with children, even if they were grown. We couldn’t have any, you know.”

      Mary Rose was married, but Joe was never around, and when he was, he faded into the background and didn’t say a word. So when she said “we,” I had to remind myself that she wasn’t using the royal we.

      Shelly made encouraging noises, which was all Mary Rose needed. “Todd was always a problem. Drugs. And Doug was such a lovely, talented boy. Have you heard him sing?” She clasped her hands in front of her. “Doug is very loyal. He won’t even admit that Todd is dragging him down and ruining the business.” She stopped and closed her eyes. “Was. Todd was.” She leaned forward and dropped her voice to a whisper. “He stole from their company, he stole from his mother, and he tried to steal from Steve. But Steve wasn’t having it. In fact, he told Kim that if Todd stayed, he was going.”

      I was trying to process two things. First, did that give Steve a motive? And second, why was she whispering? Who else was there? I glanced around. Nope, no one.

      Shelly whispered back. “Really?”

      Mary Rose nodded. “He’d already left her once. He was serious.”

      I couldn’t help it. “Why are we whispering?”

      Mary Rose straightened and cleared her throat. “Anyway, I’m sorry for what happened to Todd, but I’m certain that Kim is the only person truly sorry to see him gone. Her, and all the drug dealers who depended on him.”

      Shelly and I exchanged glances. Back to drug dealers again. Or maybe not.

      “Mary Rose,” I asked, “what was Kim’s reaction to Steve’s ultimatum?”

      She shrugged. “She was going to choose her son, of course.”

      “Steve must have been pretty angry about that,” I said.

      The penny dropped. She glared at me. “What are you suggesting, Ellie?”

      “When did Steve and Kim get here Saturday night?”

      She patted her permed hair, a bit nervously. “Early. Before five. The two of them walked around for a bit. Kim wanted to watch Todd, so Steve came back here a little earlier, and when Kim got back, we had supper.”

      “Was Steve here the whole time?” I asked.

      “Of course,” she snapped. Then she dropped her eyes. “Well, no. After supper, he walked up to Emma’s. To see if Todd needed help.”

      Shelly leaned forward again and dropped her voice. “And?”

      Mary Rose stood up abruptly. “I think you should go now.”

      Shelly and I stood up and walked to the front door. Mary Rose was not behind us. I turned and saw her, still standing at her kitchen table, staring down at her hands.

      Shelly and I let ourselves out.
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      My mother had been in an assisted living facility for so long now that I’d almost forgotten she had raised my brother and I in a brick ranch on a sunny suburban street, within walking distance of the elementary school. But she hadn’t forgotten, even though she sometimes didn’t remember that I was her daughter, and she kept asking, everyone and anyone, for a ride home.

      She was sitting in the group living room, playing canasta with four other women. I knew she had trouble with numbers, but with those cards in her hands, she was still sharp as a whip. I watched them all for a few minutes, before I approached and said a general hello. They all said hello back. After all, I knew them, and they all knew me. Or at least knew my face.

      Mom looked up immediately and smiled broadly. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      My heart jumped. “Really? How nice. How’ve you been?”

      “Just fine, but you know you promised to take me to Dogwood Lane today. I’m going home, isn’t it wonderful?”

      My heart stopped its jumping. No, she didn’t recognize me after all. I was just the driver.

      “I don’t think that was today,” I said.

      The ladies continued to play. When my mother’s turn came, she pounced on the center pile, shuffled though all the cards, and put out three four-of-a-kind and a five-of-a-kind, a red three and a natural canasta.

      “There.” She said triumphantly, discarding a black three, leaving her hands empty. “I think I’ve won!”

      A tiny redhead with lots of green eye shadow swore very loudly. She had just had her eighty-fifth birthday, but still talked like an obnoxious teenaged boy. “Leona, I’d swear you were cheating, but I know you can’t remember how.”

      Mom waggled her finger. “I don’t need to cheat. I’m a natural.” She looked up at me. “I still have to pack. Can you help me?”

      I smiled brightly. “Do you have your pass?”

      Mom frowned. “What pass?”

      The redhead, Connie, glanced up at me. “Leona, the pass from the director. You know you need one to leave.”

      Peggy, blind in one eye, was the scorekeeper. She was slowly counting cards and writing down numbers in a loopy scrawl. “Can’t leave without it, Leona. You know that.”

      Mom sat back, her lower lip pushed out. “I forgot.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, still smiling. “Maybe we can have lunch instead.”

      “Winner pays,” Connie cracked. “You remember that, don’t you?”

      My mother rolled her eyes. “Yes, Connie, of course I remember. Winner always pays. I just can’t believe I forgot about that blasted pass. This means I have to wait another whole week.” She looked up at me. “You do come every week, don’t you?”

      Connie cackled, pushing her hair off her forehead with tiny, claw-like hands. “Course she does. She’s a good girl.”

      My mother sighed. “I guess I can wait.”

      She was still beautiful, my mother, her hair thick and wavy around her face, her skin still glowing softly, her dark eyes bright. Lately, she’d been complaining about a sore back and was getting a massage a few times a week. I envied her at times, caught in a world where the days were spent playing cards and imagining a younger, brighter life. Not to mention massages and good food and whirlpool baths.

      “So, lunch?”

      She nodded. We were early in the dining room, and chose a table for four, a tacit invitation for others to join us. Mom and I had little to talk about these days. She no longer knew my daughters. In her mind, she was the one with children to raise, in a little brick house on Dogwood Lane. Sure enough, Connie sat with us, and the two of them talked about growing up in Newark, taking the train to New York for a nickel, living only ten blocks away from each other in a quiet Italian neighborhood. I listened, imaging her young and lovely, not owning a pair of stockings until she was twenty and World War Two had been over for years.

      Then I kissed her good-bye. She clung tightly to my hand.

      “You won’t forget next week? You promise?”

      I patted her hand. “Of course I promise.”

      Then I drove home.

      

      Caitlyn had kept her part-time job as a waitress in a very lovely and expensive French restaurant, because the money she made there in tips was almost as much as her full-time teaching job. Friday nights she was usually at work, and if she wasn’t working, she was with Kyle, so I was a little surprised when she announced she was staying home.

      I looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Is everything okay?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Kyle is coming over. With Jonah.”

      “Who’s Jonah?”

      “A dealer that Todd owed money to.”

      I had to think about that one. No, it couldn’t be. “Drug dealer? You’ve invited a drug dealer to my house?”

      She didn’t look the least bit phased. “Yes. He wanted to talk in some bar in Dover, but you told me not to do anything dangerous, so I asked him to come here.”

      “Are you crazy?” My voice got a little higher. I may have been screaming. “A drug dealer?”

      “Mom, calm down. It’s fine. Doug knows him. Kyle too.”

      “Kyle? Kyle deals drugs?” My mind was going way too fast for my mouth. I found it impossible to put all of my feelings into sentences. “Kyle? Drugs?”

      She patted my hand. “Mom. Kyle smokes pot. So do I. So, I seem to recall, do you.”

      “That was a long time ago. Now, it makes me hungry, then puts me to sleep. That’s beside the point.”

      “Jonah is not a scary kind of dealer. He’s sort of the ice cream man of the local drug trade. Drives around with some fun stuff, takes cash, has his regulars. But he knew Todd really well, and knew who else Todd was working with. He could help us narrow down a killer.”

      Tessa, thankfully, was with Marc. He was taking her to spend the weekend in the Poconos at his brother’s family lake house. It was too cold for swimming or boating, not cold enough for skiing, but Tessa got along with her cousins and always had a good time. I’d been thinking about a romantic evening with Sam. Looked like that was off the table.

      “Sam will be here at eight. Would he consider this Jonah person an ice cream man?”

      Cait looked worried. “Can you call him? Have him come later?”

      “How much later?”

      “Like, after twelve?”

      We’d been standing in the kitchen, but this was too much. I sank into a chair. “What time is Jonah coming?”

      “Sometime between nine and ten. Maybe later.”

      I was trying very hard not to show too much of how I was feeling. “You didn’t think, since it is my house, that you should have asked about this first?”

      She shrank back a little. Maybe it was my clenched teeth. Or the heavy breathing. Or my face, which was probably beet red with steam coming out of my ears.

      “Mom, it just happened really quickly. Doug is bringing him over, and this was the only time…I’m sorry.”

      “Doug? He’s coming too?”

      She nodded.

      “It would be good to talk to Doug.”

      She brightened. “That’s exactly what I thought.”

      “But I’m not supposed to be doing any of this, remember? You’re the one who’s supposed to be asking the questions, not me.”

      “I know. So, if you want, you can just hang out at the top of the stairs and listen to us talking, and that way…” She arched her eyebrows. “You’re off the hook.”

      “I don’t think,” I said slowly, “that Sam would consider me off the hook.”

      “Maybe we could have Sam here, after all. Like, unofficially. So he can hear what Jonah has to say too. I’m sure we’ll get a whole lot more information out of him than Sam would.”

      Hmmm…

      “Let me call Sam.”

      I went right to voice mail, so I left a brief message, then went upstairs to finish up some work. My favorite client was publishing a series of shorts, and the schedule was tight. As a freelance editor, the good news was that I didn’t have to answer to anyone but my clients. The bad news was, if I was behind, there was no one to help me out. I was in the zone, so I didn’t hear my cell phone until about the third or fourth ring.

      “Sam? Hi. I have a hypothetical for you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Suppose a young man was murdered, and he had associates that were involved in an illegal activity. And suppose you had the opportunity to eavesdrop on someone else questioning one of those associates. Would you consider that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      Silence.

      “And suppose your girlfriend had absolutely nothing to do with the setup, other than owning the house where the questioning was taking place?”

      “Ellie…what?”

      “Doug Richter is bringing Jonah the ice cream man by for a conversation with Cait and Kyle. They’re going to be talking about who Todd owed money to and who might have wanted to kill him because of it. We’ve been invited to sit at the top of the stairs and listen in.”

      “Is ice cream man some kind of euphemism for drug dealer?”

      “Yes. Apparently Jonah is the nice, helpful kind.”

      “We’ve already interviewed several of Todd’s, ah, connections.”

      “Anyone named Jonah?”

      “No. And you swear this is not your idea?”

      I actually pulled the phone away from my ear to stare at it before answering. “You’re kidding, right? Me, sitting down with someone like that?”

      He chuckled. “It’s not a totally outrageous supposition, Ellie, and you know it.”

      “I swear to you, Sam, this was all Cait’s idea. Kyle is Doug’s friend. They want to figure this out.”

      He sighed. “I have some paperwork. I was going to try to get there by nine. Is that good?”

      “Yes. We can talk to the kids about strategy.”

      “We?”

      “Okay. You.”

      He laughed. “Sure.”

      And hung up.

      

      Because I have a weakness for all things crime/murder/thriller related, I was a huge fan of The Wire when it ran on television. So I naturally expected Jonah to look like Idris Elba. Or maybe I hoped he’d look like Idris Elba.

      Instead, he looked like a young Woody Allen, with more hair. And hipster glasses.

      He and Doug rang my front door bell a little after ten. Sam and I had been having a spirited discussion with Cait and Kyle about drugs in general—what were the most damaging, most addictive, what should be legalized, how drug use should be treated—and it had been quite an education for me. Coming of age in the 70s, I’d tried pot and cocaine, ate a mushroom or two, and even pulled all-nighters during college finals with artificial aid. But as a grown up adult, the occasional hit off someone else’s joint at a party was as wild as I got.

      Cait and Kyle had pretty much the same experience I had, only they couldn’t understand why, in this day and age, pot was still illegal. Sam had lots of facts and figures, but in the end, he couldn’t understand it either.

      The problem was that Todd’s relationship with marijuana hadn’t been the problem. It was the prescription painkillers that got him hooked.

      “Really?” I said, looking at Cait. “What is wrong with people? I mean, there are no happy endings with that stuff. Everybody knows that.”

      Kyle shrugged. “Todd had been on and off the stuff since high school. And that’s as long as Doug’s been trying to get him clean. A couple of stints in rehab…it’s tough. It was tough. Now, it’s over.”

