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ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Declan Murphy was in a hurry.
 
   I’d never seen him move so fast. I was at Toby’s Market, just starting my run through the store as I did my weekly shopping. It was Monday afternoon, which I’d discovered was the very best time to shop. Everyone who was employed was back at work, and all of the families with kids were either napping or spending their afternoon cooling off at Lake Dorothy or the community pool over in Winslow.
 
   I’d grabbed my cart and, after fishing out my shopping list, dropped my purse in the front basket. I started in the produce section and was in the middle of squeezing mangoes, trying to find a ripe one, when Declan breezed past me, pushing his cart like he was a contestant on the old television show Supermarket Sweep.
 
   He didn’t notice me as he grabbed a bunch of bananas and tossed them in the cart. He plucked a bag of grapes from a bin and a bag of oranges before heading to the vegetables.
 
   I frowned. It wasn’t like Declan to ignore me. But he hadn’t ignored me; he literally hadn’t even seen me. 
 
   And that wasn’t like Declan, either. 
 
   He paid attention to everything and everyone. That was his job. As the pastor of St. Stephen’s, the only church within the city limits of Latney, he’d made it his responsibility to know as much as he could about all of the townsfolk. He didn’t do it in a nosy way—not like Sophia Rey, the banker’s wife, who pretty much stuck her nose everywhere it didn’t belong—but through truly listening and being available. 
 
   It was one of the things I liked best about him, that ability to be completely attuned to the folks in town. 
 
   “Declan?” I said, turning my cart so I was headed toward the wall of lettuces and cruciferous veggies. It was mid-August and every type of produce imaginable was sitting on the shelves.
 
   He didn’t hear me. He tossed a head of iceberg lettuce into his cart, much like how you might throw a football, and picked up a bag of carrots before pushing deeper into the store, heading toward the dairy section.
 
   I picked up my pace, navigating my own cart with renewed purpose. “Declan?” I called again, louder.
 
   This time, he stopped.
 
   He turned around and for one brief second, a look of annoyance flashed through his eyes. But then he rearranged his features to a more welcoming expression and smiled at me.
 
   “Oh, hello, Rainy. I didn’t see you. How are you?”
 
   I stopped my cart next to his, effectively boxing him next to the dairy case full of yogurt. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. I looked him up and down. “The better question is, how are you?”
 
   He looked fine. Normal. His reddish-brown hair was neatly combed, and he was dressed in pressed khakis and a blue polo that mirrored the color of his eyes. His cheeks were freshly shaved, and his nose was tinged pink, as if he’d spent a little too much time in the sun the previous day. Considering there’d been a picnic at the church yesterday afternoon, I figured this was probably the case.
 
   “Just fine,” he said. His smile was warm and friendly, like always, but it seemed to stretch a little too wide, as if he might be forcing it.
 
   I leaned against the handle of my shopping cart. “You sure?” I paused. “You seem a little…frazzled.”
 
   He opened his mouth, then closed it. He glanced into his shopping cart and surveyed the haphazard pile of produce. I was happy he hadn’t reached the eggs yet. Perhaps there’d be a bit more of a cushion by the time he got there.
 
   “Declan?” I said, gentler this time.
 
   He sighed and raked his hand through his hair. “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean to be short with you.”
 
   “You’re not,” I said. “Is everything okay?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, everything’s fine.” He turned his attention to the yogurt and selected a few containers before putting them in the cart. He was more careful, and I wasn’t sure if it was because I was standing next to him now or because he realized just how roughly he’d handled the other items already in the basket.
 
   “Okay,” I said. I wasn’t used to him not asking questions, not making polite conversation. Declan often got flustered during our conversations, but he’d never gotten tongue-tied, never run out of things to talk about or say to me. This was new territory.
 
   “Well,” I said, pushing my cart forward, “if there’s anything you need, just let me know.”
 
   I headed toward the milk and cheese but Declan’s words stopped me.
 
   “Rainy, wait.” The wheels on his cart squeaked as he hurried to catch up to me. “I…I’m sorry. Yes, I’m a bit frazzled. I have a lot on my plate right now and I’m just trying to get caught up. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”
 
   “You didn’t take anything out on me,” I told him. “I was just worried about you. You don’t seem yourself, that’s all.” I smiled, what I hoped was a reassuring one. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   He hesitated.
 
   A woman pushed past us, murmuring a hello to Declan. I didn’t recognize her but he clearly did because he smiled and returned the greeting. 
 
   After she rounded the corner, he turned his attention back to me. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry I was short with you.”
 
   I shook my head. “You weren’t short with me and you don’t need to apologize. Besides, we’d already covered all that. I asked if there was anything I could do to help.”
 
   His eyes drifted to the white tile floor. It was shiny and spotless, just like the rest of Toby’s. I’d never been in a cleaner, more welcoming grocery store.
 
   “Declan?”
 
   He looked up at me. “I need volunteers.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “What?”
 
   “Volunteers.”
 
   Instinctively, I took a step back, bringing my cart with me. 
 
   He must have noticed my reaction because he reached out a hand, steadying the back of my cart. Or maybe he was trying to keep me there so I couldn’t leave.
 
   “Not for St. Simon’s,” he said quickly. 
 
   Even though I’d lived in Latney for over four months now, I still wasn’t a regular presence at church. It wasn’t because I didn’t like Declan’s sermons or because I had a massive aversion to church. I just had never been a churchgoer, and after forty-some years of not needing formal religion in my life, I didn’t think I needed to incorporate it now. That didn’t mean I didn’t occasionally swing by for a Sunday morning service—after all, I was friends with Declan and they did serve some mighty good donuts in the foyer after the service—but that was pretty much all I did.
 
   I kept my hands on the handle. “Not for the church?”
 
   He shook his head. “No,” he said. And then he added, “Well, technically, it is, but it’s not at the church.”
 
   I frowned. “I’m not following.”
 
   He sighed. “Look, we run an outreach group. For seniors and other folks who are homebound. We’re called Simon Says.” When I gave him another raised eyebrow look, he explained. “Because whatever people say they need, we do. Like the kid’s game. Simon Says. Get it?”
 
   “Yeah, I get it.”
 
   “So, anyway, a few of my regular volunteers are on vacation and things are a little hectic. I’ve got a bunch of people who need their visits and I’m just not sure how I’m going to cover them.” He smiled a little sheepishly. “Which is why I’m tearing through the grocery store like a bat out of you-know-where, trying to get all of my shopping done.”
 
   I felt a pang of sympathy for him. It was just like Declan to overextend himself, to try to take on the additional responsibilities and take care of everyone. It was what he did, all the time. 
 
   “What kind of help do you need?”
 
   “Oh, nothing too terribly taxing,” he said. “Mostly just someone to take some of the weekly visits.”
 
   “Visits? What do you do on these visits?”
 
   “Well, it depends. Some folks get daily visits because we bring meals to them. Just bag lunches—we’re not exactly Meals on Wheels, but we do try to provide a nutritious cold meal delivered by a friendly face. Other people we stop by for well-checks or just to visit with.”
 
   “Well-checks? Isn’t that the police’s responsibility?”
 
   “We don’t have a police department,” he reminded me. “We have the sheriff.”
 
   I tried not to groan at the reminder.
 
   “We call them well-checks because we want to make sure our neighbors are okay,” Declan said. “I guess it’s a non-traditional use of the term.”
 
   I nodded. I understood what he meant by it. 
 
   “And so you just need help this week?” I asked. I didn’t mean to sound cautious, but I knew it was audible in my voice.
 
   “Yes. Clyde is out of town on a fishing trip and Mabel is in North Carolina until Thursday, I think, visiting family. Both will be back next week.”
 
   I didn’t know who Clyde was, but I was familiar with Mabel. Mabel, the tiny powerhouse singer at St. Simon’s. The old woman was almost a century old but still baked pies, cooked meals for Declan, and drove herself around town. Apparently, she was also an active member of Simon Says. This didn’t surprise me in any way.
 
   “And you just need someone to help with visits? That’s it?”
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   I looked past Declan, at the refrigerated cases ahead of us filled with milk and juices and cheeses. I was perfectly capable of helping. I had no reason not to do it. I didn’t have a job, and I didn’t have anything pressing that might prevent me from venturing out for an hour or two each day over the coming week. I’d be helping Declan out, and I’d be helping other people, too.
 
   And I’d be helping myself.
 
   I’d gotten over my pity party from earlier in the summer, when I’d despaired over my lack of friends. That had gotten me mixed in with Vivian and Leslie and a whole cast of crazies as we tried to figure out what had happened to Vivian’s surly stepsister. My motivation had been to create some friendships, but what I’d learned in the end was that those kinds of relationships couldn’t be forced and they couldn’t be bought. 
 
   By the time everything was said and done and Leslie had been returned to her family, Vivian and I were not friends. I wasn’t sure Sophia and I were, either. And I was okay with that. I had Declan and Gunnar, my handsome neighbor, and even Mikey, the cook at the Wicked Wich. And I realized that that was enough. I wasn’t going to try to force the issue anymore; I’d be happy with whatever came my way.
 
   And here I was, standing with a friend in the middle of Toby’s Market. 
 
   A friend who needed my help.
 
   I wasn’t keen on going to strangers’ houses and making small talk. But I was even less keen on seeing a friend stressed out. 
 
   “Alright, I’m in.”
 
   It was Declan’s turn to look surprised. “You are? I mean, you will? You’ll help?”
 
   I nodded. “Yep. Just tell me what to do.”
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Declan was ready for me the next morning.
 
   It was just after ten o'clock, and I’d driven to the church for my training as temporary volunteer with Simon Says.
 
   The day was overcast, the air thick with humidity. If the sun popped, it was going to be a scorcher of a day. And if the heat built, we’d be in for some whopper storms late in the afternoon. 
 
   “The bagged lunches are ready to go,” Declan told me as soon as I walked into his office. He pointed to a small bookshelf. There were three brown paper bags on top, each of them labeled with a name. I could immediately tell it was Declan’s handwriting.
 
   “You’ll be visiting Calvin Simpson, Eleanor Dans, and Greta Hedley.”
 
   “Just those three?” I asked.
 
   He nodded. The humidity gave a little wave to his otherwise straight locks, and this, coupled with the jeans and short-sleeve plaid shirt he was wearing, made him look even more boyish than usual. 
 
   “Greta lives a couple of blocks behind the bank. Small house, corner lot. She’s partially deaf and sometimes forgets to put her hearing aid in. If she doesn’t answer the door, just go in.”
 
   “Okay.” It didn’t sound okay at all, walking into someone’s home unannounced, but I didn’t think I had much choice, especially if the homeowner might not hear me knocking or ringing a doorbell.
 
   “Eleanor is a church member here. You might have seen her around. Bright red, curly hair, very tall. She has no physical disabilities but just appreciates having a visitor a couple of times a week. Besides church, she doesn’t tend to get out much. She lives a block away from the Wicked Wich. The only brick home on the block.”
 
   I wondered if I should be taking notes. 
 
   “Calvin is the last one for today. He and Greta are the only daily ones you’ll have this week. You’ll stop by Eleanor’s one more time, but it’s completely up to you which day. She’s flexible.” Declan smiled. “Calvin lives behind the hardware store, in the apartment above the garage. He’s a bit of a character, but he’s harmless.”
 
   Harmless and character were two words that instantly made me suspicious. “A character?”
 
   “He used to be a…performer.”
 
   “Like an actor or something?”
 
   “That and a bunch of things,” Declan said. “Actor, singer, juggler, you name it. He likes to relive his youth so he sometimes reprises some of his old roles.”
 
   “So he sings and juggles and stuff?”
 
   Declan nodded. “It’s quite entertaining.”
 
   I wasn’t sure that was the word I’d use for it, but I just smiled and nodded.
 
   He slapped the desk with both hands and looked at me. “And I think that’s everything. It shouldn’t take you more than a couple of hours to make the rounds.”
 
   I was thinking it would be more like an hour. Latney was a small town, and they all lived within minutes of each other. How long could it take to say a few quick words and drop off a bag lunch to all of them?
 
   “Sounds good,” I said as I collected the bags from the bookcase. “Do you need me to stop back by here or anything afterwards?”
 
   “I don’t need you to stop back by, but you’re welcome to. You’re always welcome here, Rainy.”
 
   I felt the heat creep into my cheeks. Declan made sure to remind me how welcome I was at his church. Not in a pushy way, or a way to make me feel guilty: he genuinely welcomed everyone, whether they had intentions on being a permanent part of his flock or not.
 
   Of course, he’d also indicated over the past few months that his interest in me extended beyond wanting to share his church. I thought back to the pastor dinner we’d attended in June. We’d had a lovely time, and when he dropped me off that night, he’d given me a hug and a quick kiss on the cheek and I’d immediately wondered where our relationship might go if either of us pursued it. 
 
   But we hadn’t. Because between my sporadic church attendance and his trips this summer—one to a week-long convention in Atlanta and then another week-long trip to a kid’s Bible camp—we’d barely spent any time together. The day after he’d returned from camp, I’d left for my own trip. I spent a week back in Arlington, bunking with Laura in her apartment, splitting my time between catching up with her and spending some much-needed time with my old girlfriends.
 
   So even though a couple of months had passed since the dinner we’d shared—and the subsequent hug and cheek kiss—we really hadn’t spent any time alone together since then.
 
   Declan must have mistaken my silence for…something, because he suddenly began to ramble. “I mean, it would be nice to visit with you, of course, but if you don’t want to come back here, I understand. Maybe we could meet somewhere else or something. Or maybe you don’t want to meet at all. Which is totally fine. I—”
 
   I interrupted him. “I’ll come back by,” I said, cutting him off.
 
   He swallowed, then nodded. His own cheeks were now flushed, almost the exact same shade of pink as his nose. “Well, okay, then,” he said, a slow smile drifting across his face. “Then I’ll be here.”
 
   He handed me a sheet with the names and addresses of the three people I would be visiting, and I tucked it under my arm. I said goodbye and headed out to my car.
 
   Once I’d set the bag lunches down and turned the car on to get the AC going, I studied the addresses. Declan had mentioned where everyone lived, but I wanted to make sure I knew where I was going. 
 
   I made mental notes of the general vicinity of each house and decided it made the most sense to start with Calvin. I could visit him, then Eleanor, and then Greta before making a quick stop into the bank for some cash. I always liked to have some on hand, which usually required a visit every two weeks.
 
   I mulled over Declan’s description of Calvin as I made my way to his place.  A former performer. A character. And Declan’s insistence that he was harmless.
 
   I was immediately suspicious.
 
   His apartment was easy to find, right behind the hardware store as Declan had said. There was a stand-alone garage behind the store, a white, two-story clapboard building with steps leading to an upstairs door. Calvin’s apartment. 
 
   I parked on the side of the road and grabbed one of the bag lunches.
 
   I was a little winded after climbing the rickety steps so I took a moment to catch my breath before ringing the doorbell.
 
   Before I could press the button the door flew open and a rotund, white-haired Robin Hood answered the door.
 
   “Are…are you Calvin?” I asked.
 
   The man peered at me through thick bifocals. “That’s me. Who are you?” 
 
   “My name’s Rainy,” I said. “I’m volunteering for Simon Says this week.”
 
   His smile was instantaneous, and I was blinded by a row of shiny white dentures. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” He flung the door wide and motioned me inside. “Come on in!”
 
   I hesitated, remembering Declan’s words. Simon Says did more than deliver meals: they delivered friendly visits. Even to senior citizens dressed like folk tale characters.
 
   I tried not to stare at Calvin’s very snug, ill-fitting green tights as I stepped into his apartment. And once inside, I managed to keep my mouth shut as I surveyed the living room area. It had been turned into a makeshift stage. The furniture—a small plaid loveseat and a coffee table—had been shoved into the dining room of the small apartment, and the living space was filled with what looked to be every houseplant Calvin owned. I was pretty sure he was going for a forest look, but the potted palms and flowering hibiscus made it look more like he’d taken refuge on a tropical island. Well, except for the six-foot cardboard cutout of a castle that was propped against the wall.
 
   “I have your lunch,” I said, holding up the bag. “Is there any particular place you’d like for me to put it?”
 
   Calvin pointed to the kitchen counter. “Somewhere over there is fine.” He was focused on the ‘set,’ his hands on his hips, his head cocked to the side.
 
   I set the bag down and then just stood there, wondering what I should do. I was supposed to be a ‘friendly face’ and do some visiting, but how?
 
   “So,” I said, looking around. Calvin was still studying the converted living room, scratching his head as he did so. The tunic he’d fashioned out of a burlap sack jutted out over his round tummy and he tugged at it as he twisted back and forth, looking around. “Are you practicing for a play or something?”
 
   “No.” He looked at me. “A movie.”
 
   “A movie?”
 
   He pointed to a video camera. It was a small, hand-held device that was sitting on a tripod by the window. “Recording it myself,” he said proudly.
 
   “Is it a one-man show?”
 
   Calvin nodded. “Yes, but with several characters. I play all the parts. This here is Robin Hood,” he said, motioning at his costume. “I’ll be him, of course, but I’ll also play the role of the Sheriff of Nottingham and Little John and Friar Tuck.” His eyes lit up. “Say, do you have any acting experience? I could use a Maid Marion.”
 
   My eyes widened and I quickly started shaking my head. “No, no I don’t.”
 
   His face fell. “Well, I guess I’ll play her then, too. I was planning on it anyway. Can’t seem to find anyone in town who’d like to do movies.”
 
   Considering Latney only had two thousand people, and considering his ideas of movies were productions slapped together in his apartment’s living room, this bit of information did not surprise me.
 
   “How many, um, movies have you done?” I asked. I was trying to be friendly, to fulfill the responsibilities of a Simon Says representative. 
 
   “Oh, going on a hundred,” Calvin told me. He pointed to a bookcase in the hallway and I could see it was loaded with DVD cases. He looked at me hopefully. “Would you like to watch one?”
 
   Watching a home movie felt like a much bigger obligation than I was prepared for. I knew I was supposed to be friendly and visit, but I didn’t think that extended to watching homemade movies featuring a singular cast of one senior citizen. 
 
   Thankfully, I had an excuse. 
 
   “I’d love to,” I said, “but I have a few more visits to make today.”
 
   “You could always come back?”
 
   The guilt-o-meter was kicking into gear. “Maybe,” I told him, offering a smile. “Not today, but perhaps another day.”
 
   Calvin waddled over to the bookshelf and started inspecting the cases. “Do you like Star Trek? Star Wars? Or maybe you’re a classics fan. Gone With the Wind? Casablanca?”
 
   I had no idea how he’d managed to do one-man movies out of all of the ones he’d just rattled off, and I had to admit a part of me was deeply intrigued.
 
   But I hadn’t been lying to him. I did have other people to visit.
 
   “I’ll come up with a list,” Calvin said as I made my way back to the front door. There were cords taped to the carpet that I hadn’t noticed when I arrived, and I stepped over them, careful not to disturb them. A quick glance confirmed that these led to a series of lights, all of which were hastily mounted to the side walls. 
 
   I said goodbye to Calvin and clunked down the stairs. Declan had been right; he was definitely a character.
 
   Straight out of Sherwood Forest.
 
   Eleanor’s house was next, and it was just as easy to find as Calvin’s. She answered the door immediately and ushered me inside. Like Declan said, she was tall, with bright red curly hair. She also wore matching lipstick, which made for a passing resemblance to Ronald McDonald. But she was sweet and harmless and after chatting for a few minutes, I bid her goodbye and set out for my last stop of the day.
 
   I checked my watch as I pulled up next to Greta Hedley’s house. It was a small blue house with white trim, and a white picket fence ran the perimeter of her front yard. The lawn had been overtaken by clover but it was green and clipped short, and a border of pink zinnias and yellow snapdragons provided a pretty burst of color.
 
   I held her bag lunch in one hand and pressed the doorbell with the other and waited.
 
   When no one answered, I rang it again. Declan had said she was hard of hearing, but I wanted to at least give her the chance to answer before I just pushed the door open myself.
 
   After a couple of minutes, I decided she probably wasn’t going to answer. I took a deep breath and reached out for the door handle. I hated just walking in unannounced, and I tried to remember that this was par for the course for her. Greta wouldn’t be startled; in fact, she would be expecting me.
 
   The doorknob turned and I opened it slowly. It creaked in response and I winced at the sound before realizing that if she couldn’t hear the doorbell, she probably couldn’t hear that, either.
 
   “Hello?” I said.
 
   The house was quiet. It was warm, a little stuffy, and the smell of pine cleaner and fabric softener were heavy in the air. It reminded me of my own grandmother’s house. She’d always been cleaning, it seemed, and always doing laundry or cooking or baking. If the smell of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies had been thrown into the mix, I would have felt like I’d stepped into a time machine.
 
   “Hello?” I said again, louder this time as I walked from the entrance and down the short hallway to the living room. The thick brown carpet absorbed the sound of my footsteps.
 
   I rounded the corner and spotted Greta sitting in a recliner in the living room. A quilt was positioned across her lap, an autumn-themed one with beautiful orange and red leaves on a buttery yellow background. There was a large spool of thread and a pair of scissors sitting on the table next to her, and I assumed the quilt in her lap was one she was working on.
 
   “Greta?” I stepped closer.
 
   She had fallen asleep. Her soft white curls partially hid her face, but her head was tilted, as if she’d nodded off while working, I smiled. I’d been known to do that while reading in bed. Until the book landed on my forehead, that is.
 
   “Greta?” I repeated, louder this time. I didn’t want to yell and startle her awake, but I also didn’t want her to wake up disoriented, wondering who was silently walking around her apartment.
 
   She didn’t move. 
 
   I was a few feet away and I could see her clearly now. She wore glasses, delicate wire frames that were perched on her nose. They were dangerously close to slipping off. Her eyes were closed, and her mouth was slightly open, as if she were snoring.
 
   But there was no sound.
 
   I said her name as I touched her shoulder.
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   A chill ran down my spine.
 
   “Greta?” Louder this time, and a firmer shake.
 
   She remained still. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   My knees were shaking as I crouched down to get a better look. I stared at her for a second, wondering why she wasn’t responding.
 
   A fly flew out of her mouth and landed on the tip of her nose.
 
   And I screamed. 
 
   


 
  

THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I had never seen a dead body before.
 
   Sure, there had been a pile of bones in my bungalow, but that was just it: a pile of old bones.
 
   This was a real, live human being.
 
   Except it wasn’t a real, live human being. It was a real, dead human being.
 
   And I had no idea what to do.
 
   I leaped to my feet as soon as the fly appeared, covering my mouth as much in horror as to keep it from flying into my own.
 
   “Oh my god,” I said. My voice was muffled, my eyes like saucers. “What am I going to do?”
 
   Greta Hedley was dead.
 
   At least, I thought she was. 
 
   A fly had flown out of her mouth.
 
   But maybe she was a super deep sleeper. Maybe she just hadn’t felt the fly in her mouth.
 
   I took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing pulse. I had to touch her. I had to check to see if she had a pulse.
 
   My hand was shaking as I reached out to touch her hand. I knew there was a pulse point at the wrist. I’d have to lift the sleeve of her sweater to find it, but I was hoping my touch would startle her awake. At this point, I didn’t care if she screamed bloody murder or not. At least she would be alive.
 
    The second my finger touched her hand and encountered cold skin, I knew.
 
   And I screamed again.
 
   “She’s dead, she’s dead, she’s dead,” I muttered after I’d pulled my hand back and launched myself as far away from her as I could.
 
   I paced the living room, trying to figure out what to do.
 
   There was a dead woman in a living room. 
 
   I had to call it in. 
 
   But to whom?
 
   911, of course.
 
   But who would respond?
 
   Sheriff Donny Lewis, that’s who.
 
   I stopped pacing and cradled my head in my hands. How was this happening to me? I’d volunteered out of the goodness of my heart to help out a friend. And what had happened? I’d stumbled into a house with a dead woman inside.
 
   Of course I felt bad for her. I felt horrible for whatever had happened to Greta Hedley that had made her take her last breath as she sat quilting in her recliner.
 
   But I was also feeling pretty bad for me.
 
   I swallowed a couple of times, trying to get my emotions under control. I had to take charge of the situation. Yes, calling it in would be hard, especially considering who would be responding on the scene, but there was no other choice. I couldn’t just walk out of the house and pretend it hadn’t happened. I owed it to Greta and Declan and yes, even the sheriff, to call it in.
 
   But I needed to make another call first.
 
   “Rainy Day to what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
   I almost cried at the sound of Mack Mercy’s voice. 
 
   “Mack, I need help.”
 
   “Help?” he repeated. “I’m not cheap. You know that.”
 
   “No, listen,” I said. He must have heard the panic in my voice because he remained quiet, waiting. “I just found a dead body.”
 
   He let out a chuckle. “Another one? What is it with you and dead people, Rainy?”
 
   “Mack, I’m serious. I was doing some volunteering, delivering meals to shut-ins, and one of the women is…dead. Sitting in her recliner. Dead.”
 
   “Okay.” He sounded puzzled, like he couldn’t quite understand why I was calling him. “Did you report it?”
 
   “Well, no.”
 
   “Why on earth not?”
 
   “I…I don’t know. I’m just freaked out. Tell me what to do, Mack.”
 
   “Uh, report it?”
 
   “But what if something happens?”
 
   “Rainy, you aren’t making any sense. Do you have reason to believe she was murdered?”
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head as I surveyed the room. I tried to avoid looking at Greta, but it was like she was a piece of metal and my eyes were magnets. She was right where I’d left her—obviously. And there were no signs of injury, no signs of forced entry or foul play. 
 
   “So the cause of death was probably natural. Heart attack, something along those lines, correct?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I snapped. “I’m not a doctor.”
 
   “Well, neither am I,” Mack responded lightly, “but if she’s a shut-in, I’m assuming she’s old. If you’re not seeing any visible signs of trauma, her death is probably due to natural causes.”
 
   His calm, nonchalant tone was doing exactly what I needed it to do: reassure me and calm me down.
 
   “Okay,” I said, taking another deep breath. “Okay.”
 
   “Just call it in,” he urged. “The sooner you get it over with, the better you’ll feel. There’s nothing to worry about, I promise.”
 
   Mack was wrong.
 
    “A what?” the 911 dispatcher shrieked after I'd hung up with him and called the emergency line.
 
   “A dead woman,” I repeated. My voice wavered a little as I explained. “I…I was volunteering for Simon Says and stopped by Greta Hedley’s to deliver her lunch. She didn’t answer the door and when I walked in, I found her dead.”
 
   “Oh my word,” the woman murmured. I could hear her fingers tapping on a keyboard. “Dead, you say? Did you try to administer CPR?”
 
   “Well, no. She didn’t have a pulse.”
 
   “You checked for a pulse?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you refused to perform CPR?”
 
   I frowned. “I didn’t refuse. She was already dead. Cold to the touch.” I shivered at the memory of her ice-cold skin.
 
   “And your name?”
 
   “Rainy. Rainy Day.”
 
   The tapping continued. “Your relation to the deceased?”
 
   “I don’t have any relation to her,” I said, feeling a little exasperated. “I told you, I was just dropping off a meal. I’ve never even met the woman.”
 
   “So the deceased is not known to you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Officers have already been dispatched to the scene, ma’am. Please stay on the line with me while you wait for them to arrive.” 
 
   I swallowed. “Um, do you know who is responding? To the scene, I mean?”
 
   “Well, of course,” the woman responded. “Sheriff Lewis is on his way. Who else would it be?”
 
   I didn’t respond.
 
   Who else, indeed? 
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   The sirens were what did me in.
 
   A few minutes passed in relative silence, and I had somehow managed to calm my racing heart. I’d closed my eyes and taken several deep, steadying breaths, drawing on memories of a meditation class I’d taken years ago. Surprisingly, the methods still worked.
 
   Of course, refusing to look at Greta Hedley’s dead body didn’t hurt, either.
 
   But then the sirens became audible. Faintly in the distance, at first, then growing louder. I wondered what they were for: was there a fire? An accident? The sound of sirens, a constant sound when I’d lived near Washington DC, were a rarity in Latney. Something big must have happened, and pondering this provided a much-needed distraction.
 
   Until the sound grew louder, and louder, and I realized they were racing down the street I was on, toward the house I was in.
 
   The sirens were for me.
 
   My pulse ratcheted up and goose bumps popped on my arms. 
 
   The sirens were for me. 
 
   “Calm down,” I told myself, out loud and in a firm voice. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”
 
   My voice dropped to a whisper as car doors slammed and footsteps sounded on the sidewalk. There was a sharp rap on the door, followed by a series of persistent knocks.
 
   My feet felt as though they were glued to the carpet but I managed to pick them up and force myself in the direction of the door. My hand shook as I gripped the doorknob and pulled it open.
 
   Sheriff Donny Lewis did not look happy to see me. “What in tarnation is going on?”
 
   “I…I found Greta Hedley.” 
 
   I moved aside and he swept past me, his black dress shoes clicking as he stepped over the metal threshold. A younger man followed behind him, also dressed in what appeared to be standard issue khakis and a white button-down. He made eye contact with me and offered a brief, apologetic smile as he brushed by.
 
   “I was delivering a meal,” I said as I followed after them, down the hallway and into the living room. “And I found her in her chair.”
 
   The sheriff had come to a dead stop in the living room, and the officer trailing behind bumped into him. The sheriff didn’t even flinch; he just stood there, his body stiff as he surveyed the scene in front of him.
 
   “Sheriff?” I said uncertainly, practically tiptoeing as I joined them in the living room. “Is everything okay?”
 
   He whirled to face me. His face was contorted in anger, and his droopy white moustache tilted downward, emphasizing the frown he wore. “Of course everything is not okay! We have a dead woman here!”
 
   I shrank back. I knew that, of course. “I know,” I told him. “I just meant…well, you just seemed…”
 
   His bushy white eyebrows lifted. “Seemed what? Surprised? Shocked? Well I am, gosh darn it. We don’t find dead people in Latney!”
 
   I wanted to remind him about the bones I’d found on my property. And then I wanted to ask why he said that people didn’t die here. Was there some magic fountain of youth I didn’t know about? Was it a part of the city code that people had to leave Latney when they were ready to die? His comment made no sense.
 
   But, I remembered, this was Sheriff Lewis. And more often than not, he didn’t actually make sense.
 
   “Tell us what happened,” the other man suggested.
 
   He was closer to my age, at least twenty years younger than the sheriff, and he sported a balding head and a slightly rounded stomach. He also offered a supportive smile, which went much farther in calming my nerves than the sheriff’s rant just a minute earlier. 
 
   I told him what had happened, sparing no detail. The man, who I assumed to be a deputy of some sort, pulled out a notepad and jotted down a few things as I spoke. If the sheriff was listening, he made no indication that he was doing so. My gaze flitted to him every so often as I relayed the details of my visit. He was no longer glued in place, but he’d only stepped a couple of inches closer to where Greta sat. I didn’t know what I expected him to do, but looking helplessly at her hadn’t been at the top of my list.
 
   “That must have been quite the shock for you,” the deputy said. 
 
   I nodded. “It was.”
 
   The sheriff cleared his throat. “Melvin is on his way.”
 
   Melvin Clark, the medical examiner, the man who’d also examined the remains on my own property. I knew bringing him in was standard operating procedure, but this somehow made it feel even more real. 
 
   “And then what?” I asked. 
 
   The sheriff narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”
 
   I wrung my hands. I didn’t really know what I meant. I was still completely discombobulated by the discovery and having to call it in. All I wanted to do was go home and forget the day had ever happened. Mentally, I cursed Declan for guilting me into helping, but then I stopped. He hadn’t asked and he hadn’t tried to persuade me: that was all on me. I’d made the decision to volunteer. And even though I wanted to go crawl into a hole or find someplace to have the last few hours of my memory wiped clean, I knew exactly what I’d be doing the minute I left Greta’s house: going back to St. Simon’s to deliver the news to Declan.
 
   I was spared from having to answer because someone jostled their way down the hallway and into the living room. An older man, probably close to the same age as the sheriff, and holding a black leather bag in one hand and a cane in the other.
 
   He hobbled into the living room, leaning heavily on his cane. He nodded at the two men. “Donny, Teddy, can’t say it’s good to see you,” he said gravely. I immediately recognized his deep, gravelly voice. “Not under these circumstances.”
 
   So the deputy was Teddy, the man who’d done surveillance on Mikey during Leslie’s disappearance. My opinion of him dropped considerably.
 
   The elderly man’s steely gaze turned to me. “And you are?” 
 
   I stood up straight. “Rainy. Rainy Day.”
 
   He couldn’t hide the flash of recognition in his eyes. “Oh, I see,” was all he said.
 
   He limped past us and stopped in front of Greta. With some effort, he knelt down and fumbled with her sweater sleeve, lifting it enough to feel for her pulse. He then unzipped his bag and produced a stethoscope, which he applied to the same spot. He listened for a moment and the rest of us collectively held our breath.
 
   He turned to look at us, his expression somber. “I’m afraid she has passed.”
 
   This was not news to me, but the sheriff and deputy standing next to me inhaled sharply over the announcement. 
 
   Melvin pushed himself back into a standing position. “I’ll go get what I need.” He hobbled past us, back toward the front door.
 
   I presumed he meant a stretcher or something to move Greta. I wondered if he’d brought anyone along to assist him. He didn’t look like he was in any condition to lift her. 
 
   I heard footsteps on the sidewalk, quick ones, and I assumed it was whomever Melvin had brought along to help. My eyes widened in surprise when Declan hurried into the living room.
 
   “Rainy?” He looked at me with concern.
 
   I couldn’t help it. I launched myself at him. He engulfed me in a supportive hug, patting my back. “It’s okay,” he said, his hand tapping almost rhythmically.
 
   “I don’t know what happened,” I said. “I…I came in and she…she was…”
 
   He shushed me. “I know, I know. I’m so sorry you had to find her like that.”
 
   I lifted my head off his shoulder. “Why are you here?” I asked. “How did you know?”
 
   “Dorie let me know,” he said. When I looked at him, puzzled, he added, “She’s the 911 dispatcher who took the call.”
 
   “And…and she called you?” I wasn’t sure, but part of me thought that relaying that type of information to a person who was not next of kin violated all kinds of privacy laws. 
 
   He nodded. “Greta was a member of the church. Dorie thought I should know.”
 
   I stole a glance at the sheriff and deputy, worried at what I might see from them with this bit of news. But they both looked nonplussed; Teddy was even nodding approvingly.
 
   “Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say. 
 
   “You’re probably pretty worked up by all of this,” Declan said. “And rightfully so. Do you want me to take you home or are you okay to drive?”
 
   My eyes welled up. He had just lost one of his flock, someone he’d presumably known fairly well, and he was still taking the time to make sure that I was okay. 
 
   “Now, hold on,” Sheriff Lewis said, taking a step toward us. “Miss Day isn’t quite free to go yet.”
 
   I frowned. “I’m not?”
 
   The sheriff shook his head. 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   His eyes narrowed to slits. “Because I have a few questions for you.”
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   “I answered all of your questions.”
 
   The sheriff fished his pipe out of his chest pocket. “Well, I have some more.”
 
   I’d already told Sheriff Lewis everything I knew. 
 
   “Sheriff, can’t this wait?” Declan asked. He’d let go of me but he was still standing so close, our shoulders were almost touching. “She’s been through quite a bit today.”
 
   The sheriff grunted. “Not as much as poor Greta.”
 
   I wasn’t sure exactly what that was supposed to mean. I mean, of course I was relieved to still be alive, and I felt horrible that Greta was not, but it felt like an odd statement, as if the sheriff knew that Greta had suffered in some way prior to her death. And, yes, I guess death was quite a bit to go through, but he was acting as though he knew Greta had somehow suffered on her journey out of this world. I had no idea if she had or not, but from the look of things, she seemed to have passed fairly peacefully.
 
   “Come on,” Declan said to me with a smile. “Let’s get you home.”
 
   “Not so fast.” The sheriff cleared his throat. 
 
   Declan cast an annoyed look at the man standing next to us. It was the first time I’d witnessed anything like this from him. “This can’t wait?”
 
   “No, it cannot.” He planted the pipe between his lips and withdrew a pad of paper from his back pocket. “Miss Day, how are you acquainted with the deceased?”
 
   I sighed. “I’ve already told you. And him,” I said, nodding toward Teddy. “Twice.”
 
   “You’ve never seen Greta Hedley before today?”
 
   “No.” And then because I knew my memory wasn’t great and my recall of faces I’d seen in town was even worse, I added, “Not that I know of, anyway.”
 
   The sheriff eyed me speculatively before jotting something down. “Any reason to want her dead?”
 
   I gaped at him. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me. Do you harbor any ill feelings toward the deceased?”
 
   “I just told you I didn't even know her!” A shiver ran down my spine as his question sank in. “Are you suggesting that I…killed her?”
 
   He cleared his throat again. “No, no, of course not. Just asking routine questions.”
 
   I’d never been involved in a death investigation before, but I’d bet a thousand bucks that most law enforcement didn’t ask bystanders if they’d wanted a person dead—especially an elderly woman who by all accounts looked to have passed peacefully in her sleep.
 
   Declan had had enough. He reached for my hand and gently tugged me toward the front door. “I am taking her home,” he told the sheriff. “You can ask your questions later.”
 
   I didn’t expect this to work. After all, the sheriff could be downright ornery at times. But he simply nodded at Declan before returning to scribbling on his pad, his pipe shifting over his lips as he moved it from side to side. Teddy offered a small, apologetic smile. He was standing with his back to Greta, his arms folded over his chest, as if he thought assuming this position was in some way guarding her. 
 
   I let Declan lead me down the hallway, toward the front door, where Melvin was attempting to maneuver a raised stretcher up the sidewalk. A county van, not an ambulance, was parked outside next to the two squad cars and my own car.  Declan’s white Prius was parked a little further up the road.
 
   Melvin wasn’t having much luck with the stretcher. He held on tight with his left hand, his cane in his right, attempting to steer it along the sidewalk. I questioned again how he was going to get Greta on there, and hoped that the sheriff and Teddy would feel inclined to help him.
 
   Declan noticed, too. He looked at me, squeezed my hand and then released it. “Can I give you a hand with that, sir?”
 
   Melvin gave him a grateful smile. “You truly are a godsend, aren’t you, Pastor?”
 
   Declan turned to me. “Wait right here. I’ll give you a ride home as soon as I’m done.”
 
   “I don’t need one,” I said. I straightened my purse on my shoulder and smoothed back my hair. “I’m fine, really.”
 
   His expression clouded. “Are you sure? It’s really not a problem to—”
 
   I cut him off. “No, really. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”
 
   “If you’re sure,” he said, his eyes searching mine. 
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Okay.” He commandeered the stretcher from Melvin, who sagged with relief over having been relieved of that particular duty. “I’ll be sure to check in on you later, see how you’re doing.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I insisted. It wasn’t a lie; more like wishful thinking. If I said it and thought it enough times, it would eventually manifest, right?
 
   “I’ll be out of here just as soon as I get this where he needs it,” he told me. “So I’ll be checking in on you before you know it.”
 
   As soon as he said this, Sheriff Lewis and Teddy exited through the front door. The sheriff brushed past me, a glower on his face, and slapped Melvin on the back as he passed him. “We’ll let you take it from here, buddy,” he said.
 
   I watched as they got in their squad cars and left, and I knew Declan was wrong about one thing.
 
   He wasn’t going to be leaving any time soon.
 
   Because I was pretty sure he was going to be helping Melvin with a lot more than just getting the stretcher inside. 
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   I knew it was five o’clock somewhere.
 
   At least that was what I told myself as I poured a glass of wine the minute I stepped inside my house.
 
   I took my full glass and walked into the living room, sinking down onto the couch. Cool air pumped out of the vent, and I shivered. Although, if I were being honest with myself, I wasn’t sure if it was the temperature or the situation I’d just come from that had made the goose bumps pop.
 
   I felt horrible about Greta. I felt uneasy about my conversation with the sheriff. And I felt bad for Declan, leaving him there with old Milton, but I also was sad for him because he’d lost a parishioner and I hadn’t been terribly sensitive to that. I’d sort of been focused on myself.
 
   I sighed and sipped my wine. It was one of my favorite merlots, an earthy, balanced vintage that tasted of berries and spice. I tried to concentrate on the flavor, on savoring the taste of it on my tongue, but my mind wasn’t having it. There were other, bigger things to think about.
 
   I closed my eyes. I could always try meditating again. After all, the breathing techniques I’d recalled at Greta’s house had helped calm me down. Maybe I could pull some of the other things I’d learned, too.
 
   The doorbell rang and my eyes flew open.
 
   Meditating would apparently have to wait.
 
   With my glass in hand, I padded to the door. I had a sneaking suspicion it might be Declan. He’d said he was going to stop by to check on me.
 
   But it wasn’t Declan.
 
   It was Gunnar Forsythe, my next-door neighbor.
 
   “Miss Rainy Day,” he said, tipping the brim of his baseball hat and giving me a smile. 
 
   Gunnar was definitely a sight for sore eyes. As usual. His sandy brown hair had gotten a little longer over the summer months, the lengthier locks peeking out from under his hat and tickling his neck. His face was tanned, the result of spending most of his waking hours outside. I was sure the trips he’d taken over the last couple of months—camping and fishing trips—hadn’t hurt in that department, either. 
 
   I greeted him with a smile. “Gunnar.” I opened the door wider and stepped back, inviting him inside.
 
   He took the hint. His work boots—scuffed and worn, but clean—clomped on the wood floor as he walked into the center of the living room. I motioned toward the sofa and he sat down. He reached for his hat and took it off. 
 
   “Rough day?” he asked me.
 
   I frowned. Had the news really traveled that fast? I knew the gossip mill here operated at record speed, but Gunnar wasn’t usually a part of it. 
 
   He must have noticed my expression because he looked pointedly at my glass of wine and said, “Figured you to be more of an evening drinker.”
 
   I glanced at my wine glass. “Oh. This.” I took a sip. “Yeah, it’s been a rough day.”
 
   “Wanna talk about it?”
 
   “After I finish this,” I told him. Maybe I’d be calmed down enough by then to relay the events at Greta’s without having my blood pressure spike sky high.
 
   He grinned. “Fair enough.” He was holding his hat in both hands and he started twirling it absently. 
 
   “How’ve you been?” I asked. “Feels like forever since I’ve seen you.”
 
   It really did. The summer had flown by and we’d barely seen each other. I thought back to that night in June when I’d walked over to his house with a loaf of blueberry bread. I’d just come back from finding Leslie, the missing woman whose disappearance had caused an uproar in town, and I’d headed over to ask Gunnar to dinner. We’d danced around the issue for a while prior to that evening, and he’d gotten miffed that I’d gone to an event with Declan. So I’d downed some wine to up my courage and marched over there, determined to confront my growing attraction to him head-on. We’d made plans for the following week.
 
   But our dinner had never materialized. Not because either of us backed out, but because life had gotten in the way. Gunnar was a volunteer for the local fire department and the night of our dinner, he’d been called to a blaze just minutes before he was due over. Our attempts at rescheduling had been comical: Laura had come for another visit, Gunnar had gone out of town to visit his own daughter, and then I’d gone to Arlington to visit friends, and he’d left twice for camping and fishing trips. It wasn’t that we didn’t see each other, but our interactions had been limited to friendly exchanges in the driveway or garden, or when he ‘d come over to help repair a fence or a broken hinge on the barn. 
 
   Sitting there with him now, just a few feet away from each other on the couch, stirred up feelings I thought I’d tucked away. I’d spent the last couple of months blissfully focused on being friends, because that was all either of us had time for. But here he was, in my living room, sitting next to me, looking handsome and interested. 
 
   And I was right back to not knowing what to do with it. With any of it. 
 
   “I’ve been good,” Gunnar said. His eyes were on me, a friendly smile on his face. “Busy. Sort of glad summer is winding down and life can get back to normal.”
 
   “Me, too,” I said. I cradled the glass of wine, and then realized I was being rude by not offering a glass to Gunnar. I held it up. “Can I get you some?”
 
   He hesitated, and I realized I didn’t know if he even drank alcohol. Maybe he was a recovering alcoholic, or maybe his religious beliefs required that he abstain. For someone who had been a pretty integral part of my daily life living in Latney, I was surprised that I still didn’t know this detail about him. 
 
   “Sure,” he said, nodding. “Why not?”
 
   I set my glass down and headed to the kitchen to fill one up for him. I returned a minute later and handed him the glass. 
 
   He swirled the liquid and lifted the glass to his nose, inhaling deeply. He took a sip and held it in his mouth for a moment before swallowing.
 
   I was impressed. “So, what do you think?” I’d suddenly gone to thinking he might be a teetotaler to him being a wine expert.
 
   “Delicious,” was all he said, and I suppressed a smile. Clearly, I was wrong on both counts.
 
   “So,” he said, “are you going to tell me what has you drinking in the middle of the day?”
 
   I held up my glass. “I’m still not finished.” I took a sip, a bigger one this time, draining a good chunk of the remaining liquid.
 
   He grinned. “How well can you hold your liquor?”
 
   “Well enough.”
 
   “A shame,” he murmured.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “It might be nice to see you loosen up a little, that’s all.”
 
   “So I’m wound tight? Is that what you’re saying?”
 
   Gunnar sipped his wine. “I have a feeling there are a couple of different incarnations of Rainy Day. Let’s just say I’d like to get to know them all…”
 
   My cheeks burned and I dipped my head, trying to hide the blush I knew was visible. I focused on my remaining wine, gulping the rest of it down. 
 
    “How about now?” Gunnar asked, smiling.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   He nodded at the glass. “It’s empty. You feel like talking now, and telling me what’s got you all hot and bothered?”
 
   It was an interesting choice of words. Was he referring to the reason I was drinking wine, or was he referencing my obvious reaction to his words from just a few minutes earlier?
 
   I took a deep breath and decided I needed to focus on Greta and not the uncomfortable feelings he evoked in me. I filled him in on what happened.
 
   “That’s terrible,” Gunnar said when I was done, shaking his head. He clearly had not been expecting the news. “So she just passed in her sleep?”
 
   I nodded. “That’s the way it looked to me. She was sitting in a chair in the living room with her quilting in her lap. I honestly thought she’d just fallen asleep.”
 
   “I didn’t know her well,” Gunnar said. He studied the hat sitting in his own lap. “But she seemed like a nice woman. Great quilter, from what I’d heard.” He sighed. “I’m glad she passed peacefully.”
 
   I made a face. “Well, the sheriff isn’t so sure that’s the case.”
 
   Gunnar wrinkled his brow. “No?”
 
   I shook my head. “Nope. You know him. Pretty sure he saw me in there and instantly decided foul play was somehow involved.”
 
   Gunnar gave me an incredulous look. “He thinks you killed her?”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.” The wine had worked its magic. I felt warm, and deliciously relaxed, as if I’d just stepped out of a warm bath. “But he asked me some questions that sort of hinted at the fact that he wasn’t ready to chalk it up to natural causes.”
 
   He chuckled. “Sounds about right.”
 
   “Of course, he forgets that I’d never met the woman before,” I continued, waving my hand in the air. The hand holding the wineglass bounced a little, too and I was glad that it was empty. “I’m there and a woman is dead and that’s all he sees.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” Gunnar said. “He’s ridiculous.”
 
   “I know. I am well aware of this fact.”
 
   “Who in the world would want a little old woman dead?” Gunnar asked, but I knew it was a rhetorical question.
 
   Because the answer was: no one. I might not have known Greta, but that very fact made me even more certain I was right. If she had been some sort of town pariah or someone with several enemies, I was sure that would have made it through the Latney gossip mill. And even me, someone who was a newcomer to town, would have overhead that information. Certainly, the sheriff would have known.
 
   Well, that might be a bit of a stretch, considering the sheriff had never proved to know anything I’d thought he might.
 
   “No one,” I told him, answering his question. “No one would want her dead.”
 
   The minute I said it, Gunnar’s expression clouded. 
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   He stared at the fireplace, thinking.
 
   “What?” I repeated.
 