      Sam settled back in the couch, his arm around my shoulders. “It must have been a great relief, then,” he said.

      Kyle stiffened a little. “Doug would have kept on trying. He never would have given up.”

      “And what about Steve?” I asked. “How did he feel about his stepson’s ah…problem?”

      Kyle looked over at Cait, frowning, as though trying to figure out what to say next. “It wasn’t good. Steve wasn’t very supportive. I think it caused a real problem with Kim.”

      Sam glanced at me. “Ellie?”

      “I’m sure you’ve interviewed Steve already,” I said.

      Sam nodded. “Yes. He said he walked up to Emma’s around six-thirty to see if Todd needed any help. Todd was gone already, so he just turned around and walked back down.” He shifted his weight. “We’re looking at him. We’re looking at everyone.”

      On cue, Doug and Jonah arrived.

      Doug looked pale and exhausted. Jonah looked like he was always picked last for volleyball in school.

      “Ellie, thanks so much for this,” Doug said as he grabbed my hand. “Really. This is Jonah. He said he’d help.”

      Jonah ignored me and was staring at Sam, who looked innocent enough in khakis and a rugby shirt, but there must have been a cop vibe coming from somewhere.

      “Why is he here?” Jonah asked the room at large.

      “He’s my boyfriend. We were just going upstairs, so you guys can talk privately.” I smiled at Jonah. “But can I get you something to drink first?” I almost offered chocolate milk.

      Jonah shook his head and actually wrung his hands. As many times as I’d read that in a book, I’d never seen a person do that in real life.

      “As long as I’m guaranteed immunity, he can stay. In fact, maybe it’s better that he’s here. I wouldn’t want anything I say to be repeated incorrectly.”

      Sam stood up. He was a large man, but next to Jonah, he looked like Hagrid from the Harry Potter movies. “I’d be happy to hear what you have to say in a completely unofficial capacity.”

      Jonah nodded. “Excellent. In that case, a little red wine would be nice. Maybe a nice Pinot?”

      Cait nodded. “Sure. Anyone else?”

      We all sat down, arranging ourselves around the fireplace, which by now had a small but happy fire blazing away. Boot came shuffling down the stairs, barked a few times for show, then jumped up on the couch next to me. She curled up, her head on my lap, and promptly fell asleep.

      Jonah eyed her skeptically. “That’s one ferocious watchdog you’ve got there.”

      I scratched Boot behind her left ear. “It’s past her bedtime,” I explained. “If this were ten in the morning, she’d be all over you.”

      “Good to know. Oh, thanks, Cait.” Jonah reached for his glass of wine, sipped, and nodded. “Good. Now, what do you want to know about Todd?”

      I clenched my jaw. After all, I was out of this, right? I raised my eyebrows at Cait, who took a deep breath before starting.

      “We need to know who Todd owed money to, and for what, and who might have wanted him dead,” she said.

      Jonah pursed his lips. “He was into me for about five grand, and you know that what I sell is rated PG.” He shifted toward Sam. “I deal mainly in marijuana. A little hashish, maybe some oxy, but mostly pot. It’s just a matter of time before it’s legalized in this state, and I’m trying to build a reliable client base.”

      Sam nodded. “Sound thinking.”

      “Exactly. Which is why I handle distribution myself. Too many middlemen will only hurt me down the line. I’m not trying to be greedy. I’m just trying to maintain a nice lifestyle while putting away a little something every month so that, when the time comes, I can go wide. Kiosks. I’m thinking at least one in every mall in the state.”

      Kyle grinned. “Great plan, Jonah. Seriously.”

      Jonah looked modest. “It’s been a dream. Now, back to Todd.” He turned in his chair. “Dougie, I love you like a brother, you know that. But Todd was in serious shit with very bad people.” Jonah glanced at Sam. “I won’t mention names. But—December, 2013.”

      Sam’s eyes flickered. “Really?”

      Jonah nodded, then refocused on Doug. “These are the kinds of people that kill for fun. But a ball peen hammer is not their preferred MO. In fact, a rather large handgun at close range is how it usually goes.”

      “But, Jonah,” Kyle interrupted. “It was early evening. There were tons of people around. Would they risk someone hearing the gunshot?”

      Jonah sat back and shook his head. “Are you kidding? These guys wouldn’t care if it was the middle of Bloomingdale’s at lunchtime.” He drank some wine. “I’d like to help you, but if you’re thinking this was a drug-related killing, you’re barking up the wrong tree. This was personal.” He glanced at Doug. “Maybe you were right? About that girl?”

      “What girl?” Cait pounced.

      Doug looked thoughtful. “He hadn’t mentioned her in weeks.”

      “What girl?” Cait asked louder.

      Doug ran his hands through his shaggy brown hair. “Todd was seeing her, sleeping with her, whatever. Eve somebody. She told him she was pregnant, and he dumped her. Insisted it wasn’t his. She was…angry.”

      “Did you tell the police about this girl?” Sam asked.

      Doug shook his head. “No. I’d actually forgotten about her.”

      Kyle leaned forward. “What do you know?”

      Jonah pushed his glasses up off his face and into his curly dark hair. “She’s a junkie. Todd had every reason to doubt her claim. She turns tricks on the weekend, waits tables during the week in a pizza place in Montclair. She shouldn’t be hard to find.” He drained his wine and set the empty glass on the coffee table, wiped his face with both hands, and then put his glasses back in place. “Nice meeting you,” he said to Sam and me. “I hope this was helpful,” he said to Cait. He stood up, nodded to Doug, and walked out.

      “Interesting character,” Sam murmured.

      Doug stood up as well. “Anything helpful?”

      Kyle nodded. “Yes, well, the drug thing looks to be off the table, but Eve is a possibility, right, Sam? A strung out, pissed off girl could have done it easily, right?”

      I looked at Sam. “But where would she get a hammer?”

      He nodded. “Exactly.”

      “But you’re not sure it was a hammer,” Doug protested.

      Sam shrugged. “We’re pretty sure.”

      Kyle stood, kissed Cait on the lips, and then waved. “I’ll take Doug home. Thanks, guys.”

      They left. I rearranged Boot, so I could lean against Sam. “Well?”

      “This is complicated,” he said softly. I could feel his lips in my hair.

      Cait stood. I heard her say good night. I closed my eyes and snuggled in closer.

      “Where would anyone get a hammer?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” Sam said.

      

      Shelly Goodwin sometimes went to church on Sunday mornings. I did not. I’d offered to take both of my girls to church, and a younger Cait took full advantage. Catholic, Methodist, Presbyterian, Unitarian—she sampled them all. Then Buddhism and Islam. Judaism. She dabbled in Paganism. She settled on nothing, but she really tried.

      Tessa went to church with Marc on the big days—Christmas and Easter. She was not at all curious, which was fine with me, because I liked spending Sunday mornings on the couch surrounded by coffee and The New York Times.

      When Shelly came by, she wasn’t in church clothes. She was in sweats and sneakers and looked like she hadn’t slept. She grabbed some coffee and pushed the newspaper to the floor.

      “First, tell me about the drug dealer.”

      I settled back. “He looked like a sixteen-year-old nerd. And not the sexy kind, the pocket-protector kind. He has a business plan and is putting aside a little something every month. He’ll probably have the first pot-selling franchise in New Jersey.”

      She snorted. “So, he didn’t arrive with a scary-looking posse?”

      “Nope. And he pretty much took all the other drug dealers out of the picture. Apparently, no self-respecting drug kingpin’s hit man uses a hammer.”

      “So we’re back to no suspects?”

      “No. Doug mentioned Todd’s old girlfriend.” I told her about Eve.

      “So, we have to go to Montclair and eat pizza,” Shelly said. “We could do that.”

      “You could do that,” I said. “Remember?”

      “Of course.” She took a deep breath. “Listen, I have something to tell you.”

      “Okay. Shoot.”

      “Mike and I are splitting up.”

      I stared. I felt like someone had hit me in the stomach. Hard. “What?”

      She took a long gulp of coffee. “You know we’ve been having problems.”

      “Wait a minute. You told me, like, a few weeks ago that you were arguing, but that’s marriage. That’s not problems.”

      Her eyes suddenly filled with tears. “It’s gotten bad. Suddenly. And it’s my fault.”

      I shook my head. “No, Shel, don’t say that. It takes two people to break up.”

      “No. It’s me. I…”

      I leaned forward and gently took the mug out of her hands and placed it on the table. “What?”

      “I think I’m in love with somebody else.”

      I felt something wash over me. Anger? Disappointment? Regret? She was in love with someone else? “Shel, you’re married. How do you fall in love with somebody else?”

      “All at once, like falling off a cliff.” She wiped the tears that streamed down her cheeks. “I didn’t mean for it to happen. We just started talking one day, and everything just clicked in my head, and I hadn’t felt so happy in, like, years, and all I wanted to do was spend more and more time with him, and before I realized what was even happening, it was too late. I’ve never felt this way, Ellie. Never about Mike, even when we were first in love. This is…overwhelming. When I’m not with him, I’m miserable. When I am, I’m so happy I can’t even breathe.”

      Her words tumbled out in a rush. I closed my eyes tightly. What was I supposed to say to her? My best friend, who was walking away from over twenty years of marriage to a good, honest man, with whom she had two boys and built a home and a life. For what? “Shelly, maybe if you and Mike saw someone?”

      She sniffed and shook her head. “Wait.”

      She got up, went to the downstairs bathroom, where I heard her blow her nose. Several times. I stared out the window and remembered all the things she had said to me when Marc and I were splitting up. But that was Marc walking out, not because of another person, but because the two of us had grown so far apart that we couldn’t stand being in the same room together anymore. We had both been so unhappy. I hadn’t wanted Marc to leave, and had been devastated when he finally did walk out, but there had also been a sense of relief.

      Shelly and Mike were a completely different story, and I could find very little to relate to. Or sympathize with. Shelly was leaving her husband for another man. That was hard for me to support.

      She came back out and sat. “This is so hard. It’s finding out that every single thing I believed about my life isn’t true anymore. I’m miserable about this. I don’t want to hurt Mike. He’s my best friend. But Jamie—”

      “Who?”

      She looked right at me. “Jamie. Fergus.”

      “Jamie Fergus as in James Fergus who’s renting the house on Davis? Are you kidding me?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, you can stop worrying about what’s going to happen, because Vivian is going to kill you when she finds out.”

      She cracked a smile. “She knows. Jamie told her all about us.”

      I slumped back against the cushions. “He’s only lived here a couple of months. How long has this been going on?”

      She made a face. “Four weeks?”

      “You’re going to throw away an entire life after just four weeks? My God, Shelly, really?”

      “I know,” she wailed, and burst into tears.

      I put my arms around her and let her cry, trying to figure out what to do and say next.

      I kept reminding myself this was the real world. I spent most of my time reading books, and in books, things like this ended either in a bloody murder or happily ever after. While I couldn’t see any actual blood being spilt, I also could not imagine everyone shaking hands and agreeing to play nice. Mike loved Shelly, adored his boys, and must have felt like the world had been jerked out from under him. And Shelly…what the hell was she thinking?

      “Have you slept with him?” It kind of just came out.

      She shook her head violently against my shoulder. “No. I would never do that. I’m married!”

      “Well, that’s good, anyway. You need more tissues.” I pushed Shelly gently away and went to the bathroom for the box of tissues. I also quickly texted Viv a simple HELP.

      “Here. Blow some more,” I said when I sat back down. Shelly nodded obediently and blew her nose, wiped tears, blew again and finally took a long, deep breath.

      “Better. Thank you.” She had the tissues gripped tightly in her hands. “You think I’m a terrible person, and I should be shot, don’t you?”

      “You are one of the best people I know. I just don’t think you’re seeing this very clearly. You don’t know him, Shelly. How can you be so in love with a man who you haven’t spent any time with? I mean, granted, he looks great in a kilt. And if this were a Sarah MacLean book, that would be enough. But you’ve got a real life here, honey, and you’re putting everything at risk.”