   He blinked. “Oh, it’s nothing. At least I don’t think it’s anything.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   He stared down at his hat. “I just remembered something.”
 
   I resisted the urge to shake him. “What? What did you remember?”
 
   “Lila Bartholomew is back in town.”
 
   I stared at him. “Who is Lila Bartholomew?”
 
   He looked up, and his eyes locked on mine. “Someone who might have wanted Greta dead.”
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   “Tell me everything.”
 
   “I don’t know everything,” Gunnar said. 
 
   I’d set my wineglass back on the coffee table and turned to face him, folding my legs Indian-style. “Fine. Tell me why you think this Lila woman would want Greta dead.”
 
   “That’s a bit of a stretch,” he began.
 
   “How? You’re the one who said it.”
 
   He made a face. “Okay, but I was exaggerating. I just meant that Lila is back in Latney and she and Greta didn’t exactly have the greatest relationship. I don’t actually think she killed her or anything.”
 
   I was hungry for information. “Why didn’t they have a good relationship?”
 
   “They’re both quilters.”
 
   I frowned. He said this as if it were some end-all statement. “What does that mean?”
 
   “I don’t know all the details,” he said. “But there’s this big quilt show every year. It’s usually held during Dorothy Days, down at the pavilion by the lake. There are all of these quilts on display and someone is crowned the Queen of Quilts each year.”
 
   “Okay.” I knew about Dorothy Days, and had even signed up to help out at the planning commission’s meeting later in the week, but I was still struggling to put the pieces together.
 
   “So every year since…well, since forever, Lila Bartholomew won the crown. Until Greta came along.”
 
   “So Greta wasn’t from here?” I asked. “She was a transplant, too?”
 
   Gunnar shook his head. “No. She’s lived here for ages. My understanding is that she started quilting later in life. But she took to it and was good at it, and she ended up winning the quilt competition a couple of years ago.”
 
   I thought about this. So she’d stepped on the toes of Lila by winning the crown away from her.
 
   “And you said she’s back in town? Lila?”
 
   “Yeah, she came back a few weeks ago. She was in Florida, I think.” He glanced at the ceiling, looking as though he was trying to recall the information. “Sophia would know the details.”
 
   I was sure she would. But still, even with the information Gunnar had just given me, I didn’t know that Lila would harbor a grudge over losing a quilt competition. And certainly not a big enough grudge to kill someone.
 
   I said this out loud.
 
   “I agree,” Gunnar said. “I wasn’t actually saying I thought Lila did something. You said yourself that you found Greta in her chair. I’m sure it was a heart attack or something. But you said you couldn’t see Greta as having any enemies and I remembered Lila and what had happened with the two of them.”
 
   I nodded. What he was saying made sense, but we both knew it was a huge stretch to think that this Lila woman would have shown back up in Latney to kill her quilting rival.
 
   “Well, all I know is that poor Greta is dead and I was the one who found her,” I said. “So if you’re wondering why I was drinking in the middle of the day, that was the reason why.”
 
   “Actually,” Gunnar said, sipping his wine, “there’s something else I’ve been wondering about.”
 
   I waited.
 
   “I seem to remember a dinner you invited me to. A dinner we never got to enjoy.”
 
   I picked up my own glass and belatedly realized it was empty. 
 
   “Were you planning on rescheduling or is it off the table?”
 
   I glanced at him. He was smiling at me, his dimples carving half moons in his cheeks, and his hazel eyes were warm and inviting. My throat was suddenly dry and I wished the glass I was holding were still full. Because I would have drained every last drop.
 
   His smile deepened. “Or maybe you were just saving it for a rainy day?”
 
   I giggled at his play on words. I couldn’t help it. “Yes,” I managed to say, still chuckling. “That’s exactly it.”
 
   He grinned back. “I have it on good authority that it’s supposed to rain over night tonight...”
 
   Butterflies knocked around in my stomach. There was no question I was attracted to Gunnar Forsythe. None. He made me feel like a teenager again: the way he looked at me, his loaded words…everything.
 
   When I’d gone to his house with that loaf of bread and had invited him to dinner, I’d been resolved to act on my feelings and see what, if anything, was there between us. 
 
   But a few months had passed, and I was back to square one. Hesitant and nervous, giddy and slightly love struck. 
 
   And, also, a little distraught over my afternoon discovery at Greta Hedley’s house.
 
   Now probably wasn’t the right time to explore my feelings for my handsome neighbor. Unfortunately, the wine I’d just gulped down was not helping me to think rationally. Nor was Gunnar, who placed his hand on my knee. His fingers were warm and I sucked in a breath. If I was Superman, he was definitely my kryptonite.
 
   The doorbell sounded, breaking the spell. I startled and Gunnar drew back. 
 
   “I…I should get that,” I mumbled, getting to my feet. I’d never been more thankful for a diversion.
 
   This time when I opened the door, Declan was there.
 
   He smiled tiredly. “Hi. How are you? How are you holding up?”
 
   I resisted the urge to glance back at Gunnar. How was I? I’d gone from near hysteria after leaving a dead woman’s house to arriving at my own, drinking two glasses of wine and flirting with my next-door neighbor.
 
   Maybe I was bipolar.
 
   “Um, I’m fine,” I stammered. I kept the door partially open, positioning myself in the open space in the doorframe. “How are you? How are…things?”
 
   Declan rubbed his temple. “Everything is fine. Greta is on her way to the morgue and I’ve notified her next of kin.”
 
   This was the Declan I knew. Calm and in control. Always thinking of everyone else. Always taking the wheel with steady, confident hands.
 
   He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I just wanted to swing by before I head back to the church. I’ll need to start planning the service, but I didn’t want to go in without checking on you first.”
 
   My heart somersaulted. He was so good, so kind, so caring. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I told him. “Thank you for checking in on me.”
 
   I felt Gunnar’s presence before I heard him. 
 
   “Hello, Declan,” he said from above me. My head only came up to his chin so he could easily see over me.
 
   Declan’s eyes traveled from mine to Gunnar’s. A frown appeared, but he quickly wiped it away. “Oh, hello, Gunnar.”
 
   “He stopped by and I told him the news,” I said quickly. I didn’t know why I felt the need to explain myself, but I did. “He…he’s stayed with me.”
 
   “We’ve needed a couple of glasses of this to get through the afternoon.” 
 
   I watched as Gunnar lifted the glass of wine. 
 
   “I see,” Declan said. He cleared his throat and offered a smile to both of us. “Well, I’m glad to see that you aren’t alone, Rainy.”
 
   I felt horrible. I could tell he was hurt seeing Gunnar in my living room, but I didn’t know what to say. Why was I feeling guilty when I hadn’t done anything wrong?
 
   “Would you like to join us?” I asked impulsively. 
 
   Declan looked horrified. “Oh, no. I…I have things to do. And you do, too.” His cheeks colored. “ I mean, I assume you have things to do. Both of you. And, I mean, maybe you’ll do them together or maybe you’ll do them alone. But—”
 
   Gunnar put him out of his mercy. “The more the merrier, as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   Declan’s face turned the color of a tomato. “Well, I…” He cleared his throat. “I really do need to get going.” He nodded his head at me. “I’ll see you soon, Rainy. Good evening, Gunnar.”
 
   He turned on his heel and hurried out to his car, and I watched him go. 
 
   “I’ve never seen a man so easily flustered,” Gunnar commented.
 
   I couldn’t argue. I just nodded and closed the door.
 
   Gunnar was still standing next to me, close enough to touch. 
 
   “So,” he said, bringing his wine glass to his lips, “where were we?”
 
   I swallowed.
 
   The butterflies took flight again. I knew exactly where we were.
 
   Right where I wasn’t sure I wanted to be.
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   Gunnar let me off the hook.
 
   Because a minute after Declan left, Gunnar’s pager—the one he wore when he was on-call for the fire department—beeped.
 
   We both jumped in surprise.
 
   “Perfect timing,” Gunnar muttered as he glanced down at the pager. 
 
   Before I could respond, he set his glass down, settled his hat back on top of his head and bid me goodbye. 
 
   “Looks like the rest of this conversation will have to wait,” he said, apologetically. “For a rainy day,” he added.
 
   I nodded, hoping the relief I was feeling wasn’t written all over my face. 
 
   After he left, I grabbed our wineglasses and took them into the kitchen. I set them in the sink and thought about eating something, but I wasn’t hungry. My mind was filled with thoughts, about Greta and Gunnar and Declan.
 
   And Lila.
 
   I rinsed out the glasses, reminding myself that there had been no sign of foul play at Greta’s house. I knew it was just a coincidence that she was back in town.
 
   And even though the sheriff had hinted that there would be an investigation, that nothing had been determined about Greta’s cause of death, I knew this was just his way of doing his job. I’d had ample evidence that he wasn’t very good at his profession, so there was no reason why he’d handle this particular situation any different. 
 
   I grabbed a granola bar and munched on it as I made my way back to the living room. My mind was filled with thoughts of Greta but also of Gunnar, too. I settled back on to the couch, stretching out this time, propping my feet on the armrest and positioning one of the throw pillows behind my neck. 
 
   I knew I was going to have to do something about my feelings for Gunnar. I’d managed to keep them at bay all summer long, mostly because we’d seen so little of each other, but one glass of wine was all it had taken for him to unravel me. 
 
   I closed my eyes. I wanted to find peace but all I could think about was Gunnar’s hand on my knee. And all I could imagine were his lips on mine, his arms wrapped around me. 
 
   I shook my head. I needed to stop. Try meditating again or something; anything to get my mind off of imagining how the rest of the night could have gone with Gunnar.
 
   I stood up and turned on the portable speaker above the fireplace. I shuffled through my song lists on my phone and found my relaxation play list. I would focus on the music, and do my best to push out thoughts of Gunnar and Greta and everything else vying for my attention.
 
   The knock on the front door was soft, almost tentative. At first, I thought I might be imagining it. Maybe it was part of the song playing.
 
   Then my phone rang, cutting off the song that was playing. I picked it up.
 
   “Rainy?” It was Declan.
 
   “Hi,” I said, sitting up and rubbing my eyes. The sun was shining through the windows at just the right angle, doing its best to momentarily blind me. “Is…is everything okay?”
 
   “Yes. I hate to bother you, but, well, my car ran out of gas just a block up the road. I was hoping you might have some extra in the barn?”
 
   I sat up straighter. “You’re here?” I asked blankly. I hadn’t fallen asleep, but the music and the leftover effects of the wine had left me a little disoriented.
 
   “I don’t mean to disturb you,” he said quickly. “I know you have company. And…well, it sounds like you might have been sleeping. I can just let myself into the barn or shed or wherever you keep it. If you have any, I mean. And I’ll fill it up and bring it right back. But I don’t have to come back right away, especially if you still have company. I could—”
 
   He was still babbling when I opened the front door. He whipped around to face me, his phone pressed to his ear, his cheeks on fire.
 
   “It’s fine,” I said. “Of course you can take the gas can.”
 
   He pulled the phone away from his ear and shoved it back into his pocket. “I’ll be quick,” he said, already backing away from the front door. “Just point me in the right direction and I’ll get out of your hair.”
 
   “Declan, I’m alone.”
 
   His footsteps halted. 
 
   “Gunnar left a while ago. Got a call from the fire department.”
 
   He turned so he was facing me again. “Oh,” he said. I didn’t think it was possible, but his complexion turned an even darker shade of red. 
 
   I stepped out on to the porch. “I’ll show you where it is.”
 
   Day was slowly making its descent into evening, but the sky was still light and the birds were still chirping. A haze of clouds sat on the horizon, and they were just beginning to tinge pink from the sinking sun.
 
   He followed along next to me as we walked down the driveway toward the barn. Pavement gave way to gravel and our feet kicked up a cloud of dust as we rounded the curve. 
 
   “I can’t believe I ran out of gas,” Declan said as we walked. “I thought I could make it back into town, but I guess my car had other plans.”
 
   I wondered where he had been. “Where were you coming from?”
 
   “I wanted to stop by Carol’s.” When I looked at him questioningly, he added, “Carol Luft. She’s one of Greta’s closest friends. I…I’d called her with the news earlier but she was pretty upset so I wanted to go by and see her in person. Offer whatever support I could.”
 
   I smiled. “That was nice of you.”
 
   He shrugged. “The death of someone you love can be a time of trial. I always want to do whatever I can to help.”
 
   I knew he did. 
 
   I pulled open the barn door. The smell of hay was strong, mixed with hints of earth and pine, and of gas and grease from the equipment stored inside. Gunnar had gifted me with a few things: a weed whacker and a chain saw, both of which I was too terrified to try using on my own. My ride-on mower was parked inside, on one of the concrete pads Len Konrath must have had poured. The rest of the barn floor was dirt, packed so firm that it was almost like asphalt.
 
   “How is she? The friend?” I asked.
 
   “As good as can be expected,” Declan said. “She was quite shocked, but she took the news well.” He paused and shook his head. “Oh, who am I kidding? No, she didn’t. She was devastated. Greta was her best friend.”
 
   I felt fresh pangs of sympathy, both for Greta’s friend and for Declan at having to deliver the news. It couldn’t have been an easy position for him to be in. 
 
   “Had they been friends for a while?” 
 
   He nodded. “A few years, from what she told me. And she’d just seen her yesterday, so the news was quite a shock.”
 
   I found the gas can, a red plastic one, parked next to the chain saw. I picked it up, relieved that it was almost full. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “That must have been a hard visit to make.”
 
   “It was,” he admitted. “I thought telling Heidi would be more difficult, but I was wrong.”
 
   “Heidi?”
 
   “Greta’s daughter,” Declan said. “I stopped by her house right before I came over here. You know, before…”
 
   I knew. When Gunnar had been here, too. 
 
   “She wasn’t upset?” I asked, frowning.
 
   “Oh, no, she was,” Declan said. “But I think as a daughter, she’s sort of been preparing herself for this. You know, with aging parents and everything. She’s already lost her father, so she’s well aware of the limits of mortality.”
 
   I nodded. That made sense. I didn’t think losing one parent made it easier to lose the other, but it did have the potential to shift a person’s perspective and to help them realize that death did indeed spare no one. 
 
   I handed the gas can to Declan. “I think you probably need more than a can of gas.”
 
   His eyebrows dipped into a worried frown. “Oh? Is there something else wrong with the car?”
 
   I smiled. As if I knew the first thing about diagnosing car issues. “No, I was saying you probably need something after the day you’ve just had. Like a glass of wine.”
 
   He chuckled. “Oh. Probably so,” he admitted. He held up the gas can. “But first, I need to get gas in my car and then fill this back up and bring it back to you. And then I will go home and have a beer or something.”
 
   He apparently hadn’t realized I was extending an invitation. I was about to correct him, to spell out to him exactly what I meant, when a shadow loomed in the doorway, blocking out the setting sun.
 
   “Miss Rainy Day?” a familiar voice boomed.
 
   I turned around.
 
   I could barely see Sheriff Lewis’s face, but I knew he was glaring at me. 
 
   “We have a murder to discuss.”
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   “A what?”
 
   Sheriff Lewis strolled into the barn, his thumbs hooked behind his belt loops. His pipe was settled between his lips, unlit, as usual. 
 
   “You heard me,” he barked. “A murder. A homicide.”
 
   I blinked. 
 
   My silence was not met kindly. “Greta Hedley’s death has been ruled a homicide,” he announced.
 
   Declan and I both gaped at him.
 
   “A what?” Declan asked. His grip on the gas can had loosened and it looked as though it was dangling precariously from his fingertips.
 
   “Homicide,” the sheriff repeated. His eyes narrowed on me. “As a former private investigator, I’m sure you know what this means.”
 
   It didn’t seem like the right time to point out—again—that I had never been a PI. 
 
   “How do you know it was a homicide?” I said instead.
 
   He folded his arms. “I’m not at liberty to discuss an ongoing investigation.”
 
   But he was, I thought. He was standing in my barn, discussing it with me at that very moment. 
 
   “Well, that certainly is interesting,” I said carefully. “And unexpected.”
 
   His eyes were like slits as they raked over me. “Is it now?”
 
   I glanced at Declan. He looked just as confused as I did. 
 
   “I have some questions for you, Miss Day,” Sheriff Lewis said. “Questions you’ll need to answer at the station.”
 
   My mouth suddenly felt dry. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You hard of hearing, Missy?”
 
   My surprise was quickly replaced by anger at his tone and insinuations. 
 
   “Am I under arrest, Sheriff?”
 
   His lips closed over his pipe, almost as if he were taking an imaginary drag. They loosened. “Well, no. But you need to come in for questioning.”
 
   “Am I under arrest?” I repeated.
 
   He worked the pipe harder, sucking so hard that his cheeks hollowed out. “No,” he finally said. “Not yet, anyway.”
 
   I gazed at him coolly. “I don’t have to answer any questions unless I’m under arrest, Sheriff. And even then, I’m entitled to have a lawyer present.”
 
   I might not have been a private investigator, but I did at least know a little about legalities. 
 
   Declan spoke up. “What’s this all about, Sheriff?”
 
   The sheriff turned his attention to the man standing next to me, almost as if he’d just now noticed he was in the barn with us. “This is about Greta being poisoned.”
 
   I let out a little gasp. 
 
   Declan stared at him blankly. “Poisoned?”
 
   The sheriff nodded. 
 
   “What…” Declan started, then stopped. He cleared his throat. “How do you know she was poisoned?”
 
   The sheriff frowned. “Because stuff was found in her system.”
 
   “Stuff?” Declan asked.
 
   The sheriff nodded. 
 
   “What kind of…stuff?” Declan ventured to ask.
 
   The sheriff looked perplexed. “Well, I don’t exactly know. We’re still running tests. But it was stuff that wasn’t supposed to be there!”
 
   “So you are here to question Rainy about Greta’s death, even though you aren’t exactly sure of the details?” Declan’s voice was gentle as he asked this, and I marveled how calm and in control he sounded, especially since I’d so often witnessed the exact opposite when he was talking to me. 
 
   But I knew why. Because I flustered him.
 
   “Yes,” the sheriff said stubbornly.
 
   “And even though you can’t say with absolute certainty that it was a homicide?”
 
   I wanted to point out that the sheriff already had made that declaration, but I clamped my mouth shut. No sense further stirring up the hornet’s nest standing in front of me.
 
   “Well, we think it was a homicide,” the sheriff said uncertainly. “All signs are pointing to that.”
 
   Declan offered a smile. His grip had retightened on the gas can and he shifted it to his other hand. “I’m happy to vouch for Rainy.”
 
   “Were you there with her?” the sheriff asked.
 
   “Well, no,” Declan said smoothly. “But I did coordinate her visit to Greta’s. I can assure you that she was not acquainted with Greta prior to her visit, and I can provide information as to where she was before arriving at Greta’s.”
 
   The sheriff frowned, his thick white moustache dancing above his lip. “You’re willing to make a statement?”
 
   Declan nodded. “Of course. I know Rainy and I know why she was there. She was volunteering her time to help people in need. She had nothing to do with Greta’s death.”
 
   The sheriff grunted. “You seem pretty darn sure of yourself.”
 
   “I am,” Declan responded. He glanced at me and offered a reassuring smile. “I’ve gotten to know Rainy quite well over the last few months.” 
 
   The sheriff pulled the pipe out of his mouth and slotted it in his shirt pocket. “I sure hope you’re right, Pastor,” he said gruffly. “Because there are things about this case that aren’t adding up.” His eyes returned to me and I tried to stand my ground, tried to look innocent and defiant at the same time. “I’ll be in touch, Miss Day. You better believe it.”
 
   The sheriff left with a huff, squaring his shoulders and marching out of the barn, his shoes clicking on the pad of concrete before hitting the gravel driveway as he made his way back to his squad car.
 
   My shoulders sagged. “Well, that was fun.”
 
   Declan shot me a sympathetic look. “I’m sure the sheriff is just being…overeager.”
 
   “Overeager? He was ready to arrest me because they found ‘stuff’ in Greta’s system. What does that even mean?”
 
   “It means that the sheriff is overeager,” Declan said. “He takes his job very seriously.”
 
   “Too seriously,” I muttered. “He’s going around accusing people of murder.”
 
   “I truly believe his heart is in the right place.”
 
   I gave Declan a doubtful look.
 
    “This will all blow over soon,” he said. “Just watch. They’ll get everything figured out.”
 
   I nodded, but inside, I wasn’t so sure. The sheriff had it out for me; of this, I was certain. It had started with the bones in the bungalow back in April, and his animosity toward me had only increased as the weeks and months went by. Being involved with Leslie’s missing person case hadn’t exactly ingratiated me to him either. 
 
   But something else about Declan’s statement was bothering me, too.
 
   I knew without a doubt that this wasn’t going to blow over any time soon.
 
   Because the sheriff thought a crime had been committed. There was one thing I’d learned about Sheriff Lewis during my time in Latney. Well, several things, actually, but one thing that stood out: he was like a dog with a bone. Once he sank his teeth into something—a theory, an idea, whatever—he didn’t let go.
 
   And right now, he had me pegged as suspect number one for a murder no one was even sure had been committed. 
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   I stared at the cheery yellow door in front of me.  My hand hovered in the air, my finger poised just below the doorbell.
 
   I still couldn’t bring myself to ring it.
 
   It was the next morning and I was standing on Lila Bartholomew’s doorstep.  After Declan had left with the gas can, I’d gone inside and immediately started hunting around for the free phone book that had been dumped on my front porch the week I’d moved to Latney. Not because I wanted to order pizza. No, after the sheriff’s visit, I was on high alert over his not-so-veiled accusations, and all I could think about was what Gunnar had told me about Lila and her ongoing feud with Greta. Ten minutes later, I’d torn apart most of the living room and kitchen before finding the phone book shoved on top of the refrigerator. It was a thin volume, not more than half an inch thick, and served all of Bueller County. There was a small white pages section and I turned to this, running my finger along the “B” names until I found what I was looking for.
 
   Lila Bartholomew. 
 
   It didn’t surprise me to see her still listed, even though she’d temporarily moved to Florida. If she still owned her house here in Latney and still had phone service connected, it stood to reason that she would still be listed. It also would have made perfect sense to me, given the culture of the town and county, if the company making the book had simply forgotten to remove her.
 
   I‘d jotted down the address and told myself that I would pay her a visit the next morning.
 
   But now, standing in front of her house, I was having second thoughts. 
 
   What was I supposed to say to her?
 
   “Hello, I heard you were back in town and that you’re a rival of Greta’s. Did you kill her?”
 
   Even I knew enough to realize that this line of questioning wouldn’t go over well.
 
   I didn’t have much time to think of a plan because the door opened as I was standing there.
 
   A short, white-haired woman squinted at me through a pair of tortoiseshell glasses. She was dressed in a pink floral housecoat, with matching slippers on her feet.
 
   I planted a smile on my face.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked in a high-pitched, thready voice. She wasn’t wasting any time with pleasantries.
 
   “My name is Rainy,” I said. My fake smile stretched even wider. “I…I just wanted to come by and express my condolences.”
 
   Lila’s eyes narrowed behind her glasses. “Condolences for what?” She stood on her tiptoes, trying to see past me. “Did you mow over my flowers?”
 
   “Oh, I’m not a neighbor,” I said. And then when her expression clouded, I added, “I mean, I am. Sort of. I live here in Latney. I’m new here and I heard the news about Greta and that you were a friend of hers and, well…”
 
   It was a horrible opening, but it was all I could think of to say. I wanted to kick myself for not putting more thought into what approach I was going to take. Preparation was not my strong suit.
 
   She stared at me, her lips set in a thin, crooked line. She’d put lipstick on at some point that morning but it was splotchy, as if she’d left most of it behind on the rim of a mug. 
 
   “Who told you we were friends?” Lila asked.
 
   I stared down at my shoes. I’d worn sandals, brown leather ones, and my toenails peeked out at the top. The pink nail polish on my toes was chipped, and idly I thought my morning probably would have been better spent repainting them than sputtering lies on some stranger’s doorstep.
 
   “Hello?” She waved a hand in front of my eyes.
 
   I looked up. “Oh, well, I’m friends with Gunnar. Gunnar Forsythe? He's my neighbor.” She didn't show any signs of recognition. “Anyway, he said you were old quilting friends and I just…I just thought I should come by and pass along my condolences. Do you know Gunnar?”
 