      She carefully put the tissues on the table. “I know. It’s so crazy. I haven’t slept in days. I felt so guilty I couldn’t even look at Mike. I finally told him everything last night, and he’s so upset. He says he’s willing to move out temporarily and let me decide, but he will only do that if I agree not to see Jamie.”

      “That is very generous of him.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, that’s Mike all right. He’s such a good guy, but I don’t know how I’m going to stay with him after meeting Jamie. It’s like living in a cozy valley, and you think you’re fine and safe, and you are, you really are. Then one day someone leads you up to the top of the mountain and you realize there’s a whole other world, and it’s grand and beautiful, and the fresh air fills you up, and you’re feeling things for the first time. After that, how do you go back down to the valley?”

      There was a knock on the door. Thank God. “Come in,” I yelled.

      Vivian Brewster came in, took one look at Shelly, and then sighed. “Oh.”

      “Viv,” I pleaded. “Help me. I have no idea what to say.”

      She threw off her brightly colored poncho and sat on the other side of Shelly. “This is a mess,” she said to me. “Shelly is pretty wrapped up in this. But so is James. He and I have talked this through, and I gotta tell you, the man is completely in love. He cannot see straight. So even though I usually start smacking people around about this sorta stuff, in this case, I think maybe it’s real.”

      Shelly nodded. “See? It’s not just me.”

      “But the boys…” My shoulders slumped. “Shelly, this will kill the boys.”

      Her eyes filled with tears again. “I know. I know. Everything about this is so awful, Ellie, but what am I supposed to do? Spend the rest of my life with Mike and the boys and always want to be with someone else?”

      “Well…” I looked over at Viv, who shrugged her shoulders.

      “I got nothin’,” she said.

      I sighed and looked at Boot. She wagged her stump of a tail, but didn’t offer help. I looked out at the lake.

      The colors were fading; the leaves had been dropping in the sudden cold, but the sun was shining off the water, and as always, something in my heart lifted.

      “We can figure this out, Shelly.” I said. “Of course we can. But please, don’t do anything just yet that can’t be undone, okay?”

      She sniffed. “Of course.”

      Viv nudged her, and when Shelly turned, Viv wagged her finger. “No sleeping with him. And I know how badly you must want it. But no. Ya got that?”

      Shelly turned beet red. “Do you know how hard…”

      “Yes,” Viv said.

      “Yes,” I said.

      And we all started to laugh.

      

      I got a lot of work done Sunday afternoon. Once I put Shelly out of my head, I found myself in the zone, that imaginary place where everything comes together. I even worked through lunch. And that hardly ever happens.

      When I finally did stop, my head was spinning and my stomach was growling. I found my phone and scrolled through some texts. Marc was on his way with Tessa. Cait was spending the night with Kyle. Sam sent a little emoji blowing kisses.

      I made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, wrapped myself in a throw, and then sat on the front porch. The sky had turned gray, and the wind was picking up, but the fresh air, plus the kick of carbs, felt great.

      Who killed Mr. Scarecrow?

      Somebody who knew where he’d be. That was anyone who could have looked at any of his social media. So pretty much anyone in the world.

      Somebody who wanted him dead. That was sticky. Was a junkie of an ex-girlfriend a viable candidate? Not really. At least, I didn’t think so. But I also thought it had to be someone close to Todd. Someone with a personal connection. Someone Todd would let get close enough to hit him with a hammer. Like his stepfather, whose marriage was in jeopardy. Or his brother, whose career was being dragged down.

      According to Sam, Todd had two calls come through before he was killed. One from a throwaway phone and one from Doug. Neither had left a message. Todd called both numbers back during his break.

      Doug said he was just checking up.

      The call from the throwaway—was that the call that took up all Todd’s time? Was it from one of his dealers? The ex-girlfriend?

      “It would be good to know who that second call was from,” I said aloud.

      There was a squirrel that had been running up and down the tree in my front yard. He stopped at the sound of my voice and looked at me, tail twitching.

      “I bet that was the call that set up the meeting behind Aggie’s house. But why would he walk all the way down to the parking lot to drop off his bag, then walk back up to meet someone twenty feet from where he just was? Why didn’t he just take the bag with him? Or leave it with Emma?”

      Squirrel made a noise.

      “That makes no sense. It’s really bothering me.”

      It must have bothered him too, because he scampered up the tree.

      Marc’s car pulled in, and Tessa bolted out of the car and ran to me.

      “Dad says I can spend winter break with Uncle Paul and go skiing.”

      I pulled her in for a hug. “That sounds like an amazing idea.”

      Marc loved to ski. I did not. In fact, I was generally against any activity that required me to spend lots of time outside in the cold and the snow. He had taught Cait and Tessa, and they both loved it. I had spent many married weekends curled up in front of a fire somewhere waiting for Marc and Cait to return from the slopes. During our divorce, when things could have turned ugly, Marc went out of his way to take the girls skiing on winter weekends. The fact that his brother owned a place just twenty minutes from the ski resort made those weekends more affordable than they would have been otherwise.

      Marc had her overnight bag with him as he came up. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “She and her cousin Lara sort of organized the whole week.”

      Tessa’s eyes were bright. “It’s okay, right? Uncle Paul can’t be there, but Aunt Suzie and the kids will. Dad said he’d stay the whole week too.”

      I looked past Tessa to Marc and raised my eyebrows. Marc thought his sister-in-law was a brainless, selfish bimbo who only lived for shopping and bragging about how superior her own children were compared to the world’s children in general.

      “It sounds great. Why don’t you take your stuff upstairs. It’s just you and me tonight, so I thought sushi?”

      She nodded, grabbed her bag from her father, and was gone.

      “You, Suzanne, and four kids in a log cabin with no cable.” I shook my head. “Oh, to be a fly on the wall.”

      He sat next to me, leaned over, and kissed me on the cheek. “You could come with us.”

      “I’d end up killing Suzanne and burying her under a snow drift.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, she can be a little hard to take sometimes, but Tessa and Lara were really into it. Maybe Cait and Kyle could come.”

      “Kyle skis? I didn’t know that.”

      “Yes. You should think about coming, El. It would be nice to have the family together.” He grabbed my hand and laced his fingers with mine. “We really should be spending more time together, you and I.”

      I looked at him very carefully. This was the man who made me believe in soul mates. From the moment I had met him, I knew that he and I were meant to be together.

      Just like Shelly said she felt with James Fergus.

      I was older now, wiser, and a bit more cynical. Was that why what had happened once between Marc and I seemed to be something completely far-fetched and illogical now?

      Sam and I were very happy together, but as much as I felt a strong attraction to Sam on many levels, I wasn’t calling it love. I didn’t know him well enough. Or perhaps I knew myself too well.

      “Marc, we’ve been dancing around this for months.”

      “I know. And I don’t know why we’re not doing more things together. Or sleeping together. We still love each other, Ellie. You know that.”

      “I’m doing things with Sam.” I swallowed. “I’m sleeping with Sam. And I’m too old to be having sex with two men at the same time. I gave that up in my twenties, when I realized what a bad choice it was.”

      “It sounds like you’re choosing Sam over me.” He wasn’t looking at me. He stared out at the lake.

      “Shelly and Mike are having problems. He’s moving out for a while.”

      He turned to me, surprised. “Really? That’s too bad. I thought they’d be one of the couples who made it.”

      “She says she thinks she’s in love with someone else.”

      He swore. Marc was a man of words. He loved them, and used them carefully, but sometimes nothing was right for the moment but a good, old-fashioned f-bomb. “What has that got to do with us? Are you saying you’re in love?”

      “No. I’m just saying that things happen. It’s hard to know what’s the best thing to do. Who’s the best person to spend your life with. Sometimes, you just have to wait until the dust settles.”

      He nodded. “And that’s what you’re doing?”

      “I guess.”

      He brought our joined hands to his lips and kissed the back of my hand. Hard. “I can wait,” he said, got up, and drove away.
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      Monday morning it rained hard, so I knew there would be no walking around the lake. I waved good-bye to Tessa and took Boot for a quick walk up and down the street. Just letting her out the front door was not an option. She had been known to poop on the front porch rather than get her feet wet. She also had a habit of tearing off after any particularly suspicious-looking squirrel. Boot was one of those dogs that really belonged on a leash.

      Shelly texted me.

      Home from work. Mental health day. Viv is in the mood for pizza. You in?

      So here was the dilemma. No, I wasn’t supposed to be actively looking into Todd’s murder, and that meant not looking for the ex-girlfriend. But going out to lunch in Montclair wasn’t necessarily an extreme event. I’d had lunch there lots of times. And if Viv wanted pizza, who was I to argue?

      I texted her back.

      We can take the train. Leaves at 1045

      I loved the train. I had a fantasy about taking a train cross country, seeing the Rockies from the comfort of a dining car, complete with gourmet food and high-priced cocktails. Taking the NJ Transit commuter into Montclair wasn’t exactly the same thing, but I still felt like it was an adventure.

      The rain slowed to a drizzle by the time we got off at the Montclair station. Shelly wore a bright yellow slicker and had opened up her Met Museum umbrella. Viv had on a long trench coat. I almost expected her to whip out a fedora.

      “Where to first?” Shelly asked.

      I squinted at my phone. “According to Yelp, there are seventeen pizza restaurants in Montclair.”

      Viv looked thoughtful. “No way I can eat seventeen slices of pizza.”

      “I can’t either. But I think we can eliminate the nicer restaurants that happen to serve pizza. I doubt Eve is working at place with tablecloths and a wine list.”

      “True,” Shelly said. “Let’s find the closest place, sit down, and make a list.”

      We found a very clean but no-frills pizzeria. Our waitress was named Chloe. She didn’t know anyone named Eve. The slice with Coke I ordered was perfectly fine.

      “The good news is we’ve narrowed down the list,” I said. “Only six to go,”

      “That’s the good news?” Viv looked doubtful.

      “What are we going to do with all that pizza?” Shelly asked.

      “We’ll take them to go,” I told her. “Our kids will love us.”

      Viv tapped her brightly colored fingernails on the table. “Is this how Stephanie Plum started out?”

      I shook my head. “No. We’re blazing a new trail here.”

      We found Eve after the fourth slice. She was a very thin, pretty girl with natural-looking blonde hair and a paisley tattoo that ran from her bony shoulder down to her wrist. Her hair was pulled up in an untidy knot on the top of her head, and her dark eyes were outlined in black liner.

      “Need menus?” she asked after we sat down.

      This called for an extended stay, so I manned up and ordered two slices. Viv managed one. Shelly, more health conscious, asked for a small salad and water.

      “She doesn’t look pregnant,” I said after she left.

      “Doesn’t look old enough to drive, either,” Viv murmured.

      “How are we supposed to start a conversation with her?” I wondered.

      “We could try the straight-ahead approach,” Shelly said, watching Eve behind the counter. “You know, hey, Eve, did you kill Todd Richter?”

      I gave her a look. “Shelly, you’re supposed to be honing your skills.”

      She sighed. “Sorry, Obi-Wan. I’m in a pizza coma.”

      “I say we just go for it,” Viv said. “I’m tired and cranky, and I need a nap. And I’m done with pizza.”

      Eve returned with our drinks. It was after two, and the place was empty except for us. As she turned away, Viv cleared her throat.

      “Listen, Eve, We’re hoping you can help us out.”

      Eve turned, her eyes narrowed. “With what?”

      “Well,” Shelly said. “We’re from Mt. Abrams.”

      Eve shrugged. “So?”

      We glanced at each other. She was either an excellent actress, or she’d never heard of the place.

      “The place where Todd was killed?” Viv said gently.

      Eve’s lips tightened, and her jaw clenched. “The police have already talked to me. I was working Halloween night. Right here. I didn’t kill him.”

      “Of course you didn’t,” Viv soothed. “We were just going to ask you about his other friends. You know, was he fighting with anyone?”

      Eve shook her head. “No. I mean, no more than usual. Todd rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. He wasn’t…nice.” She was looking down, twisting the corner of her red apron between bony fingers. “He wasn’t nice to me, anyway.”

      Shelly made sympathetic noises. “When you heard he was killed, did a name jump out at you? Did you suddenly think, wow, so-and-so finally did it?”

      Eve nodded. “Of course.”

      Shelly leaned forward. “Who?”

      “Doug. His brother, Doug.”

      

      “You know what bothers me the most?” Viv asked.

      We were back home. Well, almost. Tessa had texted that she was staying after school, so we’d stopped in at Zeke’s. Viv was having a martini, while Shelly and I opted for white wine. Zeke’s was a low-key neighborhood place, right next to the train station. It had good food, cheap drinks, and because we could walk home, no one needed to be the designated driver

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “Why did Todd walk all the way down to the parking lot just to drop off his stuff? I mean, he was meeting somebody, right in Aggie’s back yard. Why didn’t he just walk out of Emma’s and go next door?”

      I stared into my wine. “That bothers me, too. Obviously, he planned to meet someone there. It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “What does Sam say about it?” Shelly asked.

      I drank some wine. “Sam and I aren’t discussing this, remember?”

      Viv snorted. “You gotta tweak your pillow talk, girlfriend.”

      “Maybe he wasn’t planning on going to Aggie’s at all,” Shelly said. “Maybe he was walking down to the parking lot and met somebody who said, hey let’s talk.”

      Viv leaned forward. “So, they were in the parking lot, and Todd said, hey let me drop this bag off and we can go somewhere more private, and that’s how he ended up back up the hill.”

      “Then, it had to be a Mt. Abrams person,” I said slowly. “Someone who knew that Aggie’s house was empty.”

      “But Doug said he saw Todd, and that he dropped off the bag and headed back,” Shelly said. “He must have run into whoever on his way down to the lot.”

      “We need to find somebody who saw Todd walkin’,” Viv said. “’Cause you know somebody did. In fact, I bet a whole lotta folks saw all sorts of things without realizing what they were lookin’ at.”

      “There aren’t too many houses down that way,” I said. “Most of the trick-or-treat action is above Sommerfield. Who do we know down there who we can talk to?”

      Viv raised her eyebrows. “You mean, besides Mary Rose?”

      “Somebody on Morris,” I said. “Way down by Route 51.”

      We thought. Well, I thought. Shelly and Viv looked like they were thinking

      “Lynn Fahey,” Shelly blurted. “She’s down on Carver.”

      I pulled out my phone. “That’s right. Good job. I forget about Lynn sometimes.”

      Viv made a rude noise. “How is that even possible? The woman has her fingers in every little pot.”

      I texted Lynn.

      R u around? Have ??? about Halloween.

      “You know what else bothers me?” I said, watching my phone for a reply. “The hammer. If this was a crime of passion, then you have to accept that the killer used whatever was around, and a hammer just happened to be in Aggie’s back yard? If it was premeditated, don’t you think the killer would have spent a little time looking for a better weapon?”

      “Better than what?” Viv asked. “Seems to me that hammer did a fine job. But I see your point. It’s a little odd.”

      “On the way home, let’s stop and talk to Emma. Maybe she was doing work in her garden and left a hammer laying around.” My phone sat there, silent. Lynn was not getting back to me. I picked it up and stared at it. Still silent.

      “Which means the killer was not just a Mt. Abrams person, but a Mt. Abrams person whose kid was drinking cider and eating doughnuts in Emma’s garden,” Shelly said.

      We looked at each other.

      “Well, that sucks,” Viv said, and drank the rest of her martini.

      

      Emma, of course, wanted to give us tea and home baked cookies, and normally, that would have been perfect on such a gray and chilly afternoon. But Viv had begged off halfway up the hill, and Shelly wanted to get home and enjoy the rest of her afternoon by napping. Being the good friend that I am, I completely understood.

      “Emma, we’re just here for a couple of questions,” I explained. She had a cozy fire going, and all her cats were curled up on one over-stuffed chair. She sighed, and we all sat down.

      “I tell you, I’m very upset about what’s been happening around me the past several months,” she said, pulling her sweater closer around her. “I think some sort of all-out purification needs to happen. Mt. Abrams is in a very bad way.”

      “You may be right, Emma,” Shelly said. “But right now, we’re confused about the hammer that was used to kill poor Todd. Had you been working on anything in your garden? Repairing one of your benches or a trellis?”

      She took a quick breath in. “Are you suggesting that my hammer was a murder weapon?”

      “No, of course not,” Shelly said.

      “But we were wondering where a hammer may have come from,” I said.

      She settled her shoulders indignantly. “It did not come from my toolbox, I’ll tell you that. First of all, when I am done with a project, I put everything away. And I know for a fact my hammer is where it should be, because I used it last night.” She leaned forward. “I can’t believe you would think something like that of my tools.”

      Obviously, her tools had minds of their own.

      “Sorry, Emma,” I said. “We were just trying to tie up a loose end.”

      She sat back and sniffed. “Of course. If you ask me, it was probably his own hammer that killed him.”

      Shelly and I glanced at each other.

      “Todd had a hammer?” I repeated slowly.

      “Yes. He had one in his duffle bag. His brother was helping him set up, and one of the table legs was stuck, and he went into the duffle bag and pulled out a hammer to bang the table open.”

      “Yes,” I said. “When Sam and I were taking it down, Sam had to kick it closed.”

      “So, Todd had a hammer with him,” Shelly said to me.

      “I wonder if Sam knows it,” I said back to her. “I wonder if he found it in the duffle bag, or if it’s missing.”

      “You have to ask,” Shelly said.

      I nodded. “I know.”

      Emma cleared her throat. “Ladies, I’m still here. Is there anything else you want to ask me?”

      “No, Emma.” I smiled at her gratefully. “That little bit of information was very helpful. Thank you.”

      “He wasn’t evil, you know,” Emma said as we stood up.

      “What?” I stopped to look at her.

      She was staring into the fire. One of her cats jumped up on her lap, and she stroked it absently. “He wasn’t evil, although he did an evil thing. He felt like there was no way out.”

      “Do you mean Todd?”

      She shook her head slightly. “They were both very sad. Too sad. Brothers are supposed to bring comfort to one another.”

      Shelly looked at me with her eyebrows raised.

      I sat back down slowly. Emma called herself a witch, and at times like these, I almost believed her. “Emma, do you know who killed Todd?”

      She closed her eyes. The cat shifted slightly on her lap, and I could hear it purr. “So sad. And angry. It’s hard to hide that kind of anger for so long.”

      “Emma, do you know who killed Todd?”

      She opened her eyes. They were filled with tears. “No. But his brother does.”

      

      Caitlyn was not impressed. “She’s a crazy cat lady, Mom. She should stick to her peppermint oils and homemade cough syrup.”

      “Sometimes she’s said some very uncanny things,” I reminded her. “Remember when she told you in high school to buy a dress for the prom a week before Jack Humphries asked you?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “And she knew where you lost Grandma’s watch. And that Walt Malleck had been killed by his lover. And—”

      “Yeah, well, she’s wrong this time. Doug has been telling Kyle about Eve. She’s practically psychotic.”

      I sighed. “No, she’s not. I don’t even think she’s pregnant. I talked to her today. She seemed very normal and was working all Halloween night.”

      Cait looked impressed. “You tracked her down? Really? Way to go, Mom.”

      I tried to appear modest. “Yes, well. The police have talked to her already. I’m sure she’s not a suspect.”

      Cait pushed her dinner plate away. Tessa had run upstairs to do her homework, and Cait and I had waited for her footsteps to fade before we started talking. The kitchen was totally quiet. Years ago, we had a wall clock that ticked loudly, and I’d always been somehow comforted by the sound. Now, the LED clock on the oven offered nothing but silence.

      “Does Doug have a day job?” I asked her.

      “Yes. He works for that big music store in Rockaway. He knows a lot about guitars. I think he gives lessons there.”

      “What about Todd?”

      She stood and started clearing the table. “Todd’s day job was getting high and hanging out in some dive bar in Newark.”

      We cleaned up the kitchen together. She seemed distracted, but I knew better than to push. Finally, she folded her arms across her chest and leaned against the refrigerator.

      “The thing is, I don’t think Doug is so innocent either. He’s…nervous. Kyle knows him a lot better than I do and insists that Doug is fine, but I think Doug is hiding something.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well for one thing, he told the police that the whole time Todd was at Emma’s, he was sitting up by the lake. But I never saw him there, and Kyle and I were both hanging out on the porch waiting for trick-or-treaters.”

      “Have you asked him about it? Doug, I mean.”

      She looked uncomfortable. “Kyle thinks I’m being ridiculous, and that Doug could have easily been on the other side of the lake where we couldn’t see him.”

      “Well, that’s true.”

      “Sure. It makes so much more sense to traipse through weeds and stuff to sit on a wet log instead of walking up the drive to the clubhouse and sit on a nice, comfortable bench.”

      “Honey, you can’t let your loyalty to Kyle get in the way here. Have you talked to Sam about this?”

      She shook her head.

      “Do you want to?”

      She took a deep breath. “Yes. I think it might mean something. Where else was he? And why did he lie?”

      I walked over and hugged her. “Maybe he didn’t, baby. But we’ll talk to Sam, okay?”

      She nodded.

      But the both of us kind of forgot about it, because the next day, Steve Wyzinski was arrested and charged with the murder of his stepson, Todd Richter.

      

      I was upstairs working, on the phone with one of my favorite authors. Usually, all communication between me and the authors I work with is via e-mail, but there are a few that I’ve known for so long, I can just pick up the phone, and we can talk about what we’re working on.

      Content editing is hard. The words an author puts to page are like their children and telling somebody that their child is screwed up and doesn’t make sense requires a certain amount of tact. I may blunder through my personal life, but as an editor, I treat authors with firm but velvet-covered hands.

      But I cut the conversation short as soon as the pounding on my door began, and Mary Rose’s voice filtered upstairs. I ran down to find Boot barking hysterically, and Mary Rose standing in my living room, tears streaming down her face, screaming my name.

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her, hard. “What happened?”

      She clamped her hands over her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut. I could see her pulling herself together as the wrinkled forehead relaxed, the eyes opened slowly, and her hands dropped to her side.

      “They arrested Steve,” she whispered. “This morning. They found the murder weapon in his garage.”

      I did not see that coming.

      I guided her to the couch and pushed her down gently. “The hammer? It was in his garage?”

      She nodded.

      “How did they know to look for it there?”

      Her eyes widened. “I have no idea.”

      “Does he have a lawyer?”

      She nodded. “Kim is getting one.”

      “Okay. That’s good.” I took a breath. “Did Sam…was he there?”

      “I think so. That’s why I came to you. You have to tell Sam he’s made a mistake. Steve wouldn’t kill anyone. Not even Todd.”

      I let a few seconds pass. “What do you mean, Mary Rose? Not even Todd.”

      Her jaw tightened. “That boy was wicked. He was ruining them. He was dragging them all down.”

      I thought about what Emma had said. “He wasn’t evil. He just did an evil thing.” She had been right after all. But…

      “Where’s Doug?”

      She frowned. “What does that matter? They took Steve. In handcuffs, Kim said. Just like a criminal.”

      I glanced at my watch. “Okay, Mary Rose. Tessa will be home soon, so I can’t go with you right now. Cait gets home from work around four. As soon as she walks through the door, I will drive down to the police station. Why don’t I meet you there? Or you can wait for me. That might be a better idea. I’ll pick you up, and we’ll drive there together.”

      She smoothed her gray hair with both hands. “Joe can drive me. I need to get there right away.

      “Right.” I kept forgetting she had a husband. “Then I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.”

      She stood up and fixed her eyes on me. “This is a terrible mistake, Ellie.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      “I’m counting on you to make it right.”

      I shook my head. “Mary Rose, don’t do that. I can’t be responsible for what happens now.”

      She lifted her chin and walked quickly out of the house.

      I slumped back into the couch. Steve? How on earth…

      

      Cait was stunned. “They arrested him? But…how?”

      I had changed from my usual work clothes—yoga pants and a fleece pullover—to jeans and a cashmere sweater. I even had lipstick on, and not just because I was going to see Sam, although I always tried to step up my game a little bit when he was around. Mary Rose would be dressed in her best intimidation outfit, which would probably include pearls, kitten heels, and pantyhose. Solidarity comes in many forms.