   “Of course I know that giant lumberjack,” she growled. “Every woman in town knows that man.” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you doing the deed with him?”
 
   “The what?” I asked, knowing full well what she meant. “Me? No. No, I...no.”
 
   She chuckled, but not in a friendly way, bemused that she'd rattled me.
 
   This was as spectacularly bad of a plan as I’d worried it might be when I’d stood on her doorstep, wavering between ringing the bell and running. 
 
   “Anyway,” I said, taking a step backward, “I’m…I’m sorry about the loss of your…Greta,” I finished. My cheeks felt as though they were on fire. 
 
   She pursed her lips and nodded. Her eyes lifted from me to somewhere beyond, and her expression changed as a deeper frown crossed her face.
 
   I turned around to see what she was staring at.
 
   Another woman was headed up the sidewalk. She was older, probably close to Lila’s age, with silvery gray hair cut short. She was loaded down with a store’s worth of jewelry. Her arms sported at least a dozen bracelets each, that jingled and clinked as she walked, and layers of necklaces adorned her neck. 
 
   She smiled uncertainly at me as she approached. “Are you entering the quilt competition, too?”
 
   I looked around to see if she was talking to someone else. “Who, me?” Both women were suddenly contributing to an all-out identity crisis for me.
 
   She nodded and held out a business-sized envelope to show me. “Entries are due today for the Dorothy Days quilt competition.”
 
   I shook my head. “Oh, no, I’m not a quilter. I was just…” My voice trailed off. What reason was I going to give this woman for being on Lila Bartholomew’s doorstep when Lila herself wasn’t buying it?
 
   “I’m Carol,” the woman told me, her smile a little less tentative now. “And I think you’re Rainy?”
 
   I nodded. It didn’t surprise me that she knew who I was. After all, I’d been the subject of town gossip off and on for the better part of the spring and summer months.
 
   The screen door creaked and Lila stepped out on to the porch. “You’re entering the competition?” she asked as she hobbled across the porch. She wasn’t using a cane but she walked with a slight limp.
 
   Carol’s cheeks flushed and she looked down at the sidewalk. “Yes, I—”
 
   “Are you sure it’s your own work, or are you planning to enter one of Greta’s quilts?”
 
   Finally, I put two and two together. This was Carol Luft, Greta’s friend. The woman Declan had gone to visit last night before running out of gas and showing up on my doorstep. 
 
   Carol looked up, her cheeks an even deeper shade of red. “Of course not,” she said quickly. 
 
   Lila frowned, and the lines this created in her face were as deep as canyons. “No way to prove it, though, now is there?”
 
   Carol’s hands were shaking as she put her hands on her hips and struck a defensive pose. “I’ll have you know that I am a fine quilter,” she said angrily. 
 
   Lila snickered. “Sure you are.” She held out her hand. “Hand it over.”
 
   I glanced from one woman to the other. 
 
   Carol noticed my confusion. “Lila here is in charge of the registrations,” she explained in a shaky voice. With great reluctance, she handed the envelope to Lila. 
 
   Lila opened the envelope and pulled out the single sheet of paper inside. She squinted from behind her glasses, holding the paper at arm’s length so she could read the information. 
 
   “One quilt. Carol Luft.” She peered at the paper. “Entry fee is enclosed. And you’ve certified you are entering your own work.”
 
   Carol made a noise but didn’t say anything.
 
   Lila finally glanced up from the paper. “I’ll be sure to register you,” she announced. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Lila shoved the paper back into the envelope. “Don’t thank me,” she said, chuckling. “You’re paying money you’re never going to get back.”
 
   Carol’s eyebrows lifted. “Excuse me?”
 
   Lila cackled. “That entry fee of yours. That’s twenty dollars you’ll never see again. Because you don’t have a snowball’s chance in Hades of winning.” 
 
   Carol’s eyes widened in anger.
 
   “Not with me back in town,” Lila finished smugly.
 
   I hadn’t known Greta but I thought about what Gunnar had said about her relationship with Lila. I could see why it had been contentious.
 
   Because Lila Bartholomew was a witch.
 
   I was surprised steam wasn’t pouring out of Carol’s ears. Her cheeks were still red and her hands were still shaking but she managed a tight, polite smile. “Thank you,” she said again, frostily this time.
 
   Lila grunted and turned her attention to me. “As for you…”
 
   I took a step backward. I didn’t want to be the subject of her wrath or nasty words. “Good luck with the quilt competition, “ I said. 
 
   Lila snorted. “I don’t need luck,” she told me. “Especially with Greta Hedley out of the way.”
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   I gasped, out loud.
 
   If Lila noticed, she didn’t let on. She marched back to her door, pulled the screen door open, stepped inside, and then slammed her front door shut.
 
   Had Lila Bartholomew just gloated over the fact that Greta was dead? And, more importantly, might she have had something to do with it?
 
   I turned to Carol. Had she heard the same thing I did? 
 
   Tears were streaming down her face, leaving wet trails through the powder dusting her cheeks. Her nose had turned an alarming shade of red and her lips quivered as she struggled to maintain her composure, especially now that I was looking at her.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked. It was a stupid thing to ask, as she clearly wasn’t, but I didn’t know what else to do.
 
   She brushed at the tears streaking her face. “I’m fine,” she said, nodding. “I just…”
 
   “You’re Greta’s friend, aren’t you?” I asked, gently. 
 
   She nodded again.
 
   “Declan is a friend of mine,” I told her. “He mentioned that he stopped by your house yesterday. I’m so sorry about Greta.”
 
   She sniffled. “You’re the one who found her, right?” she asked. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   She dug into the pocket of her khaki walking shorts and produced a handkerchief. She dabbed at her eyes, then wiped her nose. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just…I think I must still be in shock that…that she’s gone.” She drew in a shaky breath. “And then when Lila said…”
 
   I reached out to touch her arm. “She was very insensitive,” I told her. 
 
   I didn’t add that I was immediately suspicious of the woman who’d expressed such glee over Greta’s demise. As far as I knew, the only people who were aware that Greta’s death was now being considered a homicide were me, Declan, and the sheriff. The last thing Carol needed was this additional detail to deal with.
 
   But, I thought, she might have some useful information, about Greta and Lila and their contentious relationship. Gunnar had laid the foundation, telling me what he knew, but if anyone might have additional details, I figured Carol would be pretty high on the list. And since I was now being considered a suspect, at least by the addled sheriff, I figured the more information I could arm myself with, the better.
 
   “Would you like to go grab a cup of coffee?” I asked Carol. 
 
   She looked at me with watery, red eyes. She hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “I think I would like that.”
 
   We made arrangements to meet at the Wicked Wich, and five minutes later, we were both parked on the street in front of the tavern and heading through the door.
 
   It took a minute for my eyes to fully adjust to the dim lighting, but I spied Mikey behind the counter, adding cheese to a couple of burgers sizzling on the grill. Dawn was behind the bar, too, filling glasses at the soda dispenser. She looked up when we entered and nodded at us. No smile, no welcome. Typical Dawn.
 
   Two of the booths were filled, but there was one in the far corner that was free and I nudged Carol in that direction. Dawn raised an eyebrow as we bypassed the bar for the booth but she didn’t say anything.
 
   Carol slid on to one of the benches and I took the other. Dawn appeared a moment later to take our order.
 
   “Just coffee for me,” I told her.
 
   She looked at Carol. 
 
   “The same for me, dear,” Carol told her. “Oh, and maybe a plate of French fries.”
 
   I made a concerted effort to keep from wrinkling my nose. Coffee and French fries?
 
   Dawn nodded and walked away, returning a minute later with a carafe of coffee and two mugs. 
 
   “Creamer and sugar,” she said, motioning to the box of packets on the table. 
 
   I found a packet of powdered creamer and shook it into my coffee. Dawn had neglected to bring us spoons to stir it with, but I wasn’t going to call her back. She’d probably yell at me. 
 
   Carol reached for her own creamer, grabbing several packets of sugar, too. She dumped several into her cup and then took a long, slow sip.
 
   “I’m sure this has been hard on you,” I said, opening up the conversation. 
 
   Carol set her cup back down. “It really has,” she said, nodding. Her eyes welled with fresh tears. 
 
   “Had you known Greta long?”
 
   She stared at the cup sitting in front of her. “Years,” she said. “But we only became good friends a couple years back.”
 
   “Oh?” I said, taking a sip from my own mug.
 
   “I used to be a runner,” Carol told me. “Ran 5ks and other races all the time. But then I had my knee replaced about three years ago and had to throw in the towel. I needed something to keep me busy, a new hobby, and I decided to give quilting a try.”
 
   Dawn reappeared and set a basket of steaming French fries in front of Greta. “Anything else I can get for you ladies?”
 
   We both shook our heads and she slapped the bill on the table and pivoted away. I knew she wouldn’t be checking in on how the food was, and I knew we wouldn’t see her again until we went to the bar to pay the bill.
 
   “And how did you like quilting?” I asked. The only needlework I’d ever attempted was cross-stitch and I’d failed miserably at it. 
 
   Her eyes lit up. “I loved it,” she said as she grabbed the bottle of ketchup already on the table. She squirted it over the entire basket, being careful to cover every fry. 
 
   “It must have been quite the change, going from running as a hobby to something that is a little more sedentary.”
 
   She popped a fry in her mouth. “I thought it might be, too. I was actually pretty hesitant about trying it, for this very reason. But, you know, it’s an awful lot like a race.”
 
   “How so?” I asked. I didn’t think there were timed quilt competitions. Were there quilt races I was unaware of?
 
   “Well, with quilting, you sort of have to work your way up. You start small—easy, less intricate stitches—before working your way to the more complicated ones. Similar to races and starting with shorter distances, you know?”
 
   I nodded. I could see that.
 
   “And then finishing a quilt,” she continued. “Now, that’s like a marathon. It takes time. Commitment.”
 
   I couldn’t argue with that. 
 
   “And the mental energy needed,” Carol said. She smiled. “The concentration that is required is tremendous.”
 
   “It sounds like you found a great replacement for running,” I said. And I meant it. 
 
   “I really did,” she said. She ate another fry, then licked the ketchup off her fingers. “And Greta was instrumental in helping me. She used to offer a free beginner class at the library in Winslow. Once a month, the first Friday morning. I went to a few and we just…clicked. Pretty soon, I was going over to her house and we would spend hours quilting together, especially in the winter months.” She paused, swallowing back tears. “She taught me everything I know.”
 
   I nodded sympathetically. I was sure it was hard to think about and talk about her friend in the past tense. I hadn’t lost a friend close to me, but I wasn’t fooling myself. At my age, I knew these were situations I would be facing soon. I thought about the friends I’d left behind in Arlington, the same friends I’d gone back and visited just a few weeks earlier. We were all in our forties and fifties, and so far, life had been kind to us, No major illnesses to contend with, all of us in relatively good health. But all that could change on a dime, especially as the wheels of time kept turning.
 
   “I understand Lila is also a big quilter,” I said. “Were you close to her, too?”
 
   Carol shook her head emphatically. “No, no one is close to Lila. Well, no quilters, at least.”
 
   “So she and Greta weren’t friends?”
 
   Carol actually laughed. “No.” Her eyes narrowed. “They were about as far from friends as you could get.”
 
   I was about to ask why when a shadow crossed over our table. I looked up to see Sophia Rey and Vivian Sumner standing in front of us. 
 
   “Hello, Rainy, hello Carol,” Sophia said, smiling at the two of us. She focused on Carol and her expression changed to one of sympathy. “I heard the news about Greta. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Carol cast her eyes downward and nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   “Such a loss,” Sophia murmured. She turned her attention to me. “I didn’t know you and Carol were friends.”
 
   I knew what she was doing. Fishing for information. 
 
   “No?” I said innocently, offering nothing more.
 
   I knew she was probably a little irritated that she didn’t know about our “friendship” because Sophia prided herself on knowing every detail about every resident of Latney. 
 
   A moment of awkward silence passed. Carol stared at her basket of fries but made no move to eat them, and I just sipped my coffee and stared at Sophia and Vivian, a polite smile on my face. Vivian looked a little unsure of herself and her eyes kept darting to her friend, as if she were trying to figure out why they were still standing there.
 
   Sophia finally took the hint. We weren’t giving her any more information.
 
   “Well,” she said at last, smiling brightly. “It’s nice to see you both.” She nodded at Vivian and they continued to one of the two-top tables and sat down.
 
   Carol let out a breath. “I hope I wasn’t rude,” she said softly. “I just…Sophia can be a bit overbearing.”
 
   I heartily agreed. “Not rude at all,” I said. 
 
   Carol returned to eating her fries and I let a moment pass before I started our conversation again. I still had more questions about Lila, questions I needed answered.
 
   “So Greta and Lila weren’t friends, huh?”
 
   Carol shook her head. There was a dot of ketchup on her lower lip. “Not even close.”
 
   I knew I needed to choose my words carefully. I didn’t want to arouse any suspicions by being overly curious, and also I didn’t want to let it slip that Greta’s death was now being considered a homicide. 
 
   “That must have been hard,” I said, sipping my coffee. “Since they moved in the same circles with quilting.”
 
   Carol nodded. “I can’t tell you what a relief it was when Lila moved to Cape Coral a couple years ago.”
 
   “Oh? You and Greta were friends then?”
 
   “Sort of. I’d taken a couple of her classes but we hadn’t gotten close yet,” Carol said. She picked up the carafe and topped off her coffee. 
 
   “So she was happy, then? When Lila moved?” When Carol nodded again I asked, “How did she feel when she found out Lila was moving back to Latney?”
 
   Carol’s expression clouded. “Well, she wasn’t happy, that’s for sure. No one was.”
 
   I was getting the feeling that Lila didn’t have very many fans in Latney. Judging by what I’d seen on her doorstep, I could see why.
 
   “Did she talk about it with you?” 
 
   “Of course,” Carol said. “We talked about everything. She was pretty upset when she heard the news, but then Lila got back here a couple of months ago and things were okay. And Greta had other things on her mind.”
 
   I poured more coffee into my own mug. “Other things?” I repeated. “Like the quilt competition?”
 
   Carol glanced up at me. “Well, sure,” she said quickly. “We all have been thinking about that. But I was talking more about George.”
 
   “George?” I frowned. This was a name I hadn’t heard yet. “Who’s George?”
 
   “George Weddle. Greta’s ex-boyfriend.”
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   “Greta has a boyfriend?”
 
   “Had,” Carol corrected me. “Had a boyfriend.”
 
   She’d finished her basket of fries and pushed it to the edge of the table. Her coffee mug was centered in front of her, her hands wrapped around it.
 
   Greta Hedley, whom I was pretty sure had been close to eighty, if not older, had a boyfriend. I sipped my coffee and wondered how many questions I could ask about him without sounding too nosy. 
 
   “A boyfriend.” I smiled. “I love that.”
 
   Carol looked at me. “You love what?”
 
   “That she had a boyfriend,” I said. “That age wasn’t an obstacle to looking for companionship and love.”
 
   Carol scoffed. “There was nothing companionable about their relationship.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “There wasn’t?”
 
   Carol shook her head emphatically. “Those two were like oil and water.”
 
   “Then why were they together?”
 
   She shrugged. “No idea. It was the one thing Greta didn’t like to talk about. She wasn’t the type to ‘kiss and tell,’ she’d say. So I don’t know much about their relationship. But I do know their break-up was just about as unpleasant as those things can be.”
 
   “Unpleasant?”
 
   “Very,” she said. 
 
   “Can I ask what happened?” I tried to keep my voice as neutral as possible.
 
   “It was lots of things,” she said. “Little things that add up, just like they do in any relationship. Honestly, I don’t know if they were all that compatible from the start. Oil and water, remember?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I mean, they had nothing in common. Nothing. Greta liked to read and quilt, and George…he liked movies and golf.”
 
   I wasn’t sure where she was going. I was pretty sure most couples had different interests and hobbies; I mean, no one wanted to date a carbon copy of themselves. 
 
   “So they just didn’t like spending time together?”
 
   “Greta hated how much time he spent golfing,” she said. She glanced around, almost as if she thought someone might be eavesdropping. She leaned in a little closer. “George left his clubs in her garage one day—he had a friend drop him off at her house rather than bring him home after golfing—and she ran over his clubs on her way out to the grocery store.”
 
   I covered my mouth with my hand. If she’d done it on purpose, it was a horrible thing to do. “That's awful.”
 
   “Greta felt terrible about it,” Carol said. “And she told me that she hadn’t meant to ruin them. But she was angry that he’d been gone all day, and she just sort of lost her temper.”
 
   I could think of many times I’d been angry with Charlie during our 20-year marriage. Not once had I ever considered destroying his property because I was upset.
 
   “So George broke up with her?”
 
   “No,” Carol said, shaking her head. 
 
   I was impressed. George sounded like a decent guy and Greta sounded like the troublemaker. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Carol drew a shaky breath and swallowed a mouthful of coffee, as if doing this would somehow calm her nerves or give her the strength to share what she was going to say next.
 
   “He…he…” She gulped another mouthful of coffee. Her cheeks had gone a little pale and her hand shook slightly as she lowered the mug back to the table. “He burned her quilt.”
 
   “He what?”
 
   She nodded, drawing in another deep breath. “Her winter log cabin quilt.”
 
   “That’s terrible.”
 
   She nodded solemnly. “It really was. She’d worked on that piece for months. He tossed it in the bonfire pit.”
 
   “Was that her entry for the quilt competition?”
 
   Carol gave me an odd look. “No. This was a quilt she gave to George last Christmas.”
 
   I frowned. “So, it was his quilt then?”
 
   “No.” It was Carol’s turn to frown. “I just told you, Greta made the quilt.”
 
   “Yes, but you said she gave it to George for Christmas.”
 
   “She did,” Carol said. “But it still belonged to her. And he burned it. Tossed it into the bonfire.”
 
   I could tell she was upset by what had happened, but I wasn’t following her logic. If Greta had given the quilt to George, it belonged to him. And he could do whatever he wanted with it…including cutting it up or bleaching it. Or burning it. 
 
   “So is that when they broke up? When he burned the quilt?”
 
   “That was the final straw,” Carol said. “Greta was furious. All that hard work, up in flames.”
 
   Literally up in flames.
 
   “Well, it sounds like their break-up was for the best,” I said. “All things considered.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Carol said, nodding in agreement. “But George didn’t seem to think so.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She glanced around again and then leaned in even closer. “He wouldn’t stop coming around. He had second thoughts about the break-up and wanted to get back together. But Greta wasn’t having it.”
 
   A light bulb went on in my head: dim at first, but I knew that if I turned the right knobs, it might grow a little brighter.
 
   “Greta wasn’t interested in reuniting?”
 
   “Not in the least,” Carol said firmly. “She was very focused on quilting and the competition coming up. She was quite upset with how often he was calling and coming around. And…” Her voice trailed off.
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   Carol’s hands tightened around her mug and when she glanced up at me, her eyes were full of apprehension. 
 
   “I’m pretty sure she was afraid of him.”
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   “Afraid of George?”
 
   Carol nodded.
 
   “Because he burned the quilt she gave him?”
 
   “Well, not just that,” Carol said. Her hands were still wrapped around her mug. “He just wouldn’t leave her alone after the break-up. I saw it for myself.”
 
   “You did?” That light bulb moment from earlier was helping to form a new theory, or at least a new possibility. Could George somehow be responsible for Greta’s death? “What exactly did you see?”
 
   Carol hesitated, her eyes darting from me to the mug she was holding.
 
   I tapped my fingers on the table. When a minute passed and she still didn’t respond, I wondered if she was suddenly having second thoughts talking to me. She barely knew me and in less than half an hour, she’d spilled a lot of details about her deceased best friend and her love life. 
 
   “Just…things,” she demurred. 
 
   I waited, trying not to hold my breath. I really wanted answers. And it was becoming pretty apparent that I wasn’t going to get many more. 
 
   Carol looked at her watch and her eyes widened in surprise. “Well, would you look at that? I had no idea it was so late. I…I should probably get going. I have some errands to run.”
 
   My suspicions had been spot on.
 
   I tried to hide my disappointment. “I understand,” I said, as graciously as I could.
 
   She reached into her purse, a large plaid handbag, and pulled out her wallet. I held up my hand. “Please, it’s on me.”
 
   She paused.
 
   “I insist,” I told her. “I invited you, remember?”
 
   Reluctantly, it seemed, she dropped her wallet back into her purse. “Thank you,” she said, a small smile on her lips. She stood up and positioned her bag on her shoulder. “Well, I guess I’ll be going. It was nice to chat with you, Rainy.”
 
   “It was,” I said, nodding. “And again, I’m so sorry about Greta. Please accept my condolences.”
 
   Her eyes misted over and she pressed her lips together, as if she needed to do this to keep herself from crying. “Thank you,” she murmured.
 
   She walked to the door and I watched her leave. I felt bad for her, losing such a good friend, and part of me felt a little bad for trying to pry information from her. She seemed like a nice enough woman, and I didn’t think that her chatty nature was anything like Sophia’s. She had shared things because I’d asked and because she was grieving the loss of her friend, and she’d stopped when she felt we were getting into territory that was a little too personal. I was sure there was probably some catharsis in being able to talk about Greta, even if doing so had been painful. Sophia was just a flat-out gossip.
 
   I glanced over at the table where Vivian and Sophia were sitting. Except now it was just Sophia sitting there. I surveyed the restaurant, looking for the auburn-haired woman who had arrived with her, and saw Vivian headed toward the restroom.
 
   I probably had two minutes, maybe three.
 
   I made my decision.
 
   I grabbed my purse and picked up the check and hurried toward Sophia’s table.
 
   She glanced up at me in surprise. “Rainy,” she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. An enormous Caesar salad was in front of her, accompanied by a thick slice of toasted French bread. I’d never had anything but burgers at the Wicked Wich, but her meal looked awfully good.
 
   “I just wanted to stop by and say hi,” I said. “Carol and I were talking before and things were a little…”
 
   I didn’t finish my sentence because I knew I wouldn’t have to.
 
   Sophia’s blue eyes widened. “Oh, I’m sure she is just positively broken up over poor Greta,” she said. She clucked her tongue and arranged her features into a sympathetic expression. “And poor you, finding her. That must have been just awful!”
 
   “It was,” I said. I probably had two minutes left, at best, before Vivian returned. I didn’t think Sophia would shut up once she came back, but I also didn’t want to be peppering the both of them with questions. Vivian wasn’t nearly as forthcoming with information as Sophia, and I didn’t want her to lead her friend down a similar, quieter path.
 
   I focused my attention on Sophia. “It was a horrible thing,” I said. “It shook me up a little, to be honest. But I know what I’m going through is nothing compared to Carol’s pain.”
 
   Sophia nodded emphatically.
 
   “Or George,” I added, waiting and watching for a reaction.
 
   There was none. Sophia just nodded some more, murmuring her agreement.
 
   “I don’t know George,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual. “But Carol said he and Greta had dated for a while. Do you know him?”
 
   Sophia chuckled. “Of course I know him. I know everyone, Rainy.”
 
   This was not an understatement.
 
   I darted a glance at the bathroom door. As if on cue, the door opened and Vivian stepped out.
 
   “Do you know where I might find him?”
 
   “Who, George?”
 
   I nodded. “I’d love to pass along my condolences to him, too.”
 
   Sophia smiled. “You’re in luck. I know exactly where he is.”
 
   “You do?” This was going better than I’d expected.
 
   “Sure do,” she told me. “He was at the ice cream shop when we walked in here.”
 
   The Igloo, Latney’s local ice creamery, was located next door to the Wicked Wich. Which meant that George, Greta’s ex-boyfriend, the one who’d torched the quilt she’d given him, was sitting literally a few feet away.
 
   I clapped my hands. “Perfect!” And then, because Sophia gave me a weird look, I added, “I mean, I won’t have to go and look for him.”
 
   “Right,” she said, her features decidedly more frown-like.
 
   I didn’t care. 
 
   “I should get going.” I gave her a little wave.
 
   I headed for the door, then remembered I hadn’t paid the bill yet. I pivoted, and almost ran into Vivian, who was walking back to their table.
 