      I pulled on a Ralph Lauren blazer I had rescued from Goodwill. “I have no idea how long I’ll be down there. There’s a meatloaf ready to go in the oven. I’ll be home when I can.”

      “Mom, listen.”

      I turned.

      Cait chewed on her lower lip. “Kyle texted me.”

      I waited.

      “Doug…Doug told him that he thought, Doug, I mean…” She finished in a rush. “Doug told Kyle that maybe his stepfather did it.”

      “When was this?”

      “Last night.”

      Okay. So far, Doug had gone from a drug dealer to Eve and now… “He keeps pointing his finger at different people, Cait. And every time he does, it’s a false lead. Why would he do that?”

      She shrugged.

      “It’s like he’s trying to send the police after one suspect after another.”

      “Well, it looks like he was right this time,” Cait said.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so, Cait. And you don’t either.”

      “It’s just that Kyle is so sure about Doug being innocent.”

      “And you’re not? Can you tell me why?”

      She ran her fingers through her long red hair. “I don’t know Doug very well, but he’s said some things. I don’t think he liked his brother very much. In fact, it sounds like they kinda hated each other.”

      I gave her a quick hug. “I’ve got to go. Talk to Kyle about this. He has to understand that even good people can do bad things, and he can’t blindly defend Doug. Don’t get emotional about it. Stay calm and logical,okay?”

      I grabbed my purse and headed out.

      

      Mary Rose and her husband Joe were with Kim Wyzinski in a small conference room. An officer showed me in and closed the door behind me, and Mary Rose jumped up and grabbed my hand.

      “Thank you, Ellie. Thank you for coming. I feel so much better now that you’re here.”

      Kim looked exhausted and very frail. I edged my way around the table and sat next to her.

      “You found a lawyer for Steve?” I asked.

      She nodded. She was picking at the skin around her thumb, and I could see the cuticle was raw and bleeding. I put my hand over hers and squeezed gently. “What happened?”

      She stared at our hands. “They came with a warrant for the house and the garage. The hammer was in the garage. Sitting right on the tool bench. Steve says he doesn’t know how it got there, and I believe him. It belonged to Todd. Todd marked all his tools with some kind of symbol, like, he burned it or stamped it or something. He did it to keep people from walking off with his stuff.” She looked up, her eyes full. “Steve didn’t do this.”

      I patted her hand. “What did Steve say?”

      She shook her head. “That he didn’t know anything about it. He hadn’t been in the garage for a couple of days. There’s no room for the cars, it’s just for storage, you know? Anybody could have put it there.”

      “Is there a regular door to get in, or do you need to open the garage doors?”

      She sniffed. There’s a regular door.“

      “Is the door locked?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Okay. That’s good.”

      The door opened again, and Sam came in. He stopped short when he saw me, but his expression did not change. Behind him was his partner, John Monroe. The room was getting crowded.

      John sat down across from me, glanced up, and then did a double take. “Ellie?”

      I waggled my fingers at him. “Hey, John. How’s the family?”

      He nodded. “Good. And the girls?”

      Sam cleared his throat. “Ellie? Are you related to this somehow?”

      I smiled brightly. “Just a friend, Sam. Is that okay?”

      He exhaled slowly. “We’d like to speak to Ms. Wyzinski alone, if that’s all right with you?”

      I stood up. “Of course. We’ll be just outside.”

      I pushed Mary Rose and Joe out of the room, and we sat on stiff metal chairs in the hallway.

      “What’s he asking her?” Mary Rose whispered.

      “Probably going over the timeline for Halloween night. You told me that Steve left you, and went up to see if Todd needed help.”

      She clenched her jaw, but didn’t say anything.

      “Mary Rose,” I said, “you need to tell me.”

      “Steve left about six-thirty,” Joe said. “Walked up the hill. Came back around seven and said that Todd had already gone.”

      That was the longest sentence I had ever heard come out of Joe Reed’s mouth. Ever. He was a tall man, lean and muscular from all his walking, with an average face and thinning gray hair. Because Mary Rose was such a forceful presence, most people forgot that Joe was even around.

      Mary Rose looked at her husband with narrowed eyes. “He wasn’t gone that long,” she snapped.

      Joe nodded calmly. “Yes, Mary Rose, he was. And you even commented on how long he’d been gone.”

      Mary Rose folded her arms under her breast and hugged herself. “I don’t remember,” she muttered.

      “Well, I do.” He leaned forward to look at me around his wife. “About half an hour. Said he’d met somebody and was talking about the Halloween decorations.”

      “That’s good, Joe. See, Mary Rose, we need to find out who he spoke to. That will help with his alibi.”

      She stood up abruptly, gave her husband a cold look, and walked off down the hall.

      “Where’s she going?” I asked Joe.

      He shrugged. “Who knows? She’ll find someplace to sit by herself and stew.”

      It was almost an hour before the conference room door opened, and Kim shuffled out. She looked, if possible, even more defeated. She was tall and thin, and her clothes hung off her body like rags. Joe stood up immediately and hugged her. Sam looked down at me.

      “Still here?”

      I nodded.

      He held the door opened and motioned with his head for me to go in. “John, can I have the room? Find Mrs. Reed. We need to talk to her as well.”

      John shot out of there, closing the door behind him.

      “I thought you said you weren’t involved in this,” Sam said. I could tell he was trying very hard to keep his temper in check.

      “I’m not. But Mary Rose—”

      “I don’t care about Mary Rose,” he snapped. “You promised me, and your daughters, that you would not put yourself at risk any more.”

      “I know Sam, but Steve Wyzinski does not make sense for this. There’s more to this case, and I think—”

      “It doesn’t matter what you think. We have motive, opportunity, and the weapon was found on his property with his fingerprints on the handle.”

      “How did you even know where to look?”

      He put his hands in the pockets of his trousers. “Anonymous tip.”

      “What? Are you kidding? Oh, Sam, come on now. If that doesn’t—”

      “Ellie, I’m only going to say this once. Stay away from this. You have no stake in this. Stop interfering. I mean it.”

      We stared at each other.

      There was a part of me that was so angry with him I could have smacked him over the head for being so stubborn and totally unreasonable. But he was right. I had told him I wouldn’t meddle around in murder, and here I was, breaking my word. There was another part of me that recognized that there was more at stake that just finding Todd’s killer, and that he and I had yet to weather any storm. What loomed ahead could be treacherous for us both.

      I turned and walked out, slamming the door behind me.
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      Shelly and Viv got to the house after nine, both looking grim and determined. Cait and Kyle were there as well. We needed to get organized fast. The longer Steve sat in jail, the harder it was going to be to prove his innocence.

      “How do we know he didn’t do it?” Kyle asked.

      “We don’t,” I told him. “But remember what you said about Doug? Same applies here. If he didn’t do it, we can’t let him go to prison. We need a plan. Any ideas?”

      Viv, the perfect guest, had brought her own cocktail shaker, the extra-large one, filled with vodka, ice, and a drop or two of vermouth. She offered it to us all, and found a taker in Cait, who iced the glasses and found the olives with her usual efficiency.

      Viv sipped thoughtfully. “You’re the idea person. We’re the faithful troops, remember?”

      “We have to find whoever Steve said he was talking to,” Cait said.

      I shook my head. “Already asked Mary Rose. Steve didn’t know his name. Whoever it was was a tall man, gray hair, with grandkids.”

      “What were the kids dressed as? Maybe we can find out who he was that way,” Shelly said.

      I looked at her. “Very good, grasshopper. Okay, we find out what they were dressed as, and that will be your mission. Find those kids. I think somebody from the Historical Society taped the entire costume contest. That will help.”

      She reached over and took Viv’s glass off the table, took a sip, then made a face. “How do you drink that?”

      Viv smiled. “Very carefully. What about me?”

      “Do you know who bought the house behind Aggie?”

      She nodded. “I didn’t handle it, but someone from my office did. The Giancomos. He, she, and two grade school kids. They both work, I think. I helped them with the inspection, so they know me. I’ll call them tomorrow and ask them…what?”

      “If they saw or heard anything in Aggie’s yard. I doubt it. Emma’s noise machine was really loud, and that hedge is super thick, but we might get lucky.” I looked at Cait and Kyle. “You realize that getting Steve off the hook might turn the heat on under Doug again?”

      Kyle shook his head. “Doug did not do it. In fact, I’ll ask Doug if I can take a look in that garage, see if anything looks odd.”

      “Or maybe we can ask a few of Steve’s neighbors if they saw anything. Or anyone.” Cait finished her martini and waggled her glass. Viv graciously refilled it.

      “What are you going to do?” Shelly asked.

      I didn’t want to do anything. I didn’t want the divide between Sam and I to get any wider. But… “I’m going to talk to Steve. I need to hear his version of things, not Mary Rose’s.”

      “Sam won’t like that,” Shelly said.

      “Sam really won’t like that,” Cait said.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I know.” I stared into my water glass, wishing it was something stronger. Then I looked wistfully at Viv’s shaker.

      “Come on, girl,” Viv said, grinning. “It cures what ails you.”

      I was looking at the shaker, trying to remember. “Viv, when you and James were sitting in front of the library Halloween night, how long did you stay there?”

      “Until we heard the sirens. We were talking.” She glanced at Shelly, who turned red.

      “The most logical route to Emma’s garden from Mary Rose’s house was right up Blackburn. Did you notice Steve come up that way?” I asked.

      Viv put her drink on the table and leaned forward, palms on her knees, frowning. “I’m not sure. I don’t know him that well. I might not have even recognized him. But Lou Lombardi was right at the corner, wasn’t she?”

      Right. Lou had one of my scavenger hunt stations, a booth in Upper Main Park, where kids had to stick their hands in all sorts of slimy, scary goop to capture plastic spiders. “You’re brilliant, Viv. I’ll call her. Lou notices everything.”

      Shelly snickered. “Everything male.”

      I kicked her. “Be nice. And Viv,” I drained the water out of my glass and held it out. “I think I’ll try a bit of that after all.”

      

      I texted Lou the next morning, and she called me back right away.

      Louise Lombardi worked on Wall Street, and could have probably lived in Manhattan if she wanted, but she’d been born in Mt. Abrams, and moved back after her divorce. She also had a place in Cape Cod where she spent most of June and July. She worked hard for her money and spent it freely. She also had no interest in men as far as relationships went. But as far as men in general, she was an unabashed supporter of the One Night Stand. She liked men. A lot.

      “So, what do you want to know? Did I see who?”

      I moved the phone to my other ear and settled into the cozy chair in my office. “Halloween night. Did you see Steve, Mary Rose’s brother?”

      “Yes. He and his wife, what’s-her-name, Kim, stopped and we chatted for a few minutes.”

      “Can you give me a time?”

      “Five-thirty-ish? Maybe? Kim got bored pretty quick and left him with me for a few extra minutes.”

      “How about later in the night? Like, after the hunt was over?”

      “Hold on.” I could hear her speaking to someone in her office, margins were mentioned. I was completely ignorant of most of what she did for a living, but I imagined she was very good at her job. “Okay. I’m back. Sorry. So, after? Yeah. I saw Steve. He was alone, wandering up Davis. We didn’t speak.”

      “When?”

      “About an hour later.”

      “Did you see him come back down?”

      “Nope. But I was packed up and gone in, like, ten minutes.”

      “Thanks.” I hung up. So, Steve had gone back up to see Todd, just as he said. How long would it have taken him to get to Emma’s house, realize Todd wasn’t there, and come back down? Surely, not ten minutes.

      I walked down to the Upper Park.

      I stood in the cold in the exact spot that Lou had set up her station on Halloween night. I checked my watch and began walking, across Blackburn to where Davis turned off to the left. I then walked down towards Emma’s house, trying to imagine Steve doing the same thing. Would he have been hurrying? If he had every intention of murdering Todd, that might have put some extra speed in his step. If not, he would have been taking a nice, leisurely stroll.