   “Rainy,” she said, offering me a polite smile. She was dressed in yoga pants and a purple racer-back tank top. “How are you?”
 
   “Good,” I said. I didn’t want to get into a lengthy conversation, not with George potentially sitting right next door. “You?”
 
   She settled into her empty chair. A salad was in front of her, too, this one a mix of greens and vegetables, devoid of any dressing. “Good,” she responded.
 
   I was all ready to say a quick goodbye when Sophia piped up. “ Tell her about Leslie,” she suggested.
 
   I didn’t want to hear about Leslie, Vivian’s surly stepsister who had caused all sorts of trouble earlier in the summer. To be fair, she had been kidnapped and held against her will by Tori, Leslie’s boyfriend’s other girlfriend, but it had been hard for me to muster up much sympathy for her. But then I thought about Mikey, who was one of Leslie’s biggest champions. He was a good guy; could his judgment really be that misguided or poor?
 
   Vivian wrinkled her nose. “She left town. Again.”
 
   “Is she back with Shawn?” I didn’t want to believe anyone would be fool enough to go back to that two-timing scumbag.
 
   “No, nothing like that,” Vivian said, shaking her head. “She and Tori decided to go on a backpacking trip.”
 
   “Tori?” I repeated, not sure I’d heard the name correctly. “Shawn’s girlfriend, Tori? The same Tori who kidnapped Leslie?”
 
   “The one and only,” Vivian said. “They’ve stayed in touch, become friends and what not.”
 
   I shouldn’t have been surprised. And I wanted to ask more questions, because now I genuinely was curious, but I also knew time was ticking.
 
   “Wow,” I said, “that really is something.” I shouldered my purse and smiled at them. “I really do need to be going. I…I have some errands to run.”
 
   Sophia smiled knowingly at me and I avoided her eyes, just in case I looked as embarrassed as I felt. 
 
   I bid them goodbye and hurried toward the door, dropping my check and some cash on the bartop.
 
   With any luck, I’d find what I was looking for.
 
   Greta’s ex-boyfriend.
 
   And some answers. 
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   George was easy to find.
 
   At least I thought it was George.
 
   There was an older gentleman sitting out in front of the Igloo, at one of the wrought iron bistro tables tucked against the side of the building. He wore a pair of navy blue slacks and a gray sweater, even though it was August and the heat combined with the humidity put the temperature close to ninety degrees.
 
   I slowed my pace as I approached, studying him behind the safety of my sunglasses. He was tall and gaunt, almost to the point of looking emaciated. His white hair was thin and wispy, and combed over to one side. Brown age spots dotted his forehead and cheeks.
 
   A dish of ice cream sat on the table in front of him, the scoops already wilting as they melted under the bright sun. He had a spoon in one hand and he dipped it into the ice cream, but instead of bringing it to his mouth, he lowered it to his lap. It was then that I noticed the tiny dog sitting there. 
 
   The dog, a Chihuahua, licked eagerly at the spoon and wiped it clean. George smiled and dipped it back into the ice cream and then brought it to his mouth. I shuddered.
 
   He looked up then and must have noticed me frozen in place because he set the spoon down and shaded his eyes, squinting up at me. 
 
   “Can I help you?” His voice was surprisingly deep. 
 
   I took a step forward. “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. Now that I was standing in front of him, I was a little flustered. I immediately flashed back to my visit to Lila. What was I supposed to say to him?
 
   He stared at me for a second and then said, “Are you Rainy? The new woman in town?”
 
   I smiled. He’d just given me the opening I needed. 
 
   “Yes, that’s me.”
 
   “You were the one who found her.” His hand dropped and his shoulders fell.
 
   I stepped closer, so that I was now within a few feet of him. “Yes, I did,” I said gently. “You must be George?” He nodded. “I’m sorry. I know you and Greta were close at one point.”
 
   He nodded again. “She was the best thing to ever happen to me.”
 
   I motioned to the chair across from him. “Do you mind if I sit for a moment?”
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   I slid into the chair, wincing as my arm brushed the hot metal. George dipped the spoon into the ice cream and fed it to the dog.
 
   “Cute dog,” I said, watching its tiny pink tongue attack the ice cream. 
 
   George smiled. “She’s the only one keeping me going right now.”
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   “Her name used to be Freckles,” he said. He stroked the dog’s ears and she gazed up adoringly at him. “But I’ve just renamed her. Greta.”
 
   “Greta?”
 
   He planted a kiss on the top of the dog’s head. “I figure if I can’t be with the real Greta, then this is the next best thing.”
 
   I didn’t have a response for this. Was this something people did, rename their pets in honor of lost loved ones? More importantly, would George have done this if he had somehow been responsible for her death?
 
   “That’s very…sweet.” I paused for a moment, trying to figure out how to start asking the questions I wanted answers to. “A little surprising, too.”
 
   “Why’s that?” George asked, bringing the freshly loaded spoon to his mouth. 
 
   “I talked to Carol earlier today,” I said. “She mentioned you and Greta had broken up a while ago.”
 
   He frowned. “We’d had a misunderstanding. We were working things out.”
 
   I wasn’t sure torching Greta’s quilt after she’d run over his golf clubs constituted ‘working things out.’
 
   “When was the last time you saw her?” I asked, trying to keep my tone casual. 
 
   His expression darkened. “Why do you want to know?”
 
   I was glad I was wearing sunglasses so he couldn’t see me avert my eyes to avoid his intense scrutiny. “I—”
 
   He didn’t let me finish. “I know who you are, Miss Day.”
 
   I froze.
 
   “I’ve heard the rumors, the stories in town. You are a private investigator.” He pointed a finger at me. “Are you accusing me of something? Is that what you’re doing?”
 
   I shrank back in my seat. George definitely had a temper. Big time. 
 
   “No,” I told him. “I was just asking a question. Making conversation.”
 
   His frown deepened. “I don’t believe you. None of you people liked the fact that Greta and I were dating. Not Carol, not Heidi, no one! I know you all had a hand in our break-up.”
 
   “George, I don’t even know you,” I pointed out. “And, up until a few days ago, I didn’t know Greta or Carol. And I’ve never even met Heidi.”
 
   He grunted. “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “Well, it’s the truth.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Whether you believe it or not.”
 
   “Why did you stop and stare at me then?” he asked. The dog in his arms squirmed and whined, and he quieted her by feeding her another spoonful of ice cream.
 
   “I…Sophia Rey told me you were out here,” I stammered. I could feel my cheeks heating up. “I just wanted to introduce myself and pass along my condolences. That’s all.”
 
   George grunted again. “There’s something fishy about you.”
 
   I could have said the same thing about him.
 
   He lowered the dog to the ground and pushed himself out of his chair. His ice cream was mostly gone; what remained was now a small puddle of white liquid. He held the dog’s leash in one hand and picked up the bowl with the other.
 
   “I wish I could say it was nice to meet you,” he said. “But it wasn’t.” He turned on his heel. “Come on, Freckles. I mean, Greta.”
 
   He marched away, the little dog trotting after him, and I watched them go.
 
   I had learned a couple of things in our short conversation.
 
   I was pretty sure George had loved Greta, and was now missing her so much that he’d decided to rename his dog after her.
 
   I was also confident that Carol had been right about his horrible temper.
 
   What I didn’t know was if he had been angry enough over the break-up that it had led him to do other things.
 
   Like kill Greta.
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   I wanted nothing more than to keep digging, but I had a job to do.
 
   Well, volunteering to do, actually. Because even though one of my clients for Simon Says was now deceased, I was still responsible for delivering a bag lunch to one of them.
 
   I drove to St. Simon’s and jogged up the steps, eager to get from my air-conditioned car to the air-conditioned building. Sitting outside with George had left me a hot, sticky mess. 
 
   I found Declan in his office, parked behind his desk. His glasses were on, his hair mussed, and when he looked up at me, I noticed the dark circles bruising the skin under his eyes.
 
   He offered me a smile. “How are you, Rainy?”
 
   “I think I’m the one who should be asking you that question,” I said, returning the smile. 
 
   He dropped the pen he was holding and rolled his shoulders. “I’m fine,” he said, but he didn’t say it very convincingly.
 
   I motioned to the stack of papers in front of him. “What are you working on?” I asked.
 
   “Greta’s service,” he said. 
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “So soon?”
 
   He picked up the pen and tapped the tip of it against the pad of paper. “Funeral is scheduled for Friday. Heidi wanted to move quickly with the service.”
 
   “Is there a lot to plan? I’m afraid I haven’t had much experience with planning funerals.”
 
   “Don’t say that like it’s a bad thing,” Declan said, smiling. “And, yes, there’s quite a bit involved. Hymn choices and Bible verses and what not. Fortunately, Heidi had all of that prepared so all I’m working on are my remarks.”
 
   I nodded. “I’m sure that can’t be easy.”
 
   The pen stilled. “It’s not,” he admitted. “But it needs to be done.”
 
   I was standing in front of his desk. The chair sitting across from him, the one where I always sat, was empty, but I remained standing. 
 
   “Do you ever wish there was no death?” I blurted out. “That we could just avoid that part of living?”
 
   He looked pensive for a moment, but then the smile returned. “Death isn’t the end, Rainy. It’s the beginning. And as hard as it may be to say goodbye to the ones we love, we must remember that we will some day be reunited.”
 
   I knew these words were meant to comfort me, but they didn’t. I wasn’t sure where I stood when it came to the afterlife, but I knew one thing: I desperately wanted to believe him. So I just nodded and remained silent.
 
    “Rainy? Are you okay?” 
 
   I blinked. I’d been lost in thought about life and death. “What?”
 
   “Was there something specific you needed?” His cheeks colored. “Not that you need a reason to come by, of course. I’m always happy to see you and you know you’re welcome to come by any time. Well, not any time, because sometimes I’m not here, but when I am here, you can always come by. No reason necessary.”
 
   I held up a hand. “I came by for my meal delivery. I know I’m running a little behind schedule, but I think I just have Calvin today.”
 
   “Oh, of course,” he said, his cheeks turning an even deeper shade of red. “You know, you don’t have to continue volunteering. I’m sure yesterday’s events were troubling and I’d hate to put you in a position to—”
 
   “Declan, it’s fine,” I told him. “I’m happy to help. It will take ten minutes. And you have a lot going on.”
 
   He hesitated, then nodded his head in agreement. “You’re right,” he finally said. “I do. And I appreciate your willingness to still go. I…I sort of need all the help I can get right now.”
 
   He set the pen back down and rubbed his temple, closing his eyes as he did so. He looked exhausted. And as much as he was trying to put on a brave face for me, I could tell Greta’s death was affecting him more than he wanted to let on.
 
   So I did the only thing I could think to do. I walked around to his side of the desk, dropped to my knees and hugged him.
 
   He froze in his chair, his back straightening. I had a sneaking suspicion that if I could see his eyes, they would be propped wide open. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I murmured. My head was resting on his shoulder. “I’m sorry about Greta.”
 
   His arms closed around me. Despite the heat outside, I welcomed the warmth his embrace provided. Maybe it was that I needed the physical contact from another person, or maybe Greta’s death was bothering me more than I was letting on. Whatever it was, I knew one thing: Declan hugging me back was exactly what I needed at that moment.
 
   I tilted my head to the side, so that my nose was almost touching his neck. He smelled like soap, a delicious clean scent, and I wanted to bury my face in his hair to see if it smelled just as good. 
 
   We held on to each other for what felt like forever. I didn’t want to let go, but the feelings that had begun coursing through me were making me uneasy. The hug was suddenly feeling less like a friendly hug and more like…something else. It wasn’t Declan’s doing—he hadn’t changed position, hadn’t shifted his hands or his head or anything. It was all me. Because kneeling there, my arms still thrown around him, I was thinking about what might happen if I turned just a little. If I nuzzled his ear or kissed his cheek…
 
   Declan must have been a mind reader because as soon as I thought those things, he pulled away. I leaned back, almost toppling over as I tried to steady myself on my haunches.
 
   “Thank you for that,” Declan said, attempting a grin. But his blue eyes were clouded, his expression unreadable. At least the color was gone from his cheeks. 
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For the hug,” he said simply. “And for being a good friend. A good person.”
 
   I wasn’t sure about his last statement but I wasn’t going to argue the point. I was a little freaked out by whatever it was that he’d brought out in me. We’d been friends for a few months now, and I knew he’d harbored feelings for me. Even though I thought he was kind and smart and even cute, I’d never entertained more than a fleeting thought about becoming involved with him. Hugging him just then had changed that and I suddenly couldn’t wait to get out of the church so I could process my thoughts and feelings.
 
   I somehow managed to get myself back into a standing position without holding on to anything as I hauled myself back up. I looked around for the Simon Says lunches and saw Calvin’s lonely paper sack on the shelf. 
 
   I made a beeline for it. “Alright,” I said, picking up the bag, “I should get this over to Calvin’s. Don’t want to keep him waiting.”
 
   He started to say something, then closed his mouth and nodded. “Okay. Thank you for doing this, Rainy. And thank you for being you. I hope you know how much I appreciate you.”
 
   “You don’t have to thank me,” I told him. 
 
   “Well, I’m going to.” He grinned, and his whole face lit up. I felt my heart skip a beat. “And I’m going to thank you properly when this is all said and done. You can count on it.”
 
   I said goodbye and hurried out the door, unsure what a proper thank you from Declan might look like.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Calvin was waiting for me.
 
   I raised my hand to ring the doorbell and the door swung open. Calvin’s white hair had been replaced with a wig of long, dark hair. A goatee was attached to his face and he wore a long black cape and black boots. Strips of silver duct tape were arranged in an odd, geometric design on the black t-shirt he wore. A quick glance told me he was also garbed in black tights. Another pair of ill-fitting ones.
 
   “Hi, Calvin.”
 
   He bowed with a flourish. “The Sheriff of Nottingham, at your service,” he said with what I thought was supposed to sound like a British accent.
 
   I stepped into the apartment. The cardboard castle was still in place, as were the hibiscus plants and potted palms. A mannequin was positioned near the castle, a faceless one with long blond hair and wearing a frothy pink gown.
 
   “I see you found a Maid Marion,” I said as I walked the lunch over to his kitchen counter. 
 
   “She’ll do,” Calvin said, eyeing the mannequin critically through his bifocals. “Would be much better if I had someone to say her lines.” He glanced at me hopefully.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll manage just fine,” I said, smiling sweetly. 
 
   “You’re later than I expected,” he said. He was fidgeting with one of the plants, spinning it so that the two red flowers on it were turned toward the camera.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”
 
   He waved a hand. “I don’t mind. Beggars can’t be choosers.” He swept his cape dramatically. “But they can be thieves,” he thundered in another valiant attempt at a British accent. Apparently he was channeling his inner Sheriff of Nottingham.
 
   I chuckled. Calvin was definitely a hoot, and his theatrics were just what I needed to lift my spirits and to take my mind off of what had happened with Declan.
 
   But the mood turned somber much too soon. Because he asked, “Who else are you visiting this week?”
 
   I hesitated. Did he know about Greta? More importantly, had they been friends?
 
   “Well, I’ve visited Eleanor Dans once,” I told him, hoping I’d remembered her last name correctly. “I’ll probably see her again tomorrow or Friday.” I paused. “And I saw Greta Hedley yesterday.”
 
   His eyes lit up from behind his glasses. “Greta…haven’t seen her in ages, it seems. How’s she doing these days?”
 
   I gulped. “Well, um, not good.”
 
   Calvin wrinkled his brow. “No?”
 
   I took a deep breath. “She passed away yesterday.”
 
   Calvin’s eyes widened behind his glasses and his mouth dropped open. 
 
   “I stopped by her place to drop off her lunch,” I explained. “She’d passed in her sleep.”
 
   “Well now, that’s a darn shame,” Calvin said, sighing. “She was a mighty fine woman.”
 
   “I’m sorry to be the one to break the news,” I said gently. I really did feel horrible. “Did you know Greta well?”
 
   “Not well,” Calvin said. He’d walked over to the dining room area and, after navigating his way around the moved loveseat, lowered himself into one of the chairs. “We saw each other at church functions, back when I was a little more mobile. We served on the Holiday Boutique committee a few years. Ran into each other at weddings and graduation parties and the like and, more frequently now, funerals.”
 
   It was a pointed reminder of his own age, as well as the age of his friends.
 
   “Do you know if she was sick or anything?” he asked me.
 
   I shook my head. I wasn’t going to tell him about the sheriff’s suspicions. “I don’t. Honestly, yesterday was my first time visiting with her. I don’t know much about her except that she liked to quilt, she has a daughter, and she used to date a man named George.”
 
   Calvin scowled at the mention of the other man’s name. 
 
   I noted his reaction with interest. “Are you and George not friends?”
 
   Calvin drummed his fingers on the table. They were dappled with freckles and age spots, and his knuckles were knobby, almost as though marbles had been inserted under his skin. “We are not friends. At least not anymore,” he said firmly. “Would never stoop to associate with a rapscallion like him.”
 
   Rapscallion was not a word I’d heard much…if ever. 
 
   “I don’t know much about him,” I said, and hoped that he would feel inclined to fill in information he thought important to pass along.
 
   He took the bait. “Consider yourself lucky,” he said. His fingers formed into a fist and he pounded the table. “The man is a liar and a cheat.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Calvin nodded so vigorously, his dark wig tilted forward. He brushed it back, revealing some of his own white hair. He looked like a fashionable skunk. 
 
   “We played golf together a few years back,” Calvin said. His eyes were narrowed behind his glasses, his mouth pinched tight. “He was always writing down the wrong scores, then telling me I was the one who couldn’t remember.” Calvin tapped the side of his head, which sent the wig further sideways. “My body might be going downhill, but this? Sharp as a tack, I tell ya.”
 
   I just nodded. “Would he get angry with you?” I asked, wondering if Calvin had seen George’s temper.
 
   “Would he ever! Every time I accused him of changing scores or moving the ball, he’d blow up. You’d think we were starting the next world war. Got so bad, I just stopped playing with him. Especially after he tried to run me over with the golf cart.”
 
   “He did what?”
 
   Calvin looked past me, his eyes unfocused. “Couple years ago. We’d played down by Charlottesville. Beautiful course, beautiful spring day. The greens were a little wet and he kept slipping. Scored terribly, and there was no way he could fudge it on the scorecard. I made a birdie on the 17th hole and he lost it. Threw his club and stomped around like a baby and then got in the cart and took off. I thought he was leaving me behind and I called after him. He stopped, did a U-turn and came barreling back at me. Break-neck speed. I had to leap out of the way to keep from getting hit. Ended up slipping a disk in my back.” He rubbed his lower back at the memory. “Took me months to get back in shape for golf. After that, though, I was done with him. I knew I couldn’t golf with someone who’d tried to kill me.”
 
   I was glad he’d drawn his line in the sand. If it had been me, I was pretty sure I would have cut ties after the first time George had cheated at a game.
 
   “Anyway,” Calvin said, frowning, “when I heard about Greta and George dating I just couldn’t believe it. I called her up one day, I was so concerned, but she told me that he was a good man and that he made her happy.” He shrugged. “Who was I to judge?”
 
   I was silent for a minute. 
 
   Calvin stroked his fake goatee. “I probably shouldn’t be gossiping. Nothing good ever comes from that.”
 
   “You’re not gossiping,” I said, trying to reassure him. “I was the one who brought him up.” This wasn’t completely true, but I was hoping that was how he would remember it.
 
   Calvin stood up and straightened his cape. His wig was still askew and his goatee looked like it was coming unattached from the left side of his jaw. “I should probably get back to work,” he told me. “I have three scenes on the docket today and I haven’t filmed a single one.”
 
   I glanced at the makeshift set and the video camera positioned nearby. “What do you do with the finished movies?”
 
   Calvin smiled, revealing those perfect white dentures. “Save ‘em.”
 
   “You don’t watch them? Or share them with anyone?” I’d sort of thought maybe he was doing it for his children or grandchildren, leaving some sort of artistic legacy behind.
 
   He leaned in conspiratorially. “You ever heard of Prince?”
 
   “The musician?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Um, yes.” I was actually surprised that Calvin knew who Prince was.
 
   “Rumor has it that he had this massive vault of music no one has ever heard. Videos, too.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He stood up straight, puffing out his chest. A piece of duct tape attached to his shirt curled up and away from the fabric. “That’s what I’m doing. Leaving a vault of my artistic achievements for the world to discover after I’m gone.”
 
   I bit back a smile. Somehow, I didn’t think Calvin’s vault of artistic offerings would be on the same level of Prince’s purported trove, but what did I know?
 
   “I should let you get back to that, then,” I said. “I don’t want to stand in the way of artistic genius.”
 
   Calvin tugged on his cape, fluffing out the back of it. “I am behind schedule,” he admitted. His eyes returned to me. “You’re welcome to stay, if you like. Could use some help with the spotlight and the mic.”
 
   I pasted on an apologetic smile. “I’d love to stay and help, but I have some other things on the schedule today.”
 
   His face fell and I felt bad. I hadn’t been entirely truthful; I didn’t really have much of anything on the calendar. 
 
   Except one thing.
 
   Finding out more about George, Greta’s ex-boyfriend.
 
   Because the more I found out about him, the more I was becoming convinced that he might have had a hand in Greta’s death.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The whole town was at St. Simon’s for Greta’s funeral.
 
   At least it looked that way.
 
   The service was scheduled for 10 in the morning and I’d arrived about fifteen minutes early, after spending the entire night before debating whether or not I should go. I was in an odd position: I hadn’t known Greta in life, but I’d discovered her in death. There was the part of me that thought going was the decent, respectful thing to do; however, another part of me thought it might be awkward to attend the funeral of someone I didn’t know. 
 
   But then I realized that several people might be in attendance who I was interested in seeing: namely, George. I wondered how he would act, if he would say anything, and if I’d be able to pick up any clues about whether or not he had somehow been involved in Greta’s death. I was still operating with precious little information. All I knew from the sheriff was that something had been found during her autopsy that pointed to homicide. The sheriff had let it slip that Greta had been poisoned, but unfortunately, I wasn’t in the position to poke around to see if he was right or to ask questions that might shed more light.
 
   If he was considering me a suspect, though, it was my duty and responsibility, even if only to myself, to seek out as much information as I could. And that included finding out every last detail about other potential suspects. Lila Bartholomew was certainly at the top of my list, but I had the sneaking suspicion that George belonged right up there with her.
 
   The parking lot of the church was packed, and I ended up driving through it and parking on the road, about a block away from the church. I hurried toward the building, paying attention to the cars turning from the main road. Most were occupied by elderly couples, many of them dressed in black. More mourners.
 
   I glanced down at my outfit. I’d struggled to find something to wear. Working for Mack had not required much in the way of professional attire. I could have come to work in pajamas and he wouldn’t have cared. I usually went to the office in khakis or dress slacks and simple blouses, so my inventory of nicer outfits was severely limited. I’d settled on a pair of black pants and a slate gray blouse and hoped the combination looked suitable for a funeral. I made a mental note to perhaps invest in a simple black dress the next time I went in to Charlottesville or back up to D.C.
 
   Several familiar faces greeted me as I walked through the doors of the church. Sophia and Walter Rey were standing near the door to the sanctuary. Walter wore a dark suit and Sophia was in a simple black dress that somehow managed to look like it was fresh off the runway. Dawn was there, too, with her husband Martin. I almost didn’t recognize her. Gone was the Wicked Wich t-shirt and jeans, replaced with a black skirt and sweater set. Martin had switched out his blue jeans for a pair of black ones, and he’d paired it with a dark gray polo. Our color choices made us look like twins. 
 
   I nodded at the familiar faces, including Vivian and an older man who I assumed was her father. The cashier from Toby’s was there, as was Eleanor Dans, the other woman who had been on the visiting schedule the day I’d found Greta. Carol, Greta’s friend, was there, too. She was surrounded by a group of elderly women but she acknowledged me with a tip of her head and a small smile. 
 
   Declan was stationed by the door to the sanctuary, directly across from Sophia. He was wearing a black shirt and white collar and he looked positively preacher-like. It was a little jarring, especially considering it had been a while since I’d seen him garbed that way, and especially because we’d shared what felt like an intimate hug just two days earlier. He caught my eye and offered a smile, a sweet, sad one that threatened to melt my heart.
 