      I opted for leisure. I went past Emma’s porch, stopped in front of her closed garden gate, counted slowly to ten, then walked back.

      Twelve minutes. So Lou might have just missed him.

      I walked back to Emma’s house and stood in the middle of the street.

      Mt. Abrams has a lot of hills, but all the streets running east to west are relatively flat, and from where I stood on Davis Road, I could see all the way across to where Lou had set up her station, and all the way in the other direction to where Maggie’s house stood at the crook in the road. Steve would have been able to see as well, and he could have seen Todd walking away, towards the parking lot, using the easiest and most logical route. Did he see him? Did he follow him? And did anyone see him?

      I trudged back home, got in my car, and drove to the police station.

      

      Steve was surprised to see me. I was surprised they let me see him. He was also, understandably, confused as to what exactly I was doing there.

      “I need to hear from you exactly what happened that night,” I said to him. We were in a tiny room, across from each other sitting at a bare metal table with a very nice-looking officer standing silently in the corner.

      He sighed. “God, Ellie, it seems like I’ve told this story a hundred times in the past twenty-four hours.”

      That wasn’t good. I didn’t want him to just recite back whatever he told the police. “Okay, then, let me sort of guide you. Don’t answer automatically, Steve. Think about what you’re saying. So, whose idea was it to go to Mary Rose’s in the first place.”

      “Kim. She wanted to see Todd as a clown.”

      “She’d never seen him before?”

      He shrugged. “Yes. Lots of times. But she was insistent.”

      “Okay. What time did you get there?”

      “A little after four.”

      And what did you do?”

      “We sat on the front porch. I had a beer with Joe. Mary Rose was explaining the scavenger hunt.”

      “Did you see Doug or Todd?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Did they know you’d be there?”

      “Of course. We had talked about giving Todd a lift so Doug wouldn’t have to worry about his gig later that night, but Doug said it was fine.”

      “Good. Now, who decided it was time to get up and walk around?”

      “Kim.”

      “So tell me where you went. Think about it. Where did you stop first?”

      It was excruciating. First of all, I always thought that Steve was a perfectly nice man, but he had struck me as a little boring. Now, I realized he was very boring. His voice was a monotone; when he spoke, he looked down at his hands, and he sighed. A lot. Granted, we weren’t having a conversation under ideal circumstances, but…it was all I could do to keep from putting my head down and taking a quick nap.

      We finally got to the part of the narrative I’d been waiting for. “So, Steve, when you went up to see if Todd was done, you didn’t see him anywhere?”

      “No.”

      “Not even walking down the street? Towards the parking lot?”

      For the first time, there was a crack in his composure. “ I told you, I never saw him.”

      “No, you didn’t tell me. You may have told the police, but not me.“ I leaned forward. “I walked from Mary Roses’ house, up Blackburn, and then to Emma’s. I know how long it should have taken you. But you were gone a long time, Steve.”

      “I told you, I stopped to talk to somebody.”

      “A man.”

      “Yes.”

      “Gray hair, with little kids.”

      “No. I mean, yes, he was.”

      I sat back. “What were they dressed as? The kids?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What was the man wearing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Steve,” I said carefully, “this man is your alibi. You stopped and talked to him. Surely you noticed the kids.”

      He was quiet.

      “They would have been impatient, right? Wanting to go to the next house. Or wanting to go home and look at their candy.”

      He looked around. Everywhere but at me.

      “Steve?”

      “There was no man,” he whispered.

      I took a long breath. “Then you lied?”

      He nodded.

      “So, where were you all that time?”

      “I got to the end of Davis, turned the corner, and sat on that bench there.” He looked up at me, and his eyes were huge. “I didn’t want to go back to Kim. I knew she’d just start on Todd again, how we need to help him. She’d be mad at me because I didn’t find him.”

      “Did anyone see you? Sitting?”

      “No.”

      “So, there is no alibi?”

      “No. But I didn’t kill Todd. I didn’t want him dead, just out of our lives.”

      “But Kim would never let that happen, would she?”

      The door banged open, and Sam stood there, his lips in a tight line. “Officer, you can take Mr. Wyzinski back to his cell. Please.”

      Steve stood, opened his mouth to say something, then shook his head and left. Sam closed the door, and we were alone.

      “What are you doing here, Ellie? I told you to stay away.”

      “The last person who got to tell me what to do was my father,” I said, looking at him steadily. “And you’re not my father.”

      “You have no business being here.”

      “I’m just trying to get something straight in my mind. I think you have the wrong person.”

      “He has motive and opportunity. The weapon was found on his property. His alibi is so thin you could blow it away.”

      “He just told me he has no alibi at all. But I still think there’s something off.”

      “Yes, well, what you think is not relevant to this case. You have gone past meddling. You are now interfering with an investigation. You have to go.” His face was white. I had never seen him angry, not at me, anyway, and it sent a chill through my backbone.

      “You’re wrong,” I told him.

      “No, I’m not,” he shot back.

      I stood up and left, closing the door quietly behind me.

      

      After dinner, I texted Shelly that there was no need for her to try to find two kids and their grandfather. Viv called. The Giancomos had not seen or heard a thing. Cait came home late. She had gone directly after school to Doug’s and had talked to a few of the neighbors. No one had seen or heard a thing. The garage, Cait said, faced the street, and anyone breaking in could have easily been seen.

      “Unless it was the middle of the night,” I said.

      She shook her head. “ Maybe. Doug let a few things slip. Steve really had it out for Todd. Wanted him out of the house.”

      “I know. Things aren’t looking too great for Steve right now.”

      “So, maybe he did it?”

      I didn’t want to think about that. Mary Rose would be devastated, and although there were plenty of times I’d have loved to see her brought up short, I wouldn’t wish something like this on anybody. I also didn’t want to think about Sam. Yes, I had promised him I would stay away from murder. But he was wrong. Surely, that was cause for some sort of exemption, right?

      

      I was brushing my teeth for bed when I got his text.

      R u asleep? Can we talk?

      Yes. Where r u?

      The doorbell rang.

      I ran downstairs and reached over to turn on a light as I opened the front door. Sam stood there, hands in the pockets of his trench coat, head down.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      I let him in.

      He stood by the fireplace, turned away from me. The silence was killing me.

      “Did you buy that directly from Columbo?” I finally asked.

      He turned, looking surprised, then looked down at his coat and laughed. “No. But it’s a good look, right?”

      I nodded.

      “And while we’re on the subject, that’s an interesting look you’ve got going on.”

      I looked down at myself. I was wearing SpongeBob SquarePants jammie pants that I had bought for Tessa, but they had been mislabeled and were way too big for her, so I kept them for myself. I also had on a faded XXX-sized black T-shirt with the words “All first drafts of anything are shit” printed on the front in lime green.

      “Yeah, well, this is my going to bed outfit,” I said. “Unless I’m going to bed with you.”

      His mouth twitched. “Is that your opinion of first drafts?”

      “Pretty much. And Hemingway’s. Sit.”

      He did. “You’re right. Everything about this stinks. It wasn’t my decision to arrest Wyzinski. It came from above, and the logic was sound. It just feels completely wrong.”

      I sat across from him. “As crazy as it sounds, I think Doug is the killer.”

      Sam nodded. “Me too. Unfortunately, there’s no way Doug could fit in the timeline. There was no time for him to kill Todd and make it to Hoboken when he did.”

      The idea that had been cowering in the corner of my brain finally broke free. “Sam, what if Todd was killed earlier?”

      He sat back and rested his head against the couch cushion. “What are you taking about, Ellie? Todd was alive at six-thirty.”

      “No. Mr. Scarecrow was alive at six-thirty.”

      He lifted his head.

      “Mr. Scarecrow was wearing a mask,” I said.

      He sat up. “And?”

      I swallowed. “What if Doug killed him? No one saw Doug after he dropped Todd off. And Cait says that Doug claimed to be sitting up at the lake while Todd was putting in his show, but she and Kyle never saw him up there. So what if Doug put on the mask and gloves and pretended to be his brother? They’re built exactly the same, and with the mask on, who would know?”

      Sam opened his mouth to say something, shut it, then swore. “Yes. Of course.”

      “Mr. Scarecrow got a phone call from Doug. He said he needed a break and was gone for twenty minutes. When he came back, he started singing songs. Prebreak Mr. Scarecrow was doing magic.”

      Sam leaned forward and clasped his hands. “So, he tells Todd to meet him behind Aggie’s house. Why?”

      I shrugged. “Could be anything. To apologize?”

      “How would he get the hammer?”

      “The hammer was in the duffle bag, and Emma said he used it to bang open a table leg that was stuck. Probably the same leg that you fixed, remember?”

      He nodded. “Who used it? Todd or Doug?”

      “We can ask Emma. But Doug had access to it. He could have easily slipped it under his shirt or something.”

      “Right.” Sam rubbed his hands together. “So, Todd meets him, and they argue. That sound machine, wouldn’t Emma have turned it off?”

      “Probably while Todd was performing, yes. But if Todd weren’t there…”

      “The noise of any arguing would have been drowned out. Doug hits Todd, takes the mask and hat and gloves, walks around the corner and plays at Mr. Scarecrow. When all the kids are through, he dodges around to Aggie’s yard, drags the body on the porch, walks down the street, and drives to his Hoboken gig. Could it really be that easy?”

      “Why wouldn’t he just leave Todd’s body where it was?”

      Sam sighed. “I interviewed Doug twice. He obviously loved his mother. He was really concerned about what Todd was doing to her and her marriage. I think he put the body on the porch so it would be found right away, rather than have his mother have to wait through a search once Todd was found to be missing.”

      I felt suddenly cold. “Emma was right. She said Doug knew who the killer was. Oh, Sam, this is awful.”

      “Yes, especially since it will be very difficult to prove.”

      “What do you mean? All the pieces fit.”

      He smiled gently. “Do you realize how far-fetched it sounds?”

      I hugged myself. “Can’t you do anything?”

      “Well, the easiest thing to do would be to test the inside of that duffle bag for DNA. Once it’s established that the hammer was in the bag, then it’s easier to tie it to Doug.”

      “So, do that.”

      He leaned back again. “I can’t get a warrant for something like that if there’s already a plausible suspect in custody.”

      I shivered. “Man, that sucks. What are you going to do?”

      He shifted on the couch and opened up the front of his coat. “Well, I could start by warming you up.”

      I got up, walked over, then carefully straddled him on the couch. He wrapped his coat, and his arms, around me.

      “Better?” he asked.

      I snuggled in a bit more. “Yes. So you agree it’s a viable theory?”

      He nodded. “Yes. It makes more sense than the drug connection.”

      “Which was Doug’s idea, by the way. As was Eve. But seriously, how did he think anyone would believe her to be a killer? I bet she’s not even pregnant. As skinny as she was, believe me, I’d notice.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh. You saw Eve?”

      I tugged at his tie. “It was Shelly’s idea. She had the day off, and Viv wanted pizza. I can show you the text.”

      “And you went to Montclair because there were no pizza places closer?” he was trying not to smile.

      I pulled the tie off. “We like the train ride. Now, what if we can prove it was Doug under that scarecrow mask?”

      “And how exactly would we do that?”

      “Someone must have seen something.”

      He shook his head. “We talked to a lot of people, Ellie. No one saw Mr. Scarecrow without that mask on.”

      “Yes, but you’re the police.”

      He was silent, and his hands were making their way under my T-shirt. “And you’re not?” He said at last.

      “What can it hurt?” I began unbuttoning the top button of his shirt. “Doug thinks he’s in the clear. It’s not like he’ll even know what I’m doing. I will not be in any danger.” I leaned forward and kissed the v-shaped patch of skin at the base of his throat.

      “I suppose,” he said, kissing me right behind my left ear.

      “I can just talk to a few people.” His shirt was unbuttoned, and I ran my fingers down the center of his chest.

      “Fine. Focus on the sliver of time when the two of them were together,” he murmured, pulling my T-shirt up over my head.

      “Who knew brainstorming a murder could be so sexy?” I asked.

      He grinned.

      Then we stopped talking altogether.
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      I told Shelly and Carol my plan the next morning. Shelly was so excited that she started running in tiny circles.