   I started toward him but stopped when I heard the unmistakable sound of a dog barking. I turned toward the front door. George was strolling in with his little dog at his heels. She was clearly uneasy around all the people, or maybe the unfamiliar building, because she skittered back and forth behind him, yelping and yapping.
 
   Declan quickly moved toward him. “George, I’m sorry but—”
 
   With some effort, George leaned down and scooped up the dog. “Pastor Murphy, I know this is a little unconventional, bringing a dog to a service—”
 
   Declan nodded, opening his mouth to speak, but George kept talking.
 
   “But, you see, I need her here. For support.” He thrust the dog closer to Declan and after a moment’s hesitation he reached out and stroked the dog’s ears. “This here is Greta. I…I renamed her.”
 
   Several people were now openly watching the exchange. 
 
   “George—”
 
   “Please, Pastor Murphy, I need her here with me.” George’s voice was shaky and even from where I stood, I could see the tears welling in his eyes. “This dog is all I have left.”
 
   I could see Declan hesitating. I was certain he didn’t want a dog in the sanctuary but I also knew he was the kind of person who couldn’t bear to say no to a grieving man. Even if that meant allowing a Chihuahua at a funeral. 
 
   Declan’s shoulders dropped and he leaned close to George, speaking in a low voice. But I didn’t need to hear his words to know what he was telling him. The dog could stay.
 
   This was confirmed by the smile that appeared on George’s face, a smile that disappeared when Carol marched over to them. 
 
   “Please tell me you’re not going to allow him in here,” she said to Declan.
 
   A frown creased Declan’s forehead. “The dog? I know it’s a little unusual but—”
 
   Carol stamped her foot. “Not the dog. I don’t care if the dog stays.” She pointed her finger at George. “He’s the one who needs to go!”
 
   George’s face turned red and a nasty scowl crossed his features. “Now, look here,” he snarled, but Declan put his hand on his arm and gently squeezed.
 
   “This is neither the time or place for disagreements,” he said calmly. “We are here to pay our respects to Greta, a dear friend of both of yours. Whatever issues you might have with each other must be set aside today. Do you understand?”
 
   One of Carol’s sturdy black pumps tapped the floor. Her arms were crossed and she stared at George defiantly. I didn’t think she agreed with Declan at all, but then she looked around and realized the entire room had grown silent, watching the exchange. She had the decency to blush and she simply nodded and stepped away. 
 
   Right into the back of Lila Bartholomew.
 
   Lila whirled around, a vicious frown on her face. “Watch where you’re going, you nimrod!”
 
   Carol gasped. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Lila straightened her short frame. She was dressed in a bright purple caftan that looked to be about four sizes too big for her. She wore purple feather earrings and a massive amethyst ring. Color coordination appeared to be very important to her. 
 
   “I am here to pay my respects,” Lila announced. “Which is more than I can say for you!”
 
   Carol’s eyes widened. “How dare you say that?”
 
   Lila gave a short, little laugh. “How do I dare? Just look at you, picking a fight with poor George. And at a funeral, no less.”
 
   Declan wore a pained expression as he inserted himself between the two women. “Lila, it’s lovely to see you,” he said, smiling at the purple-clad woman. “Why don’t you go in and take a seat? The service will be starting shortly.”
 
   Lila glared at him but he just smiled and nodded toward the sanctuary door. She huffed and threw one last glare in Carol’s direction before limping through the door.  
 
   Declan turned his attention to Carol. “I know this is hard for you. It’s going to be a hard day for a lot of folks here in Latney. And everyone needs the opportunity to grieve or pay respects to Greta in their own way. Friends, acquaintances…” His voice trailed off, but the implication was there: enemies, too.
 
   Thankfully, Carol took the hint. She played with the collar of her black silk blouse, fingering the black pearl button at the base of her throat. “Fine,” she finally said, sighing. “I understand. And I’m sorry.”
 
   This time, Declan’s smile was genuine. “Don’t apologize. Today isn’t the day for that. Today belongs to Greta.”
 
   My throat constricted a little at his sentiments. He always seemed to know just what to say, and just what to do to diffuse a situation or to offer help. It was one of the things I loved best about him.
 
   Loved. I shook my head. Liked. It was one of the things I liked best about him. 
 
   Carol sniffled and reached for a handkerchief hanging out of her purse. She dabbed her eyes and her nose, which was the color of a cherry tomato, and then stuffed it back in place.
 
   Everyone had followed Lila’s lead into the sanctuary, and Carol positioned herself in line. I moved in behind her when the main door to the church opened again. 
 
   An elderly Superman stood in the doorway, his hands perched on his hips, his red cape billowing behind him.
 
   To his credit, Declan somehow managed to keep his composure.
 
   “Calvin,” he said, smiling at the costumed man. “How nice of you to join us. We were just heading into the sanctuary.”
 
   Calvin puffed out his chest. He was wearing a blue unitard with a handmade Superman logo pasted on to his chest. Instead of red underwear, he wore red boxers pulled up over his ample belly, along with a pair of red tights. He’d dyed his white hair black—with temporary color, I hoped—and he’d tried his best to fashion it into his best Christopher Reeve-esque hairstyle.
 
   “I made a couple of calls yesterday,” he said as he headed toward us. “Found out Superman was Greta’s favorite character. Figured the least I could do was show up for her funeral and give her a proper send off.”
 
   “That’s, uh, very kind of you,” Declan said. There were splotches of hair dye down Calvin’s neck, and I knew he was trying hard not to look at them. “Why don’t you join us in the sanctuary?”
 
   Calvin walked uneasily, his hands out almost as if for balance.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, stepping a little closer to him.
 
   He squinted at me. “Oh, I’m fine. Left my glasses in the car and I can’t see a darn thing.”
 
   “Do you want me to go get them for you?”
 
   He shook his head vigorously, and his carefully arranged hairstyle miraculously stayed in place. “Not a chance. Superman doesn’t wear glasses!”
 
   “But Clark Kent does,” I pointed out.
 
   He nodded. “Yes, but today I am Superman.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile. Calvin was goofy and eccentric, but seeing him dressed as Superman, and for the reason he proclaimed, was exactly what I needed in that moment. It was probably what we all needed.
 
   I offered him my arm. “May I be your Lois Lane?” I asked.
 
   His face lit up. “Why, certainly,” he said as he hooked his arm through mine. “Today, and when we film my next movie.”
 
   I chuckled.
 
   If anyone could convince me to dress as a news reporter and star in a one-man movie, I was pretty sure it was Calvin.
 
   


 
  

 
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The dog stayed quiet, Lila and Carol did not end up in a fistfight, and Superman didn’t need to save anyone.
 
   As Greta’s service came to a close, I called that a success. 
 
   Declan had struck just the right tone for the service. He spoke briefly about Greta’s life, reading some scripted remarks from her daughter, Heidi. He ended with a couple of personal stories of his own time with her at various church events, and he told these with sincerity and affection. I watched him with admiration as he delivered his remarks. Gone was the pastor who’d fumbled at times with his words during his Sunday sermons. Here, speaking passionately about a church member he so clearly loved, he was a different man. Confident. Inspiring.
 
   A weird feeling of pride washed over me.
 
   Mabel had returned from her trip to North Carolina, and she sang the closing hymn as we all filed out of the rows of pews and back into the foyer. Declan had announced there would be a small reception in the fellowship hall prior to a private interment.
 
   I had one foot out of the sanctuary when I spied Sheriff Lewis lurking by the front door. I hadn’t noticed him at the service, but since I was sitting in one of the front pews, there was a good chance I simply hadn’t seen him. He was dressed in his uniform of white shirt and khakis, his sheriff badge pinned to his chest. His trusty pipe was tucked in his shirt pocket and he reached for it as soon as he saw me. He pulled it out as he headed my way.
 
   “Surprised to see you here,” he remarked, fixing me with a steely stare.
 
   “Oh?” I tried to strike a noncommittal tone. “Why is that?”
 
   His moustache twitched. “No reason.”
 
   I smiled sweetly. Or at least I tried to. “Have you made any headway with the investigation?”
 
   He snorted. “As if I’m going to tell you.” His gaze moved from me to something behind me and he straightened and nodded. 
 
   I turned to see who he was looking at, and instantly knew. Heidi, Greta’s daughter.
 
   I’d noticed her during the service, sitting alone in the front row. I was seated to her right, one row back, but the angle of the sanctuary allowed a partial view of her throughout the service. She’d sat ramrod straight, her eyes trained on Declan the whole time. I’d admired her composure as she sat through the eulogy, and wondered where she was drawing her strength from. 
 
   I looked at her now, speaking with people who were offering their condolences. She had shoulder-length brown hair parted straight down the middle, and rather severe looking features: a sharp nose, high cheekbones, thin lips. I thought about what Greta looked like, her curly white hair and her face a map of soft, leathery wrinkles. It was hard to draw a resemblance from the woman standing in front of me to the woman I’d found in the chair.
 
   Heidi looked up, and noticed me staring at her. She offered an uncertain smile and I stepped forward.
 
   The sheriff leaned down as I made to leave. “You best behave yourself, Miss Day. I’ll be watching you.”
 
   I approached Heidi with what I hoped was a warm, sympathetic smile. “Heidi, right?” I asked, extending my hand.
 
   She held hers out and we shook. Her grip was surprisingly firm. “Yes,” she said, nodding. Her features were even sharper, more hawk-like, up close. “And you are Rainy. The woman who found Mother.”
 
   I shifted uneasily. “I am,” I said. “I’m so sorry about your loss.”
 
   Heidi’s thin lips spread into an even thinner smile. “Don’t be,” she said. “Mother is right where she needs to be.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, nodding, even though it felt like a peculiar thing to say. “In heaven,” I added.
 
   Heidi affirmed my words. “Yes. In heaven. With my father.”
 
   Now, normally, I thought people looked forward to going to heaven to be with Jesus and their Heavenly Father. At least that was what I’d been taught through my very limited knowledge of religion and the afterlife. 
 
   “Your father?” I repeated. “I’m sorry…has he passed, too?” As soon as I said it, I had a vague recollection of Declan telling me this a couple of days earlier.
 
   Heidi gave a slight nod. “Almost three years ago.” She was holding a program for the service in her hand and she used this to fan herself, even though it felt relatively cool in the foyer. St. Simon’s was an old church but it did its job with keeping the temperature at a comfortable level.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I sounded like a broken record, but I didn’t think there was much else to say in situations like these. “It’s never easy to lose someone you love.”
 
   I wanted to kick myself at the corny platitude that had just left my lips, but I was struggling finding the right words to say. Maybe there simply weren’t any.
 
   “It isn’t easy,” Heidi said. The smile was gone and a hint of sadness flashed in her eyes before she regained her composure. “But like I said, she’s where she belongs now.”
 
   I was glad Heidi was at peace with her mother’s death. I wondered if she had been filled in on the suspicious details the sheriff had inadvertently shared with me and Declan. Based on her current state, I leaned toward no. I could understand if she found comfort knowing her mother was in heaven, but I still thought she’d be a little upset if she knew Greta had gotten there prematurely, and had had a little help in getting there.
 
   And I thought she’d be even more upset if she thought that I had somehow been involved.
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   Carol and I were washing dishes.
 
   The reception had ended and I’d offered to stay and help clean up. Declan and Heidi had left with a couple church members for the private funeral, and the fellowship hall had slowly emptied out until just the two of us remained.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to go?” I’d asked Carol. “To the funeral?”
 
   Carol pursed her lips and shook her head. “I wasn’t invited.”
 
   I frowned. “Oh.”
 
   Carol grabbed paper napkins and plates, stacking them into a haphazard pile. “It’s fine,” she told me. “Heidi wanted a private thing. They did the same when Nelson died.”
 
   “Nelson?”
 
   “Greta’s husband. He passed a few years ago. Pancreatic cancer.”
 
   She didn’t seem slighted by the lack of invitation, which was a good thing. We’d gathered up the rest of the paper products and then headed into the kitchen attached to the hall to wash coffeepots and empty cookie and pastry trays.
 
   Carol plunged a serving tray into the sink full of soapy water. She ran the dishcloth over the surface, scrubbing at the crumbs left behind. She rinsed it and then put it in the oversized dish drainer, where I plucked it out and dried it off. 
 
   “Heidi seems to be doing okay with everything,” I commented as I stacked the tray onto a pile of other clean ones. They were cafeteria-style trays, red faded to a dull orange, and they’d been lined with scalloped paper liners to dress them up a little. 
 
   Carol dropped a handful of silver tongs into the sink. “Oh, I’m sure she is,” she said. She scrubbed at a pair of tongs, removing bits of crumbs and dried chocolate. “As far as Heidi is concerned, Greta is right where she is supposed to be. Back with Nelson.”
 
   I’d heard essentially the same words from Heidi. “I take it she was pretty upset when her father died?”
 
   Carol rinsed the tongs and set them in the dish drainer. “I don’t really know,” she told me. “What I do know is that she was very upset when Greta started dating after Nelson died.”
 
   The tongs were hot and I wrapped the towel around them so it wouldn’t come in contact with my fingers. “Why is that?”
 
   “The whole ‘death ‘til us part’ was never good enough for Heidi,” Carol said, shaking her head. “She thought marriage lasted beyond the grave, that her mother should remain faithful to her husband’s memory.”
 
   I frowned. That sounded like a lonely existence, especially for a widow or widower who might outlive their spouse by years or decades, even. “But what about Greta? I assume she wanted to date?”
 
   She set another pair of tongs in the dish drainer. “I don’t think she did, initially. From what I’d heard, she loved Nelson very much. They had a very good marriage. But I think she got lonely, and George started paying attention to her.” She looked at me and smiled. “No matter how old you get, the attention from a man can be very flattering.”
 
   I smiled back. Carol might have had a couple of decades on me in the age department, but I definitely knew what she was talking about. I found Declan’s attentions flattering, and Gunnar…even though he was no spring chicken himself, he still somehow managed to make me weak in the knees on occasion.
 
   “When Heidi got wind of it, she was furious,” Carol continued. She was hunched over the sink, scrubbing out a coffeepot. “Couldn’t understand why Greta would turn her back on her marriage vows.”
 
   “But her marriage vows died with her husband.”
 
   “Not according to Heidi,” Carol responded. She turned the water on and filled up the pot, swirling the water inside to rinse out the suds. “The last several months have been pretty rough between them.”
 
   I waited for the pot to come my way, then reached for it to dry it off. “I thought George and Greta broke up, though?”
 
   Carol nodded. “They did. But by then, the damage had been done. Heidi was barely speaking to Greta.”
 
   I wondered how that decision sat with Heidi now. If she’d held a grudge against her mother for dating another man and not being true to her husband’s memory, was she regretting it now that her mother was dead? I knew that if it had been me, I would have. But then again, I wouldn’t have found myself in that situation in the first place. 
 
   “So they weren’t talking? At all?”
 
   Carol pulled the stopper and the water rushed down the drain. She wrung out the dishcloth and draped it over the faucet. “Oh, Heidi still came by once or twice a week, but it was purely in a caregiving way. She took Greta to her appointments, and she made sure to pick up her medicines and get them sorted for the week. She was there most Sundays, getting everything set for the week. But there was very little conversation or warmth; at least not from what I saw.”
 
   My heart ached in a new way for Greta. I hadn’t known her at all, but she’d obviously been going through a rough period with her daughter. I was a bit less sympathetic toward Heidi, and a part of me hoped that she was at least feeling a little regretful over the state of her relationship with her mother. 
 
   I finished drying the last of the dishes and Carol and I both moved back into the hall area for one last pass-through. There was a paper napkin on the floor, but otherwise, the room was spotless. It was hard to believe that it had been filled nearly to capacity just an hour earlier.
 
   The room was furnished with cafeteria tables and Carol sank down on one of the benches. “Thank you for staying and helping,” she said. 
 
   She rubbed her temples and tried to offer a smile, but I could see that she was tired and sad.
 
   “No need to thank me,” I said. “It was the least I could do.”
 
   “No,” she told me, “the least you could do was not show up. But you did. So thank you. I know you didn’t know Greta while she was here, but I’m pretty sure you would have liked her. And I have a feeling she would have liked you, too.”
 
   Her words warmed my heart. “Thank you.” I studied her for a moment. She was wearing make-up but no powder or foundation could hide the exhaustion and sadness reflecting in her eyes. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked. “Do you want me to stay with you for a little bit? Or go somewhere? For coffee or something?”
 
   Tears welled in her eyes and she quickly looked away, shaking her head. “No, I’ll be fine. I…I need to get through this on my own.”
 
   “Are you sure? I’m happy to stay.”
 
   Carol shook her head. “I just…I just need time. To come to terms with everything that has happened. That’s all.”
 
   “Okay,” I said uncertainly. “If you’re sure.”
 
   “I’m sure.” She tried to make her voice sound firm, but I wasn’t buying it. But I also didn’t know her well enough to press the issue either.
 
   Reluctantly, I reached for my purse and dug out my keys. “Alright, then. I’m sure I’ll see you around, especially with Dorothy Days and the quilt competition coming up.”
 
   When she glanced at me, I said, “I signed up to volunteer. I don’t know what I’ll be doing yet, but the meeting is this weekend.”
 
   Carol nodded. Her eyes darted in my direction before she glanced down at her hands. “Have you heard anything about the…cause of death?”
 
   I felt my pulse ratchet up a notch. Had she heard rumors about the sheriff’s suspicions? And if she had, then who else knew, too? 
 
   “Excuse me?” I asked lightly.
 
   Even from where I was standing, I could see her swallow hard. “I heard the sheriff talking earlier today. He said something about an investigation.” She looked up at me with wide, worried eyes. “They don’t think something bad happened to Greta, do they?”
 
   My throat felt dry. I didn’t know what to tell her. One, I was certain that the sheriff had told me more than he’d intended when he’d let it slip that Greta had been poisoned. And two, I didn’t want Carol to know that he was considering me a potential suspect.
 
   “I don’t really know,” I said, which was the truth. The sheriff hadn’t given me specifics, and based on his past history of inept investigative skills, I wasn’t sure he knew what he was doing with this particular case, either. Carol still looked worried so I added, “I’m sure it was natural causes. We have no reason to think otherwise, right?”
 
   She nodded, a look of relief crossing her face. “I would hate to think of anything…sinister happening to her. She was such a sweet, kind woman.” Her voice broke a little and she cleared her throat. 
 
   “I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” I told her.
 
   I crossed my fingers and hoped I was telling the truth.
 
   For her sake as well as mine.
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I should have learned my lesson about volunteering, especially after finding Greta.
 
   But it was Sunday and I was volunteering again: this time, for the Dorothy Days Planning Committee.
 
   I’d gone home after the service and spent the better part of the day tackling the guesthouse. I’d been putting off giving it the deep cleaning it needed, so I’d changed out of my funeral clothes and into a pair of shorts and t-shirt, pulled my hair into a loose ponytail, grabbed some cleaning supplies, and headed over.
 
   After spending most of the afternoon wiping down walls and windows and floors, I’d made a quick dinner and gone to bed early, exhausted both mentally and physically. 
 
   So I’d woken early the next morning, eaten a quick breakfast and was out the door to make it in time for the 9 am meeting.
 
   It was being held in the pavilion next to the lake, a sturdy cedar structure filled with rustic picnic tables. There were a couple of built-in charcoal grills on either side of the pavilion, and more seating in the grassy area that sloped toward the pristine water of the lake.
 
   I hadn’t known what to expect when I signed up to volunteer. But Declan and I had talked about it back in the spring and when I saw the flyer in the bank window back in June, I’d made a mental note to sign up to help. 
 
   So I was a little surprised to see that there were only half a dozen people sitting at the picnic tables, waiting for the meeting to start.
 
   And that Heidi, Greta’s daughter, was one of them.
 
   If she noticed me, she didn’t give any indication. She sat alone at one of the tables, scrolling through her phone as she waited for the meeting to start. I sat down at an empty table, smiling at the other people who looked curiously at me. I recognized a couple of faces from church, but didn’t know their names.
 
   A woman several years younger than me stood up and turned to face the small crowd that was gathered. She looked to be close to the same age as my daughter, Laura, and had long black hair pulled into a French braid. Silver and turquoise earrings dangled from her ears and a wide, matching bracelet circled her wrist. She held a clipboard and a pen, and she glanced down at it before clearing her throat and smiling brightly.
 
   “Welcome, everyone, to the Lake Dorothy Conservation Group’s Volunteer Round-Up,” she announced. She looked us over, beaming. “Wow, what a great crowd we have here! So many volunteers! Thank you so much for coming out so early on a Saturday morning to volunteer your time.”
 
   I snuck another peek at the crowd, glancing behind me to see if throngs of people had shown up since my arrival. But there was no one else, just the half dozen or so people who were sitting in front of and next to me. If this was a great crowd, I wondered what the volunteer count had looked like in previous years.
 
   “My name is Savannah Springs, and I am the president of LDCG. And I just can’t tell you how excited I am to be here and to share our vision of Dorothy Days with you all,” she gushed. Her smile threatened to overtake her entire face. “We need a lot of volunteers to make Dorothy Days a success, which means each and every one of you are important to me.”
 
   I bit back a smile of my own. She was either a motivational speaker by day or she’d spent a good chunk of her younger years as a cheerleader. Despite her corny talk and over-the-top bubbliness, I found myself liking her. Her positivity was just what I needed to pull myself out of the post-funeral funk and the specter of being under suspicion for Greta’s death. 
 
   Savannah unclipped something from her clipboard. She began handing out sheets of paper to the people sitting down. I took one and read it over. It was a list of the schedule of events for Dorothy Days, as well as areas that needed volunteers. I quickly scanned it. They needed volunteers for running the cotton candy and popcorn machines; for checking in quilts for the quilt competition and manning the tent; for monitoring the rubber duck race across Lake Dorothy, and for organizing and judging the Dorothy for a Day contest.
 
   I raised my hand. “Can you explain what the ‘Dorothy for a Day’ contest is?”
 
   Savannah smiled. “Of course! Back when Dorothy Days started, there was a contest—a pageant, if you will—for local Dorothys.”
 
   “Dorothys?” I repeated.
 
   She nodded. “It was a very popular name back in the 1940s. As times changed, the pageant changed and we allowed anyone whose name started with the letter ‘D’ to enter. Doris, Diana, Denise. You get the picture.”
 
   “And…now?”
 
   Savannah beamed. “Well, a few years ago I proposed something new. Now, we have a contest for the best Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz! Girls and women from all over come dressed as Dorothy and we choose the very best one!” Her eyes lasered in on me. “Would you like to help with the Dorothy for a Day contest?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, no.”
 
   Savannah’s face fell.
 
   “I mean, I’m not ready to commit to anything just yet,” I stammered. 
 
   Heidi spoke up. “I’d like to help with the quilt competition,” she said.
 
   Savannah graced her with a smile. “Thank you! This is what we need: take-charge volunteers who are happy to step up and make our Dorothy Days a success!” 
 
   If she meant that comment to be a dig at me, it worked. I thought for one second and said, “Fine, I’ll help with the Dorothy contest. As long as I don’t have to be a judge,” I added.
 
   Savannah flashed her mega-watt smile at me. “Wonderful! No, you won’t have to judge. We have our board members take care of that.” 
 
   She looked expectantly at the remaining four people sitting at the tables. Most of them were elderly, but there was one young couple there who looked like they were trying to figure out how to slip away without being noticed. 
 
   I watched as Savannah zeroed in on them, cheerfully bullying them into volunteer positions. She asked me to help make copies of more flyers, and to take a shift running the popcorn machine. I didn’t know how to say no, so I just nodded and smiled. Within ten minutes, we’d all been assigned tasks, and she’d typed our contact information into the iPad she pulled from her backpack.
 
   I was gathering my things to leave when Heidi approached me. Dressed in jeans and a short-sleeve t-shirt, her hair pulled into a ponytail, she looked much less severe than the previous day. Her features were still sharp but I noticed freckles dusting her cheeks and nose, and her lips looked softer, fuller without the harsh lip liner she’d worn before.
 
   “Thank you for staying to help yesterday,” she said. And then, because she must have seen my confusion as to how she knew I’d done this, she added, “Declan told me you and Carol handled most of the cleanup duties after the reception.” 
 
   “It was the least I could do,” I said. 
 
   She nodded. “Well, I appreciate it. And I’m sure Mother would, too.”
 
   “You must miss her terribly,” I said.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Your mom,” I said. “Losing a loved one can be so hard.”
 
   “As I mentioned yesterday, she’s where she belongs.”
 
   I tried not to frown. It was such an odd thing to say. 
 
   “Of course, I am concerned over some things I heard from the sheriff.”
 
   I felt the hairs rise up on the back of my neck. “Oh? What did he say?”
 
   She sucked in her cheeks, which made her cheekbones look like razors. “I don’t really know,” she said shortly. “He told me the cause of death was suspicious. That’s all I know.”
 
   “You didn’t ask for any details?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “Why would I? Nothing is going to bring her back, is it?”
 
   She had a point. “Well, no, but…”
 
   “Besides,” she said, cutting me off, “I have my own suspicions if it was indeed foul play.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   I waited, but she didn’t offer any details. “Are you…?” I paused. I looked around and then dropped my voice to a whisper. “Are you thinking it might have been George?”
 
   Her eyes widened in surprise and she actually chuckled. “George? Not a chance. He’s too much of a coward to try anything.” She stared at me. “No, if I had to bet money, I’d put it on Lila Bartholomew. She’s had it in for my mom since day one.”
 
   And just like that, we were back to Lila. I thought about what Carol and Gunnar had had to say about the elderly woman, and I remembered my own interactions with her. She was definitely a sourpuss, but a murderer? 
 
   “Do you really think she did something to your mom?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Heidi said. “But I wouldn’t put it past her.”
 
   I nodded. I was beginning to think that I wouldn’t put it past her, either.
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Please don’t kill me.”
 
   I was standing outside, holding on to a ladder. Gunnar was on the top rung, a chainsaw in his hands. 
 
   “How would I kill you?” he called down. “I’m the one holding the chainsaw. I’m the one who could lose a limb up here.”
 
   My hands held tight to the ladder. “Yeah, well you could drop the chainsaw and slice my head off.”
 
   Gunnar’s chuckle rained down on me. “Only you would think of something like that.” 
 
   He looked down at me and even from fifteen feet up, I could see his hazel eyes sparkling and the deep indent of his dimples as he smiled.
 
   It was Sunday afternoon and we were trimming one of the tall ash trees in the backyard. The branches were brushing the roof, and during storms and windy weather, thumping it pretty soundly. Gunnar had mentioned trimming them a while back, but we hadn’t set any firm date to tackle it.
 
   But then he’d shown up in his pickup with the ladder hanging out the back and asked if it was a good time to take care of it.
 
   Since I’d been doing absolutely nothing, I didn’t have a reason to object.
 
   Well, I hadn’t really been doing nothing. I’d been obsessing over Greta and what little I knew about the circumstances surrounding her death. If her death really was being considered a homicide—and I had my suspicions about that, simply because I hadn’t heard anything more about it since the sheriff’s visit and his rather cryptic remarks at the funeral—then who would have a motive to kill her? To the best of my knowledge, I had two likely suspects. Lila definitely had a motive: she wanted to win the quilt competition, and they had been rivals for years. But if Greta had been poisoned, as the sheriff had intimated, how would she have been able to accomplish that? If they were as unfriendly to each other as I’d been led to believe, Lila probably wouldn’t have been able to get near Greta to do anything to her.
 
   I thought the same thing about George, too.  From what Carol had told me, he clearly had the temper to do something violent and rash. Even Calvin had substantiated that with his own stories. But if he and Greta had been broken up, how could he have gotten to her?
 
   A new thought occurred to me. If there really was “poison” in Greta’s system, maybe she had committed suicide. I didn’t know much about her mental health: what if she was really torn up over her break-up with George? Or what if she missed her husband, Nelson, and decided to take matters into her own hands so that she could be with him again? Heidi had wanted them together in eternity; maybe Greta had wanted the same thing.
 
   “Miss Daydreamer,” Gunnar called, snapping me back to attention.
 
   I regripped the ladder and it wobbled. I gasped, trying to steady it and hoping Gunnar wouldn’t plummet to his death. And take me out with him.
 
   “Now I think you’re trying to kill me,” he grumbled, loud enough for me to hear.
 
   “Sorry,” I yelled up to him.
 
   He answered with another smile and then pulled the cord on the chainsaw. It rumbled and roared to life and I fought the urge to jump back from the ladder. I knew I had to stay put. Gunnar was on the very top rung, despite the fact that I’d voiced my misgivings over this. He positioned his knees against the top of the ladder and leaned into position. The chainsaw whined when it hit a branch, whirring and spinning as it worked its way through the wood.
 
   I watched intently for a few minutes, both fascinated and terrified as branches fell to the ground. The chainsaw was loud, drowning out all other sounds, and my eyes were focused on the man at the top of the ladder. So when a shadow loomed over me and someone simultaneously tapped me on the shoulder, I jumped.
 
   And screamed.
 
   Thankfully, Gunnar didn’t hear me, and I must not have shaken the ladder because he continued attacking the tree with the saw.
 
   “You scared me half to death!” I said to Sheriff Lewis.
 
   He didn’t even have the decency to look apologetic. He adjusted the hat on his head, tipping it in acknowledgment.
 
   “What can I do for you?” I asked. 
 
   He cupped his ear and frowned.
 
   I repeated my question, louder this time so he could hear me over the chainsaw.
 
   “I hear you’ve been asking questions,” Sheriff Lewis said, frowning. “Snooping around.”
 
   I responded with a frown of my own. “Snooping around? Where did you get that idea?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “You best keep your nose out of this, Miss Rainy Day. Especially since you are still considered a person of interest.”
 
   I stared at him, shaking my head. “I can’t believe you think I could somehow be involved in this. I told you, I didn’t even know Greta!”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Motive, Sheriff,” I said, stating what I thought was the obvious. “Why would I do something to a woman I didn’t even know?”
 
   His frown deepened. “Attention? Or maybe you’re just a cold-blooded killer. None of us here in Latney really know you, Miss Day, but what we do know is that you seem to stir up trouble wherever you go.”
 
   I wanted to point out that I hadn’t stirred up trouble at all. It had come knocking on my door and sucked me in. I hadn’t sought out the bones or the fire, and I hadn’t sought out the missing person case involving Leslie, either. 
 
   “You’re barking up the wrong tree,” I told him. I glanced back up at Gunnar. He was still sawing, oblivious to my conversation with the sheriff.
 
   “You think so?” the sheriff asked. He slipped his thumbs through the belt loops on his pants and hiked them up a little. “You wanna explain why your prints are all over Greta Hedley’s house?”
 
   “My what?”
 
   “Your fingerprints,” he thundered. 
 
   He was trying to intimidate me, and it was working. My heart was beating fast and my throat felt thick and dry. I swallowed but the saliva got stuck in my throat and I ended up coughing instead.
 
   The sheriff gave me a satisfied smile.
 
   I cleared my throat. “My prints are probably in her house because I was there, Sheriff. Delivering a meal.”
 
   “A likely story,” he said.
 
   “I know it’s a likely story,” I retorted, “because it’s the only story there is.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.”
 
   I gave him an exasperated look. “Is there a reason why you’re here?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, nodding slowly. “I’d like to advise you not to leave town. And to maybe start looking at some legal representation. I expect to make an arrest within the next forty-eight hours.”
 
   My heart hammered faster. I knew exactly what he was doing: trying to intimidate me. And I knew I had nothing to worry about because I was innocent of everything he was accusing me of. 
 
   But none of that mattered, especially when the sheriff was looming over me, his eyes narrowed, his moustache drooping into a frown. 
 
   “Do you have any suspects?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. You,” he said bluntly.
 
   “What about Lila Bartholomew? Or George, Greta’s ex-boyfriend?”
 
   Sheriff Lewis glared at me. “Why are you bringing those fine people into this mess?”
 
   “I…I’m just suggesting that they weren’t exactly on friendly terms with Greta,” I pointed out. “She and Lila were enemies because of quilting, and George and Greta had broken up. There might have been a little animosity there.”
 
   “It’s a darn shame I can’t bring you up on charges of slander!” he practically shouted. “Smearing the good names of these fine citizens of Latney!”
 
   I wanted to know why he was so quick to defend them and just as quick to accuse me, despite the fact that I had no ties to the victim and that both of the individuals I mentioned had at least a soft motive to see Greta harmed.
 
   But then it dawned on me. 
 
   I was an outsider. 
 
   Lila and George were not.
 
   The sheriff had no vested interest in believing me or protecting me.
 
   As far as he was concerned, all I’d done was cause trouble. For him, and for the citizens of his precious town. Especially for his good buddy, Len.
 
   This realization didn’t improve my situation, but it at least gave me a concrete reason as to why he was singling me out and trying to pin something on me that I hadn’t done.
 
   “Rainy?” 
 
   It was Gunnar’s voice.
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   I looked to the sheriff. His face was red, and he was breathing heavily, clearly agitated. 
 
   “Yes,” I told him in a shaky voice. The potential severity of the situation was beginning to sink in. “Everything is fine.” I held the sheriff’s gaze. “Isn’t it, Sheriff?”
 
   “It won’t be for long,” he growled. “If I were you, I’d take my advice and get yourself ready.” He tipped his hat again, then pivoted and stalked back to his car. 
 
   I tried to steady my breathing and my trembling hands. I hated that he’d rattled me. Even though I knew I was innocent of what he was accusing me of, I also knew that I couldn’t find complacency in that. Plenty of people were accused of crimes they didn’t commit. Some of them even went to jail for them. 
 
   I didn’t think my situation would come to that, but that wasn’t the only thing concerning me.
 
   I didn’t like that I had to consider the sheriff my enemy. 
 
   Gunnar must have noticed something was wrong because the chainsaw turned off and before I knew what was happening, he was climbing down the ladder.
 
   “What was that all about?” he asked as he stepped off the bottom rung. He was still holding the chainsaw, and I couldn’t help but notice how taut his bicep was as he held the heavy piece of equipment.
 
   “Oh, nothing,” I said hastily, pasting on a smile.
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “What did the sheriff want?”
 
   I hesitated. He knew a little bit about my troubles with the sheriff—after all, I’d told Gunnar the other night that he was making noises about me being involved—but I didn’t want to pull him all the way in. Not because I thought he wouldn’t side with me; Gunnar knew all too well what Sheriff Lewis was like, and I had no doubt he would leap to my defense.
 
   But that was just it. I didn’t want to be the damsel in distress. I didn’t want to constantly need rescuing. I already depended on him enough. Any time something remotely mechanical popped up, he was the first person I called. He’d fixed more things in my house than I had, and he had always been willing to help, regardless of what I needed. And, like Declan, he’d fixed me emotionally, too. Declan was my rock when I needed advice; Gunnar lifted my spirits and made me laugh. Different, but just as vital.
 
   “Rainy?” He lowered the chainsaw to the ground and took a step closer, a frown creasing his forehead. “You okay?”
 
   Wordlessly, I shook my head. 
 
   Within seconds, he was by my side, his hand on my arm. It was warm and strong and it didn’t melt me: it destroyed me. I felt the tears well up in my eyes, the sob hitch in my throat.
 
   Gunnar gave me an alarmed look. “What is going on?”
 
   “He…he really thinks I did it,” I managed to choke out. “He’s going to try to blame me for Greta’s death. However he can.”
 
   Gunnar squeezed my arm. “He has no evidence,” he said gently. “This is just how that bozo does things. You know that.”
 
   “I’m an outsider,” I said. The tears had leaked from my eyes to my cheeks and I brushed them away. “He doesn’t believe a word I say. And he’s going to paste together all of his supposed evidence to arrest me.” I took a deep, shuddering breath. “I should have never moved to this town. Never!”
 
   Gunnar moved his hand from my arm to my shoulder and pulled me against his chest. I could hear his heart beating, could feel the warmth of his skin through his shirt. He smelled like sandalwood and gasoline. 
 
   “Don’t you worry,” he said, his mouth moving against my hair as he spoke. “I’ll go have a talk with the sheriff. He’s blowing smoke, and he needs to stop.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I don’t want you getting involved.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Because I wanted to fight my own battles. Because I didn’t want to get anyone involved who might later resent having done so. 
 
   I didn’t answer. His hands gripped my shoulders and he pulled me just far enough away from him so that he could look me in the eye.
 
   “Why not?” he repeated. 
 
   The look of confusion mixed with concern sent a fresh wave of tears from my eyes. I tried to turn away from him so he wouldn’t see but he touched my chin with his forefinger, keeping me facing him.
 
   “I just…I don’t want to involve you,” I whispered. 
 
   “Too late,” he whispered back. His eyes locked on mine. “I already am.”
 
   I don’t know who made the first move. 
 
   And I didn’t care.
 
   Because when Gunnar’s lips met mine, I knew one thing:
 
   He was definitely involved.
 
   And so was I. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t stop thinking about Gunnar’s kiss.
 
   Which was problematic, because I was standing at Savannah Spring’s doorstep, waiting to pick up the flyer I’d promised to have copied for Dorothy Days, and all I could think about was Gunnar’s arms around me, his lips on mine.
 
   The kiss had been electric. A toe-curling, insides-on-fire kind of kiss.
 
   The moments after had been decidedly less so.
 
   As with the question of who had initiated the kiss, I also didn’t know who had broken away from the embrace first. I did know, however, that my cheeks had practically heated to boiling point and Gunnar had simply smiled, an impish, knowing grin that had ignited all sorts of feelings in me on my own. Instead of responding or reacting to the kiss, I’d simply picked up the chainsaw and handed it back to him, asking if he was going to finish trimming the tree. He’d given me a sideways glance, opened his mouth to say something, then stopped. With a wink, he’d simply nodded and hopped back up on the ladder. And I’d spent the remaining thirty minutes watching him standing above me, trying to figure out what the heck I was supposed to do about my feelings for him.
 
   The door to the house swung open, and Savannah greeted me with a smile. “Rainy,” she gushed. “I’m so glad you could come by!”
 
   “I said I’d be by for the flyers,” I reminded her. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” she said, nodding. “It’s just so nice that you do what you say you’re going to do. We appreciate that in our volunteers. We appreciate you!”
 
   I forced a smile. Her enthusiasm was veering into the irritating category.
 
   “Are they ready?” I asked. “The flyers? I can take them over to Winslow this afternoon and get them copied.” I vaguely remembered seeing a mail and copy place near the sheriff’s office.
 
   Savannah frowned. “Oh, you don’t need to take them over there. Toby’s has a little photocopying center.”
 
   “They do?” I’d been shopping at the town’s grocery store for months and had never noticed a copy center. 
 
   “They sure do,” she said, nodding. “It’s attached to the pharmacy.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. I’d never visited that section of the store, so it made sense that I hadn’t noticed it. I wasn’t sure why they would lump drugs and photocopies together, but there were lots of things in Latney that didn’t make sense. 
 
   “Just give me a sec and I’ll grab it,” Savannah said. “Do you want to come in? Maybe stay for a cup of coffee or something?”
 
   I tried to be as polite as possible when I declined. “Thanks, but no. I have some stuff I need to do around the house today.” I didn’t want to admit that I would be far too distracted by what had transpired with Gunnar earlier that day to be able to focus on polite small talk with a woman I barely knew.
 
   “Gotcha!” She smiled again. “You really are a go-getter, aren’t you? Always busy, always doing things. I like that!”
 
   I waited to roll my eyes until she walked away from the door. Yes, she had definitely crossed over to irritating.
 
   I stood on the front porch and waited for her to return with the flyer. Her house was a simple, one-story patio home, painted a soft blue with dark blue accent. The yellow front door provided a nice pop of bright color, and matched the blooming daisies that bordered the house. Savannah’s house was a block down from Greta’s: same street, same side of the street. As I stood there, watching bumblebees dive-bomb the daisies, I wondered if she had known her elderly neighbor. I couldn’t recall seeing her at the funeral service, but then again, I hadn’t met her at that point and she probably would have just blended in with the rest of the sea of unfamiliar faces.
 
   Savannah returned with a manila envelope. She opened it to show me the contents. A single flyer, with the image of a lake and a shadowy figure of Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz. Below the image were the dates of the festival along with a calendar of events. 
 
   “We should probably make two hundred copies,” she told me. “And I have a list of places you can hang them up, both here and in Winslow. If you want to head over to Meyersville, you could do that, too. We have people from miles away who come for this event,”
 
   I wrinkled my brow. “Um, I’m just photocopying these.”
 
   She put a hand on her hip. “Well, what good will that do if we get them copied but don’t distribute them, silly?” She chuckled. “I know you said you have some stuff to do this afternoon so it’s totally fine if you want to hold off putting these up until tomorrow. But we really need to move on this: the event is less than a month away and we need to make sure people are aware of the dates and get them on their calendars.”
 
   “I can’t—”
 
   But she wasn’t listening. She thrust the envelope at me and flashed me a bright smile. “Thank you so much for helping us, Rainy! I know you’re new in town, and I know you’ve had a bit of a rough go with everything that’s happened. This is such a good move, getting involved with the community. I’ll be sure that everyone knows how important you were to the success of our event!”
 
   Before I could say another word, she waved her hand and closed the door. I stood there, speechless, the envelope limp in my hands.
 
   Somehow, my responsibilities for Dorothy Days had now morphed into making hundreds of photocopies of the flyer and distributing them to all of the businesses in the neighboring towns. 
 
   The normal, sane Rainy would have knocked on that front door until Savannah Springs opened it, and then told her in no uncertain terms what she could do with her stack of flyers.
 
   But I was no longer sane and normal Rainy. I was worried, paranoid Rainy, the woman who thought the sheriff was out to get her and the woman who, standing on that doorstep, having been bullied into doing a job I hadn’t signed up to do, decided that distributing flyers was a surefire way to convince the town—and the man who had it in for me—that I wasn’t an outsider. That I was invested, and an integral member of the town of Latney.
 
   Clutching my folder, I spun on my heel and headed back to my car. I would do what she wanted, but not because she had bullied me into it. I would do it to help myself.
 
   I adjusted the air conditioning the minute I turned the car on, aiming the vent so that it was blowing directly on me. I would go and make the copies now, and then come up with a plan of attack for getting them distributed. It would be easy enough to hit the businesses in Latney. I could do those on my way home from the store; at least the ones that were open today. Winslow and the surrounding towns were another matter, but I would cross that bridge tomorrow. Or the next day. Or never, depending upon whether my sanity returned.
 
   I pulled away from the curb, away from Savannah’s house and back toward downtown Latney. Toby’s was just a few minutes away and, with any luck, I’d have the flyer photocopied and distributed to the various businesses in short order. 
 
   I slowed to a stop at the stop sign and waited for a group of kids to cross on their bikes. They were a medley of ages, from grade school to high school, and they all had towels in their arms or in bike baskets, which led me to believe they were headed to Lake Dorothy for a day of swimming. It was a good day for it: hot but not too muggy, with an endless, cloudless sky.
 
   As I waited for them to cross, I gazed toward Greta’s house. It looked exactly the same as it had almost a week earlier, and I felt a little pang of sadness, knowing the house was now sitting empty. I wondered what would happen to it now that Greta was gone. Would Heidi sell it? Move in herself? I didn’t know where she lived or even what she did for a living.
 
   I was mulling over these thoughts when a man appeared in her side yard. He walked slowly, and seemed to be ducking and sticking close to the wall, as if he didn’t want to be seen. I leaned over my steering wheel, trying to get a better view. There was no visible uniform, nothing to indicate he might be a utility worker of some kind.
 
   I squinted, and then my eyes widened as I recognized some of his features. His tall, thin frame. His wispy white hair.
 
   My mouth dropped open.
 
   George Weddle was the man sneaking around the exterior of Greta’s house.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I pulled through the stop sign and then parked next to the curb. I was out of my car in seconds, and in front of George just as fast.
 
   “What are you doing?” I blurted out as I approached him,
 
   He gave me a look of surprise, and then his expression darkened. “What’s it to you?”
 
   I swallowed, trying to soften my approach. Just because I saw him lurking around his dead ex-girlfriend’s house did not mean I needed to attack him. At least not right away.
 
   “I just was surprised to see you here,” I said in a gentler voice. I smiled and hoped it didn’t look as fake as it felt. 
 
   He eyed me suspiciously for a minute, but then he lowered his gaze and sighed. “I was just here to visit.”
 
   “To visit?”
 
   George nodded. “I…I still can’t believe she’s gone.” His voice caught and he cleared his throat. Despite my suspicions about him, I felt a little sorry for him. He was clearly upset by Greta’s death, and was probably struggling with a whole bunch of emotions. 
 
   “So you just…come over?”
 
   He nodded again. “It helps me feel closer to her,” he said. He gave me a teary-eyed smile. “Sometimes I just sit outside. Her backyard has a wooden swing, one of those patio ones. We would sit out there sometimes. She would quilt and I would read. Well, when I wasn’t feeling seasick. Darn thing always got to my stomach.”
 
   The smile on my face was genuine this time.
 
   “But sometimes, I go on inside. Sit down in her rocking chair. Make some tea—peppermint was her favorite. That smell will always remind me of her.”
 
   I tried not to look alarmed. “You go in the house?” I immediately wondered if Melvin had forgotten to lock it up after removing Greta’s body.
 
   George gave me a defensive look. “I have a key. Greta gave it to me herself!”
 
   “I didn’t say there was anything wrong with it,” I said quickly. “I was just…surprised, that’s all.”
 
   He grunted. “I lost the love of my life. I’m going to do whatever I can to still feel close to her. And Greta, well, she’s good company and all, but she’s not…Greta.”
 
   It took me a minute to remember. The dog. He was talking about his renamed dog.
 
   I gave him a sympathetic smile.
 
   It was apparently all the encouragement he needed, because he continued. “There are a lot of things I regret, Miss Day.” His expression hardened, the lines in his forehead almost crater-like. “Things I can’t take back. But I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to Greta. She didn’t deserve what happened to her.”
 
   Alarm bells were ringing in my head, loudly and insistently. Was he confessing what I thought he was confessing? Did he have something to do with Greta’s death?
 
   I couldn’t just come out and ask him. But what I could do was ask other questions, to see if I could somehow build a case on the statements he made.
 
   “We all have things we regret,” I said. “Have you come to visit often this last week?”
 
   George shrugged, his bony shoulders almost hitting his neck. “A few times. It’s been hard to stay away.”
 
   “Sure,” I said, nodding. “And you said Greta gave you the key? How long have you had it?”
 
   He glanced down at his hand and I noticed the shiny silver key he was palming. “A few months. She gave it to me a few weeks before we broke up. Her hearing had gotten pretty bad, and she didn’t always answer the door.”
 
   I knew this to be a true statement. Even though the reason she hadn’t responded when I’d rung the doorbell was because she was dead, Declan had told me that she had indeed been hard of hearing.
 
   “Didn’t she leave the door unlocked for you?” I asked, remembering Declan’s words.
 
   George’s cheeks flushed and he glanced down at the grass. “Not after she went to bed,” he mumbled.
 
   My own cheeks colored at this admission. “I see,” I said. I tried to change the subject, or at least get back to the subject at hand. “So you used the key when…when she was still with us?”
 
   “Of course,” he said. “We were together. If you know what I mean.”
 
   I was sure I was red as a beet at this point. “And you’ve used it a few times this week? To come by and pay your respects, I mean?”
 
   “I wasn’t paying my respects,” he grumbled. “I did that at the service. I’m here to be close to Greta, period. Because I can’t believe she’s gone. And I have a lot to make up to her.”
 
   I didn’t know what else I could ask him so I just nodded and pondered his words.
 
   He said he had a lot of regrets. He said he needed to make things up to her.
 
   I could have been wrong, but I was pretty sure those words hinted at something sinister.
 
   It felt like George Weddle was responsible for Greta’s death.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As much as I wanted to call Sheriff Lewis right then and have him arrest George on the spot, I knew I couldn’t do it.
 