      “Doug? Oh, my God. Ellie, you’re amazing.” She was bouncing, her short ponytail bobbing up and down.

      “That’s so awful,” Carol said. “But it makes sense. I thought Mr. Scarecrow changed up his act because he was just getting tired of the magic tricks. The voices were so similar, there’s no way I would have said they were two different people.”

      “Well, to be honest, my idea could be all smoke and mirrors. Maybe Steve Wyzinski was tired of his wife putting up with Todd. Maybe Steve did kill him. But it doesn’t feel right. And Doug spent so much time and energy accusing other people, you know?” I shivered. Why didn’t I ever think of gloves?

      Carol nodded. “Todd and Doug were dressed almost the same. Well, jeans and a denim shirt. Maybe there were differences, but none that I could see. They both had on work boots. Todd had a T-shirt on under his denim shirt, I do remember that. But when he pulled his mask on, it came down to the middle of his chest with all that straw sticking out, so there was no way of noticing if Mr. Scarecrow Number 2 was also wearing a T-shirt. And then there were those ridiculous glasses that he wore over the mask, and the hat, and the gloves…it could have been any tall, skinny guy under there, Ellie. How are we to prove anything?”

      Shelly was now jogging circles around Carol and I. Buster was dragging his feet a little, and Boot was trying to follow.

      “Shelly, stop that. We’re getting all tied up here.” My cell phone made a noise, and I pulled it out. “It’s Lynn. I texted her the other day to see if she saw Mr. Scarecrow. We should talk to her?”

      Shelly untangled Buster’s leash. “Yes. For sure. We can get her on the way back.”

      “Okay,” I said, and texted Lynn back.

      Lynn Fahey was giving Mary Rose a run for her money for the Most Involved Mt. Abrams Volunteer award. There wasn’t a real award, of course, but you wouldn’t know it to watch the two of them go toe to toe in the Let Me Do It department. Lynn had her age working against her. Mary Rose had quite simply been doing it longer. But Lynn firmly believed she had a fighting chance.

      Today, Lynn’s long hair was coiled on top of her head, and she was wearing a long denim skirt, Birkenstocks with argyle socks, and a Fair Isle sweater. As early as it was, her house smelled like vanilla and sugar.

      “Are you baking?” I asked as Shelly and I came in. We had dropped off the dogs and left Carol to get ready for work. Shelly, I knew, didn’t have to be at work until later.

      “Just some shortbread,” Lynn explained. “Can I get you some? With tea?”

      My mouth was watering, but I shook my head. “No, thanks. I just wanted to ask you about Halloween. Were you walking the kids around, or giving out candy? Did you by any chance see Mr. Scarecrow at all?”

      She nodded. “Sure, I saw him. He was practically running all the way down the hill. I was worried he was going to trip and roll all the way to Route 51.”

      “Did he still have his mask on?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, and I thought it was pretty strange. It had to be itchy, right? With all that straw and stuff?”

      Shelly sighed. “Yes. Well, that’s that.”

      “What are you looking for?” Lynn asked.

      I glanced at Shelly. I did not want anyone to know I was still poking around in this. If it got back to Mary Rose, she would hound me to death. And if it somehow got back to Doug…

      “Just curious. His car was parked in the lower lot. Did you see where he cut over?”

      She nodded. “At the Carson driveway, three houses down. Come on, what’s going on?”

      “They arrested Mary Rose’s brother,” I told her.

      Lynn’s jaw dropped. “Oh, how terrible. When?”

      “Yesterday. I’m trying to prove a theory, but I’m not having much luck,” I started for the door. “Thanks, Lynn.”

      “Go down and talk to Heather,” Lynn said. “She’s home now, and I know she was home Halloween. Her husband took the kids, and she gave out candy.”

      I thanked her, and Shelly and I left. We walked out to the middle of Carver Road. Shelly looked down the street.

      “We’re here,” she said. “We may as well.”

      I nodded. “Do you know Heather?”

      “Well enough. Let’s go.”

      Three houses down was a tiny Cape Cod with a bright red door. We rang the bell. A dog barked, and seconds later, a baby started screaming. Shelly and I exchanged looks.

      The door opened, and a disheveled young woman in a flannel shirt and leggings stood there, holding a little boy who looked about three and was howling, his baby face red with anger or frustration.

      “Yes?”

      “This looks like a bad time,” Shelly said quickly.

      Heather Carson made a face. “It’s always a bad time. Come in.”

      The living room was decorated with a couch, two over-stuffed chairs, a flat-screen television, and the entire Fisher-Price section of Toys R Us. Heather set down the toddler, who immediately threw himself on the floor and cried even harder.

      “That’s Dylan. He wants to paint the dog green,” she explained. “It’s an ongoing issue. This way.”

      The kitchen was neater and quieter. She sank into a chair and a small, furry dog immediately jumped in her lap, whining. “Hi, Shelly. And you’re Ellie Rocca, right? You’re kind of famous around here,” she said.

      “Ah, oh. Well.” Really?

      “So, what’s up?” Heather looked about thirty, pretty, and exhausted.

      “About Halloween night,” Shelly said. “You were home?”

      She nodded.

      “Did you see Mr. Scarecrow?”

      She nodded again. “Gizmo here went ballistic.” She hugged the dog. “I looked out, and he was coming up my drive. Lots of folks do. The parking lot is just behind me. We’re used to people taking the shortcut.”

      I took a breath. “Did he have his mask on?”

      “No. In fact, he must have just taken it off, because he was stuffing it into this canvas bag he was carrying.”

      Shelly made a squeaking noise.

      Heather grinned. “Okay, what’s going on?”

      “Did you see his face?” I asked.

      “Well, I guess I did, but nothing really registered. I mean, it was getting dark, and he was moving pretty fast.”

      Shelly sighed. “Thanks, Heather. We were just…fishing around.”

      We walked back through the living room. The screaming had abated somewhat, but there was still a great deal of kicking going on. Heather let us out, and we walked up her drive, across her small back yard. From there, we could see across an empty lot to the parking area.

      “So, I guess Sam questioned everybody and his brother about who saw what down here Halloween night, right?” Shelly asked.

      “Yep. Nobody saw anything.”

      “So, who else can we talk to?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe James?”

      She turned deep red. “Why?”

      “Because he was up here at the time when Doug became Mr. Scarecrow. He may have noticed something.” I glanced at her. “What’s going on there?”

      She stuck her hands in her pockets, and we started walking back up the hill. “Mike has found a place. He’s moving out this weekend.”

      “Do the boys know?”

      She nodded. “It was…bad.”

      “And you’re still sure this is the right thing to do?”

      She shook her head. “No. Not at all. I only know that if I don’t at least try to see what my life would be like with Jamie, I’ll never forgive myself.” Her voice was tight.

      “Want to come with me now?”

      She cleared her throat. “No. I have to get ready for work. But he’s home today. Go ahead and talk to him.”

      We walked up Morris. Shelly veered off to her house, and I went on up to Davis Road.

      

      He invited me in. “Coffee? I just brewed some.”

      Brewed? People still brewed coffee? In the age of Keurig? “Sure. Thanks.”

      He took my jacket. I was dressed in jeans and a faded LBI sweatshirt. If I had known I’d be having coffee with James, I would have seriously rethought my morning walking outfit.

      When Kate Fisher had lived in the little rental house on Davis Road, it had been furnished with pastels, chintz, and potted ferns. James had taken a very different approach. The walls were a deep, rich blue, the trim a glossy white, and there were English hunting prints in elaborate frames on the walls. Decidedly masculine. Very attractive. Just like James.

      I sat in his dining room, and he brought out a French press coffee pot on a tray with mugs, cream, and sugar. He poured, and we stirred and sipped in silence.

      “Are you here about Shelly?” He asked.

      “No. I’m not. But if you’d care to talk, I’m happy to listen.”

      He tapped the fingers of his left hand against the mahogany of the tabletop. “I’m completely…smitten,” he said. “I haven’t felt this way in thirty years, since I was a kid. I feel awful. She’s willing to break up her marriage for me. I’ve got nothing to lose here, and everything to gain.” He had been staring down into his mug. When he lifted his eyes, they were filled with tears. “I can’t believe two people falling in love can cause so much pain.”

      “Oh, James. I’m so sorry for you both. And, well, I’m happy too. I mean, happy you’re in love and all that, but…”

      He nodded. “I know. Vivian says I should be grateful for the gift and let the rest roll away.”

      “Vivian? My Viv? Wow, that’s pretty enlightened for Viv.”

      He cracked a smile. “She and I have had a few discussions. She’s become a good friend.”

      “Well, you are very lucky to have her on your side. Believe me, that is one person you do not want for an enemy.”

      “I hear you. So, what’s this all about?”

      I took a drink of coffee. It was delicious. “About Halloween.”

      “Ah.” He sat back. “Okay. What can I tell you?”

      “Everything that happened when you got to Emma’s.”

      He pushed away his mug and laced his fingers together. “Emma and Carol were in the garden, and there were a few kids there as well. Emma was serving them doughnuts, and Carol was talking to a few of the parents there. I came into the garden, and Carol came up and asked me if I’d seen Mr. Scarecrow. I said no, and asked her which way he had gone. Now, if you’re in the garden, all you can see is which way someone turned when they left, up or down the hill. Carol said up the hill, so I went back out and he was standing right there. I asked him if he was okay, and he said yes. He saw the kids and immediately went into character, talking in a kind of funny voice, hopping around. He had everyone singing in like two minutes.”

      “So, he had his mask on?”

      “Yes. And his hat. And those silly glasses. He was having trouble with gloves, though.”

      “Gloves?”

      “Yes. Like they were too small.”

      Something in my brain clicked. This was important. Why? “Did you notice his tattoos?”

      “What tattoos?”

      I thought hard. Todd’s hands, his wrists. “Was there an arrow coming down from his wrist, ending in the middle on his hand?”

      James shook his head. “No, and I probably would have noticed.”

      “Did he get the gloves on?”

      “Eventually. We had a few photo ops first, then he got them on. It seemed strange that they were so tight.”

      “Because his hands were bigger,” I said, half to myself. “How the heck am I going to prove that?”

      “Prove what?”

      “James, it wasn’t Todd you were with. It was Doug. Todd was already dead, right next door.”

      He raised both eyebrows. “What?”

      “Todd had very distinctive tattoos on his arms and wrists. Doug didn’t. Now, how to prove it?”

      “At least three different people were taking pictures and videos. Maybe one of them?”

      “You’re brilliant! Of course. Do you know who any of those people were?”

      “Well, Carol for one. I’m sure she’d know who the others were.”

      I got up, went over to him, and kissed him in the middle of his forehead. “Truly brilliant. Wait until I tell Sam. Thank you, James.”

      I grabbed my jacket and bolted out the door. I was at the library in under three minutes.

      Carol took one look at my face and motioned me into her tiny office.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Remember you said you took a picture of James? Did you take one with him and Mr. Scarecrow?”

      “Ellie, is this relevant to anything at all?”

      “Yes. Do you have the pictures?”

      “Of course.” She pulled her purse out of her desk and found her phone. She spent a minute flicking through the photos before she handed it to me. “There. Is this what you need?”

      It was a picture of James and Mr. Scarecrow. James photographed very well. Mr. Scarecrow looked…scarecrow-ish. I could not see his hands. I swiped. The next picture was James alone, with his head turned, looking to the left. Swipe. James alone. Laughing. Swipe.

      Mr. Scarecrow, reaching up to adjust his hat. The sleeve of his denim shirt was pulled back. His wrist and forearm were bare.

      “Bingo,” I whispered. The date and timestamp were across the bottom. I sent the picture to Sam with a simple message.

      No tattoo.

      Then I sent copies to my business e-mail, my phone, and my personal e-mail. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust technology; it was just that I didn’t trust me with technology.

      I handed Carol back her phone. “We just solved this case,” I told her.

      She smiled. “Ellie, dear, was there ever any doubt?”

      Now, there was only one more person to see.

      

      Mary Rose was not at home, so I texted her to call me whenever she could, and trudged back home. I was freezing, so I made a cup of tea and started a fire in the fireplace. Boot, seizing the opportunity, made a nest for herself under the throw in the corner of the couch, her butt pressed firmly against my side. I kept staring at my phone. Surely, Sam would call, congratulating me on my expert detection technique. Or Mary Rose, so I could tell her the good news/bad news about Todd’s death. I tried to imagine myself in Kim’s shoes, but couldn’t.

      I don’t know how long I’d been asleep, but Boot was barking and someone was knocking steadily on my door. I scrambled up from the couch and threw open the front door. There stood Mary Rose and Kim Wyzinski.

      And Doug was right behind them.

      “Ellie, I got your text. What did you find out?”

      I stepped back, and the three of them came in. Kim looked completely done in. Doug seemed nervous, and looked like he hadn’t slept in a while. He walked over to the fireplace and stood with his back to the flames.

      “Listen, I was in the middle of a phone call to one of my authors,” I babbled. I have always been a terrible liar. I snatched up my phone. “Let me just finish up, okay?”

      I scurried up the stairs, calling Sam as I did.

      “Ellie, I got your picture. We’re discussing a warrant right now.”

      “Sam, Doug is here. With Mary Rose and Kim. What should I do?”

      Sam swore. Loudly and for what seemed to be a long time. Finally, he said, “I’m on my way.”

      I walked slowly back down stairs.

      Doug was still there by the fireplace. Mary Rose was on the couch, scratching Boot’s ears. “Well?” she asked.

      How to stall. “Were you all at the jail?”

      Kim, sitting next to Mary Rose, shook her head. “No. We’ve been talking to the lawyer. He says the evidence isn’t all that strong.” She was wearing a short red jacket. Her hands stayed in her pockets, and she was rocking back and forth. “It’s a lot of money. But he thinks he can get Steve off.” Her voice was soft and broken.

      “That’s good, right?” I said. I edged my way around the couch.

      “It would be better if we could just find out who really did this,” Mary Rose said. “What did you want to tell me?”

      “Nothing. I mean, I’d been asking around to see if I could find anyone who saw Todd before or after he met Doug.”

      Doug’s head swiveled, and he stared at me.

      “Just to see if anyone saw who it was that Todd met, that’s all,” I said in a rush.

      “The police already did that,” Doug said in a hushed voice. “They couldn’t find anyone. Could you?”

      “No. Nope.”

      “Then why did you text me, Ellie? You made it sound as though you found out something important.” Mary Rose stood and brushed a stray dog hair off her coat. “I was hoping at least you found out who made that call to the police about the hammer. If we knew that, we’d know who the real killer is.”

      “An anonymous call is just that,” Doug said. “We’ll never know who made it.”

      “Don’t be too certain,” Mary Rose said smugly. “Ellie has a way of finding out all sorts of things.”

      Doug had been watching me. He stepped away from the fireplace. “What sort of things?” he asked softly.

      He knew that I knew. What would he do with his mother and Mary Rose in the same room? Nothing. I was sure of it.

      “There’s a picture,” I said. “Of Mr. Scarecrow. Without any tattoos on his wrist.”

      Doug closed his eyes briefly, then turned away.

      “What?” Asked Mary Rose. “What are you talking about?”

      Kim stood up. “Doug?”

      Mary Rose grabbed Kim’s arm and shook it. “Kim, tell me.” She looked at me. “Ellie, what has a tattoo have to do with anything?”

      “It proves that whoever was Mr. Scarecrow between five-fifty and six-thirty wasn’t Todd.” Doug’s shoulders slumped.

      Kim took a step. “Doug, please.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mary Rose said shrilly. “What do you mean, it wasn’t Todd?”

      Doug’s shoulders started to shake. “Simple, Mary Rose,” I said. “By five-fifty, Todd was already dead. And Doug took his place.”

      Kim reached out her hand. “Son…”

      Mary Rose stared at me, then at Doug. “My God, Doug? He killed his own brother?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Doug turned. Tears streamed down his face.

      He shook his head. “No.”
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      “Doug,” Kim pleaded. “Don’t.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t anymore.”

      Kim went to put her arms around him, but he shook her off.

      Wait. What was wrong here? I took my eyes from Doug’s anguished face and looked at Kim. Her jaw was clenched, and her eyes were suddenly hard.

      “Kim, was it you?” The idea hit me so hard I couldn’t even breathe.

      She ignored me. “Doug, you know what we said.”

      Doug began to sob, a harsh, ugly sound.

      Mary Rose turned white and dropped down on the sofa.

      Kim put her hands in her hair and tugged, hard. She was muttering to herself, and I felt suddenly sick to my stomach.

      Boot lifted her head and began to bark. There was a quick knock on the door, and Sam came in, John Monroe right behind him. Sam looked at the scene quickly, and his hand dropped from his hip.

      “Ellie, can you tell me what’s going on?” he asked calmly.

      “Kim,” I whispered. “Kim did it. She killed her own son.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” she said, very loudly. Her head was still down, her hands still pulling at her hair. “I just couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t. And he just made me so angry…” She dropped her hands. She didn’t look beaten or fragile anymore. Her eyes narrowed in anger. “He went after Doug with that damn hammer. I couldn’t let him hurt Doug. He’d done so much damage already, I couldn’t. So when Todd dropped the hammer, I picked it up. I didn’t mean to hit him that hard.” She spat the words. “Do you really think I set out to kill my own son?”

      Sam had been watching her face. He glanced at me, then nodded to John Monroe, who walked over to Kim and reached for her arm.

      “You have the right to remain silent,” he said quietly. He fastened the handcuffs around her one wrist. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” He cuffed her other wrist and turned her around. Her shoulders were stiff, and she held her head high, chin out. John walked her out of the house.

      Sam looked at Doug “You need to come with us.”

      Doug nodded. “I’ll be right behind you,” he choked out.

      Sam nodded and left.

      Doug lowered himself stiffly into the chair by the fireplace and buried his face in his hands. I sat next to Mary Rose and watched him as he wept.

      He finally wiped his face, took a long, shuddering breath, and then slumped back in the chair, his eyes closed.

      “What happened, Doug?” I asked.

      “Todd couldn’t come to my gig because he had to be somewhere else, paying off a ten thousand dollar debt. He didn’t have ten thousand dollars, of course. Mom was going to give it to him. She called me, said she had the money, and I called Todd. We were going to meet him in back of the house next door. It was going to be so simple. Mom would give him the cash, and he’d go back to being a clown. But when we got there, he said he needed more money.” Doug shifted in his seat. “I went after him. I wanted to kill him, I really did. But he pulled his hammer out of nowhere. I mean, I don’t even know why he had it. I hit him with my fist, and the hammer flew out of his hand, and Mom picked it up.”

      Mary Rose made a sniffling sound.

      “She was so calm. She looked down at him and didn’t even cry. She took the mask and the gloves off the ground and told me I should go out and be Mr. Scarecrow. No one would know the difference, she said. I was to make sure that people thought he was alive for as long as I could. That way, we would all have an alibi. She said that the police would think somebody killed him over drugs.”

      “That almost worked,” I said.

      He nodded. He was looking into the fire. “Then I tried to get the police interested in Eve. That didn’t work either. So Mom got desperate and called the police about the hammer.”

      “She put it in the garage?” Mary Rose asked, her voice shooting up an octave. “She did that? When she knew they’d go after my brother?”

      “She said there wasn’t enough to convict him. That he’d get off. And by the time the trial was over, Todd’s murder would just be another cold case.” He unfolded himself from the chair. “Sorry, Mary Rose, but I couldn’t just let my mom go to prison.” His eyes shifted to me. “Why did you have to go snooping? It almost worked out perfectly.”

      “Why did you move the body, Doug?”

      He looked surprised at the question. “Todd was my brother. I couldn’t leave him out there, all alone.”

      Mary Rose covered her mouth with her hands.

      “You’d better get down to the station, Doug.” I said. “They’re going to want to talk to you.”

      He nodded and left, shutting the front door gently behind him.

      Mary Rose was shaking. I grabbed the throw from where it had bunched up behind the dog and drew it around her shoulders. She looked at me. “What just happened?”

      “A very sad story just ended,” I said.

      

      By the time Tessa came home from school, Mary Rose had left to wait for her brother to be released from jail. I was upstairs, trying to work. Tessa came and went, first to have a snack, then off to do homework.

      Tessa was not a problem. Cait, on the other hand, was going to be tough.

      I heard her bounding up the stairs. She stopped in the doorway of my office.

      “Anything new?”

      I motioned to the battered chair in the corner next to my desk. “You might want to sit down.”

      Her coat slid off her shoulders and landed in a heap on the floor, on top of her purse and tote bag. She sat, watching my face. “What?”

      “Kyle was right about Doug. He didn’t kill his brother.”

      “Do you know who did? Was it Steve? Oh, no, that’s awful.”

      I shook my head. “No, honey. It was Kim.”

      She looked away, and I could almost see her brain turning. “His mother?”

      “Apparently, Todd was going after Doug, and she hit him to stop the fight.”

      “If it was an accident…” She looked back at me. “Doug covered it up?”

      “Yes. He put on the scarecrow mask and pretended to be Todd. That moved the time of death. It gave his mother an alibi.”

      “Wow,” she whispered. “So all this time I thought he did it?”

      “He was protecting his mother.”

      She stood. “I need to tell Kyle right away. This is, well, unbelievable.”

      “It’s sad. That poor family.”

      She bent down and gathered up her things from the floor. “Is Doug going to be in trouble?”

      “Probably. He’s an accessory to a murder.”

      “Oh.” She stood there, looking miserable, her arms full of coat and purse, and I wanted to gather her into my lap and tell her that everything was going to be just fine.

      But it wasn’t going to be just fine. For Kyle’s good friend Doug, the world would never be fine again.

      She turned and left, and I spent the rest of the afternoon staring at my computer, thinking about being a mother, and trying to imagine what the world for Kim Wyzinski was going to be like for the next forty years.

      

      Sam came by late. He looked tired and unhappy, and he sat in front of the fire, nursing a scotch, not talking, while I sat in my reading chair and didn’t say anything. When he finally motioned for me to sit beside him, I curled up in the crook of his arm and sank into him, grateful for his strength and warmth and the feel of his fingers in my hair.

      “This one was bad,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “Thank you for what you did. It…helped.”

      “Good.”

      “And I have to admit, I was impressed at your self control.”

      I smiled against his shoulder. “Well, luckily I have minions.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Minions?”

      “Yes. Everyone I knew was asking questions, so I wouldn’t have to.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. I loved his laugh. It came from the very center of his chest, and rolled up and out like champagne from a bottle.

      “So, I shouldn’t be impressed by your self control as much as I should be impressed by your powers of manipulation?”

      “I prefer to think of it as project management.”

      “Oh, well then.” He kissed the top of my head. “I confirmed the reservation for New Year’s Eve. Are we still good for that?”

      “Yes. It sounds wonderful. You and I, a romantic inn, a body…”

      He laughed again. “Yes. And absolutely no chance of you getting into trouble.” He drained his scotch and sank further into the couch.

      “What will happen to Doug?”

      Sam sighed. “He’ll cut a deal. He’ll have to. If he gets a sympathetic judge, he could walk.”

      “And Kim?”

      “A mother killing her child? That’s a tough one. Doug backs her story, that Todd went after him, so she’ll be charged with manslaughter. It depends on the jury.”

      I pulled away and looked up at him. “How do you do this all the time? Deal with such damaged people?”

      “Someone has to speak for the dead. Someone needs to find the truth, and hopefully, dispense justice.”

      “It’s late.”

      “Yes.” He sighed. “I should probably get going.”

      “Why don’t you stay?”

      He looked down at me in surprise. He had never spent the night at my house with the girls home. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Cait’s an adult, and Tessa has sleepovers all the time. I even have extra toothbrushes.”

      “Thank you. I would love to stay.”

      We sat there a bit longer, until the fire had burned down, and Boot had curled up in her bed, then I turned off the light, and we went upstairs, together.
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