   All I had was speculation. If I called in my suspicions to law enforcement with just that, I’d be no better than the sheriff, who was running around flinging accusations at me.
 
   So I planted another polite, friendly smile on my face and bid George goodbye. Even though I thought there was more to what he was saying. And even though I was thinking he was a murderer.
 
   I got back in my car and drove the few blocks to Toby’s, mulling things over. If I’d caught George sneaking around the house, and if he’d admitted entering the house after her death and using the key to come in unannounced while she was alive that definitely gave him the means necessary to get inside. If the sheriff was right about Greta being poisoned, George would have had the ability to tamper with her food or drinks. He said she liked peppermint tea—how easy would it have been to doctor that in some way? 
 
   I thought about his feelings for her. He did seem to love her. But then I remembered what I’d learned when I had been looking for Leslie. Love and hate went hand in hand. George and Greta had broken up: they had a passionate history, filled with both love and hate, and George had the temper to perhaps act irrationally. Both Carol and Calvin had given credence to that.
 
   I pulled into the parking lot of Toby’s and grabbed the manila envelope. As much as I felt like I had new, solid information, I still didn’t feel as though it was enough to turn over. And that was frustrating.
 
   The sliding doors to the grocery store opened and I walked through, scanning the back of the store to make sure I remembered where the pharmacy was located. It was tucked in the back, right behind the aisles of hair care and vitamins. I headed that direction, holding the envelope tight between my hands. The last thing I wanted to do right then was make copies and hang signs for the Dorothy Days festival. I wanted to focus instead on solving Greta’s murder—if that’s what it was—and clearing my name with the sheriff.
 
   A young man who didn’t look older than thirteen was manning the pharmacy counter. His thick wavy hair hung in front of his eyes and he sported a small stud in both ears. He gave me an uncertain look as I approached. “Are you here to pick up a prescription? Because I’m just filling in while Martha is on break.”
 
   I shook my head and set the manila envelope on the counter. “No. I just need copies. Two hundred, please.”
 
   He blanched. “Uh, I don’t know how to work the copier.”
 
   I bit back a sigh. “Don’t you just put it through the feeder and type in how many copies you want?”
 
   He gave me a blank look. “I don’t know.” He glanced over his shoulder and I saw the copier. It was similar to the one we’d had in Mack’s office. “I’ve never used it before.”
 
   “Well, I have,” I told him. “We had the same one in the office I used to work at. Mind if I take a peek at it and get it set up? I’m kind of in a hurry.”
 
   “Sure, I don’t care.” He motioned for me to step behind the counter and I did, bringing the envelope with me.
 
   The machine was the exact same model as the one in Mack’s office. I slotted the paper in the copier and pressed the home button. The screen lit up and I tapped in the number of copies I needed.
 
   I watched as the copier sucked in the sheet of paper and began to spit out pages. With any luck, I’d be finished in less than five minutes, and on my way to hanging them in store windows. 
 
   “Just what do you think you’re doing?” a stern female voice asked.
 
   I whipped around. 
 
   The boy who’d let me behind the counter was standing next to the register, his hands up in the air in a gesture of innocence. But the woman, a middle-aged clerk with a graying bob, was glaring at me, not him.
 
   “Me?” I asked, pointing to myself. “I’m just making copies. He said he didn’t know how to do it so I offered to do it myself.”
 
   “You are in the pharmacy,” she announced. “You do not have permission to be here.”
 
   I glanced around me. I was standing next to the copy machine, which was nowhere near the prescription medication. It wasn’t like I’d marched over and helped myself to a bottle of pain pills.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said as I backed away from the copier. “I…I’ll just let it finish copying.”
 
   The woman’s gaze darted from me to the white bags slotted in bins behind the register. I assumed they were prescriptions ready to be picked up.
 
   She zeroed in on the boy again. “Have you been watching her the whole time?”
 
   He nodded mutely, his eyes wide. 
 
   “Show me your bag,” she demanded.
 
   “My what?” I held up the empty manila folder. “I just have this.”
 
   “No, I mean your bag,” she said, motioning to my purse. “Show me what’s inside.”
 
   On instinct, I clutched it to my side. “Why do I need to do that? He—” I glanced at the kid’s nametag—“Connor has been with me the whole time. I didn’t take anything. I’m literally just making copies for the town festival. Dorothy Days,” I added helpfully.
 
   But she wasn’t persuaded. Her eyes narrowed. “The sheriff told me to keep an eye on you,” she murmured under her breath.
 
   I froze. “What?”
 
   She straightened, and had the decency to look away. Clearly, she hadn’t meant to say that out loud…or at least she hadn’t intended for me to hear them.
 
   “What does the sheriff have to do with this?” I asked, frowning.
 
   “Nothing,” she said quickly. “You…you need to go!”
 
   I planted my hands on my hips. “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on.”
 
   The woman’s eyes grew bigger and she scowled. “Then I have no choice but to call Sheriff Lewis himself.”
 
   Connor held up his hand. “Chill, Martha,” he said to the woman. “She really was just making copies. I was here the whole time.”
 
   “Yeah, and I told you to just watch the register, not let some criminal behind the counter,” she hissed.
 
   “I am not a criminal!” My cheeks were hot, and my temper was beginning to flare even hotter.
 
   The machine quieted and Connor moved toward it, scooping up the copies. “Here,” he said, handing them to me. 
 
   My hands were shaking as I reached out to take them. But I didn’t leave. 
 
   Connor turned to me with pleading eyes. “Come on, lady. You got your copies.”
 
   I did. I’d gotten my copies. But I’d also gotten some questions…questions I wanted answers to. 
 
   Martha folded her arms across her ample chest. “Well, what are you waiting for? Go! And don’t let me catch you back here again.”
 
   Someone behind us cleared his throat. We all turned. A man wearing a pinstriped shirt and black tie eyed us with interest. I recognized him immediately as the manager of Toby’s.
 
   “Is everything okay here?” he asked pleasantly.
 
   Martha’s expression wavered. “Everything is fine,” she said reluctantly. “Miss Day was just leaving.”
 
   I had two choices. I could stay and keep demanding answers, which would create a scene and inevitably involve the sheriff, and potentially result in me never being able to shop at Toby’s again, or I could cut my losses and leave.
 
   I nodded. “Yep, leaving now.”
 
   I turned on my heel and without a glance back at them, headed for the door. My head was swimming with questions as I made my way across the parking lot. I’d just gotten to my car and was unlocking the door when someone stopped me.
 
   It was Connor.
 
   He smiled sheepishly at me. “Sorry about that,” he said. “Martha’s wound pretty tight. She’s harmless, though.”
 
   She hadn’t looked harmless to me. 
 
   “Sorry if I got you in trouble,” I said to him. “I really did just need to make these copies.”
 
   “I know.” He toed the parking lot with his shoe. “I probably should have waited until she got back to help you with the copy machine.”
 
   “I hope it doesn’t cause problems for you. And if it does, I’m sorry.” 
 
   He grinned. “Eh, it’s just a summer job. I’m heading back to UVA in a few days, anyway.”
 
   “Well, that’s good, then.” I was glad he wouldn’t suffer any real consequences from letting me behind the counter.
 
   I set the stack of flyers down on the passenger seat and was just sliding into my own seat when Connor cleared his throat, bringing my attention back to him.
 
   “The sheriff came by the other day, asking about you,” he said. He glanced around the parking lot as he spoke, almost as if he were making sure no one else was listening. 
 
   I tried my best to remain calm. “He did?”
 
   Connor nodded. “Yeah. He was talking to Martha. She’s not the pharmacist or anything, but she fills some of the prescriptions and runs the counter. She’s like the assistant or something.”
 
   I waited, not too patiently, for him to continue.
 
   “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but, well, I was stocking antacids by the counter and the sheriff wasn’t exactly quiet.”
 
   I swallowed. “What did you hear?”
 
   Connor glanced around again. “He was asking if you’d been to the pharmacy lately. I…I know it was you because he asked about you by name. And, well, everyone in town sort of knows who you are.”
 
   I knew this, but it still felt uncomfortable hearing it.
 
   “He was asking about a certain kind of pill. I didn’t get the name. And that it had been used in a crime. I guess someone overdosed?”
 
   I took a deep, shaky breath.
 
   Greta.
 
   “Was that all he said?” I managed to ask.
 
   Connor offered an apologetic smile. “I don’t know. There might have been more but some kid dropped a jar of pickles on Aisle 3 and I had to go clean it up.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. I was trying to breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth, trying to take those breaths that would quell the panic rising up inside of me. “Thanks for letting me know.”
 
   “Sure,” Connor said, nodding. His mop of hair fell back into his eyes with the gesture and he pushed it off his forehead. “Sorry about everything back there. But hey, at least you got your copies for free.”
 
   I managed a weak smile. 
 
   I wasn’t thinking about free copies of a flyer.
 
   I was panicking over how to keep myself free from ending up in jail for a murder I didn’t commit.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I drove straight back to Savannah Springs’ house.
 
   She looked surprised when she answered the door, but she quickly planted a sunny smile on her face. 
 
   “Rainy! What a surprise,” she said. “I thought you were off to make copies.”
 
   “I was,” I told her. “I just had a couple of questions for you.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” she said, straightening. “What can I help you with?”
 
   “How well did you know Greta Hedley?”
 
   Her brow furrowed. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Your neighbor,” I continued. “She lives about a block up. Elderly lady on the corner lot.” I gave a nod toward the right direction. “She died a few days ago, her funeral was on Friday…”
 
   “Yes, yes, I know,” Savannah said, her brow still wrinkled. “I was there.” I guess I had missed her, just as I’d thought. “What does this have to do with Dorothy Days?” she asked.
 
   “Not a thing,” I said bluntly.
 
   She blinked. “I’m not sure I understand…”
 
   “Can you please just answer the question?” I smiled. “Pretty please?”
 
   Savannah ran a hand through her hair and looked at me. “I knew Greta. Not well, though. She usually had an entry in the quilt competition, but she never volunteered. A shame, because we have a lot of things seniors can do to help make the festival a success.”
 
   “Did you see anything suspicious over the last couple of weeks? Anything out of the ordinary?”
 
   She frowned. “No, not that I can think of.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you asking all of these questions?”
 
   It didn’t take me long to come up with a reason.
 
   “I’m a private investigator,” I told her.
 
   Her blue eyes widened. “You are? So the rumors are true?”
 
   I didn’t respond to her question. I actually wasn’t lying: I was privately investigating Greta’s death. No, I didn’t have a license, and no, I didn’t have a paying client, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t looking into Greta’s death. At the very least, my statement rang true just on pure definition of my actions.
 
   “So there was nothing unusual? Nothing that caught your attention?”
 
   Savannah thought for a minute. “Not really,” she finally said. “I don’t snoop on my neighbors, so it’s not like I’m constantly watching their houses or anything.” She paused. “I mean, I saw people coming and going sometimes, but that’s pretty typical, especially for someone who doesn’t really leave the house. People come to them, you know?”
 
   “Who did you see?”
 
   “Oh, the people you’d expect,” she said. She began rattling off names. “Heidi, Carol, George, Lila.”
 
   I stopped her. “Lila?”
 
   Savannah looked a little surprised, and she nodded.
 
   “What was she doing over there?” I couldn’t think of a single reason Lila would go over to visit Greta, considering they were not friendly toward each other.
 
   Savannah shrugged. “I don’t know. I figured it had something to do with quilting, especially with Lila back in town.” She gave me a disapproving look. “She’s another one who hasn’t volunteered for Dorothy Days. It’s so discouraging when people take part in the activities but don’t give their time—”
 
   I cut her off. “When did she come by? What day?”
 
   Savannah twisted her mouth, thinking. Finally, she let out a sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe last Monday? Sunday? I can’t remember.”
 
   “And you saw her come by? You saw her enter the house?” I tried not to sound too excited, but this had the potential to be the break I needed. If I could go to the sheriff and tell him I had concrete evidence that Lila had visited Greta just prior to her death, and that George had also been sneaking around and had the ability to get into the house unannounced, then maybe, just maybe, he’d start looking at real suspects and stop hounding me.
 
   “No,” Savannah said, shaking her head and bursting my bubble with a single word.
 
   “No?” I asked. Maybe she wasn’t remembering correctly. “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m sure,” she said. “I was mowing. I had to stop to put more gas in and I saw Lila on the sidewalk. Greta was out there, too, which was unusual because she didn’t leave the house much.”
 
   “What were they doing?”
 
   “I couldn’t tell,” Savannah said. She shrugged and then leaned against the doorframe. “I knew they were talking because I could hear them, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.”
 
   My shoulders drooped. I’d been hoping for some little tidbit, something that I could grab onto and bring to the sheriff. A simple visit from Lila wasn’t going to provide that.
 
   Savannah’s eyes refocused on me and I felt my pulse hitch up a notch. “What?” I asked. “Is there something else? Something you remember?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said slowly. “I was starting the lawnmower again, after I’d gotten it filled back up. And…I thought I heard Greta yell something.”
 
   I waited, even though I was tempted to try to claw the words right out of her mouth.
 
   “I’m not entirely sure I heard the right words,” she said, the frown back in place. “But I think she said something like ‘over my dead body.’” 
 
   I tried to remain calm. “You heard her say that? Greta?”
 
   “I think so,” she said carefully. “I mean, I wasn’t really paying attention, but I do remember that it was odd seeing Greta outside, and I thought it was weird that she yelled at Lila. I know they’ve had some friendly feuds over the quilt competition, but that’s always been in good fun, right?”
 
   I knew the history between Lila and Greta, thanks to Carol, but apparently it wasn’t common knowledge to everyone; well, at least not to Savannah Springs. 
 
   “Sure,” I said, nodding. “Good fun. Is there anything else you remember?”
 
   She thought for a minute, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.” She gave me a rueful look. “I’m sure that doesn’t help very much, does it?”
 
   “Every little bit of information helps,” I told her.
 
   Especially information that put Lila at the scene of the crime.
 
   Because it just might help me clear my name.
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   I walked back to my car, my brain spinning.
 
   I had two solid suspects in Greta’s case. Two people who had motive to harm her, and two people who had been placed at the scene in the days leading up to her death. George had a key so he could let himself in whenever he wanted. And Lila had been seen arguing, loudly, with Greta a day before she died.
 
   I turned the car on and let the air conditioning cool my heated skin. My hands gripped the steering wheel, even though I hadn’t shifted into drive yet. I was still thinking.
 
   What could I do with the information I had? Who would believe me? In any other situation, the answer would have been clear: talk to the police.
 
   But this wasn’t any situation: this was me, living in Latney, with a sheriff who was the sole face of law enforcement and who had his own personal vendetta against me.
 
   I closed my eyes. I could ask to speak to Teddy, the deputy who had accompanied the sheriff when he’d responded to the call about Greta. Maybe I could share what I knew with him, and then hope that he would pass it along to Sheriff Lewis. 
 
   I hesitated for a minute before finally reaching into my purse and digging out my phone. I knew it was Sunday and didn’t expect anyone to pick up, but I still had my fingers crossed that someone might be there, or that an answering service might at least put me through to a voicemail.
 
   “Bueller County sheriff,” a woman’s voice said. 
 
   I was pretty sure it was Trudy, the woman I’d met the day I’d gone to the sheriff’s office when Leslie had been missing.
 
   I didn’t identify myself. “Hi, I was wondering if Teddy was available?” I realized then that I didn’t know his last name.
 
   “Sorry, dear, he’s not in, it being Sunday and all,” Trudy said. 
 
   “I didn’t know the office was open on weekends,” I admitted.
 
   “We have office hours every day, ma’am. You must be new to the county?” I didn’t answer and after a pause, she continued. “May I take a message or transfer you to someone else?”
 
   “Thanks, but I really need to speak with him,” I said.
 
   “Well, I’m afraid you’re out of luck for the next few days,” she said. “He’s on a spelunking tour.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Oh, you know,” Trudy said, “one of those cave adventures. He’s over in West Virginia, and isn’t due back for a couple of days.” 
 
   I swallowed my disappointment. “Is there someone else I can talk to?”
 
   “Do you need to report a crime?” Trudy asked, her tone changing.
 
   “No,” I said quickly. “I just…I was just hoping to discuss something with someone there.”
 
   “Well, the sheriff is available,” Trudy said brightly. “He always comes in after church for a couple of hours. Paperwork and stuff. He was actually out working a case earlier today. Talk about dedication!” She just kept rattling on. “Why don’t I transfer you? Nothing better than speaking with the head honcho, now is there?”
 
   Before I could respond, her voice cut off and was replaced by Muzak music. When I realized she was patching me through, I quickly ended the call and tossed the phone on my purse.
 
   Apparently I had two choices of people to speak to in the Bueller County sheriff’s office: one was gone and the other was the one person I didn’t want to talk to.
 
   I groaned, out loud. 
 
   This was not helping me.
 
   I sat in my car, trying to think of what else I could do with the information bouncing around in my head. My head felt like an uncorked bottle of champagne, ready to explode, and I knew I needed to do something. Or, rather, I knew I needed to see someone. If I didn’t, I was going to explode.
 
   Declan’s car was in his driveway, and the front door was open. I walked up the sidewalk and could see through the screen door that the television was on, tuned in to football.
 
   I rang the doorbell and Declan popped up from the couch. The look of surprise and delight on his face was genuine.
 
   “Rainy,” he said, smiling. 
 
   I stared at him. This was a Declan I’d never seen before. Clad in a Redskins t-shirt and black basketball shorts, a bottle of beer in his hands, he looked more like a college fraternity kid than the pastor at my local church. His hair was mussed, but in an almost artful way, as if the hair product he’d put in earlier in the day to keep his hair in place was just starting to wear off.
 
   “Hi,” I said, awkwardly. Memories of the hug we’d shared came rushing at me, and I realized this was the first time we’d been alone together since that afternoon in his office. 
 
   “Hi yourself,” he said. “We missed you at church today.”
 
   I glanced down at the sidewalk. “I was doing yard work,” I murmured.
 
   He pushed open the screen door. “Come on in.”
 
   I stepped inside. The living room was warm, and I wondered why he had the door open instead of the air conditioning on.
 
   “AC is out,” he told me, reading my mind. “I have someone coming by to check it out this afternoon.” He held up his beer. “In the meantime, this works wonders for helping to cool off. Want one?”
 
    I didn’t even hesitate. “Yes,” I said, resisting the urge to ask him to bring me the entire six-pack.
 
   Declan disappeared into the kitchen and returned with another bottle. He handed it to me, and the cold, frosted glass instantly cooled my skin.
 
   He motioned to the couch. “Have a seat.” He plopped himself down and settled his feet on the coffee table in front of him. 
 
   I took a sip from the bottle and tried not to stare at him. I shifted my gaze and my eyes landed on his legs. His bare legs. They were muscled, well defined, and peppered with coarse, reddish-brown hair. They were also pale, and I wondered if he simply didn’t wear shorts often enough to see the sun, or if his coloring, as fair as it was, determined that he was destined to never tan.
 
   “So, what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” he asked.
 
   I hesitated.
 
   His cheeks instantly colored. “Not that you need a reason to come by,” he said quickly. “I’m always happy to see you, and you’re always welcome here.”
 
   It was too early in our conversation for him to get flustered. I needed wise Declan, not frazzled Declan.
 
   “I need your help,” I told him, hoping this would give him something to focus on.
 
   It worked. 
 
   “Help?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   I brought the bottle to my lips again and swallowed a mouthful. “The sheriff thinks I killed Greta.”
 
   Declan frowned. “Oh, that,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. “From the other night, right? When he came by the house?” He smiled. “I told you, he’s just a little overeager sometimes. You should be used to that by now.”
 
   “It’s more than that,” I insisted.
 
   “How?”
 
   I leaned back against the couch. “He’s told me not to leave town.”
 
   Declan’s eyes widened slightly but he managed to maintain an otherwise neutral expression. “The sheriff does take his job seriously.”
 
   I stared at him. “He’s been asking questions around town.”
 
   “Well, that is his job.”
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head. “About me. He…he was asking at the pharmacy if I’d had any prescriptions filled lately.”
 
   Declan had his beer bottle halfway to his lips. He quirked a brow. “Any idea why?”
 
   “Because he thinks I poisoned her,” I said. 
 
   “Why would he think that?”
 
   “Remember?” I said, trying to prod his memory. “He said something that night about finding ‘stuff’ in her system. He even said that she’d been poisoned.”
 
   “No, no, I remember that,” he interrupted. “But what proof does he have that it was you?”
 
   “That’s just it,” I said. “He doesn’t. But he’s trying to find something that ties me to the crime. Because he doesn’t want me here in Latney.” 
 
   “I don’t know about that…”
 
   “It’s true.” I wasn’t sure about anything with this case—well, other than my own innocence—but that was one thing I knew for a fact. 
 
   “Okay,” Declan said, slowly. He was still holding the beer, not sipping. “So if he has it out for you, that doesn’t mean he’s going to find anything to link you to Greta’s death. It doesn’t work like that. There has to be evidence.”
 
   In any other situation and in any other town, I would agree with him. But this was Sheriff Lewis, in Latney.
 
   “The thing is,” I said, pressing forward, “I have actual suspects in the case.”
 
   Declan eyed me skeptically. “Suspects?”
 
   I nodded. “And I know it might be hard for you to believe, being the pastor here and all, but there are some suspicious things, things that don’t add up. Things that the sheriff should be investigating.”
 
   He was quiet for a moment. “Do you want to tell me about them?”
 
   I did. His magic, that ability to compel me to spill my guts, was just as strong as ever. And I knew that coming over, which was exactly why I’d detoured to his house instead of heading home.
 
   I took a deep breath and told him what I knew about Lila and George, and I told him about my experience at the pharmacy. He listened, sipping his beer as he did so, and didn’t speak, even after I finished.
 
   “Well?” I said, looking at him expectantly. “What do you think?”
 
   He was holding the bottle with both hands now, his fingers picking at the label. “I think you have some interesting information.”
 
   I actually smiled. Interesting was one word for it. 
 
   “And I think you should probably tell the sheriff.”
 
   I made a face. “I know what I should do,” I said. “The problem is, I don’t think he’s going to do anything with it. Knowing his history and my luck, he’ll probably twist my words and use them against me.”
 
   He chuckled. “I doubt that,” he said. “And, to be clear, I don’t know that anything you’ve found out is hard proof that either Lila or George were involved. But it’s information the sheriff should probably have.”
 
   “It was information the sheriff should have probably found himself,” I muttered.
 
   “True,” he admitted. “But he didn’t.”
 
   I slumped against the cushions. “He’s the most inept investigator I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Sure,” Declan said. “But you’ve also spent a career involved with investigating cases.”
 
   “I didn’t—”
 
   He held up his hand. “I know,” he said. “You didn’t investigate cases. But you were involved with them, at least on the periphery, for several years. You worked with people who were good at what they did. At least I assume they were good, otherwise they wouldn’t have stayed in business.”
 
   I nodded grudgingly. He had a point.
 
   “So when you come here and see how the sheriff does things, it’s probably frustrating. But he doesn’t have the experience you do.”
 
   I sighed. “Are you telling me I need to cut him a little slack?”
 
   Declan smiled. “I’m telling you that you need to tell him what you know,” he said simply. “Give him the details, and then give him the opportunity to do something with it. That’s all.”
 
   My sigh was deeper, longer this time. “What if I don’t want to?”
 
   “Well,” Declan said, bringing the bottle back to his lips, “then I guess you remain his prime suspect.”
 
   I glared at him and he chuckled again. 
 
   “Just tell him,” he urged. “What do you have to lose?”
 
   I didn’t answer. 
 
   I knew what I had to lose.
 
   Everything.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to take Declan’s advice.
 
   But I did.
 
   As soon as I got home from his house, I poured myself a glass of wine and dialed the sheriff’s office again. This time, it rang five times before rolling over to the answering machine.
 
   A wave of disappointment washed over me. I’d steeled myself to make the call, and I was prepared to tell the sheriff what I knew. But that feeling was tenuous, and I knew that it could disappear at a moment’s notice, especially if I went to bed and woke up the next morning without reaching him.
 
   The message finished and a beep sounded, and I left a message before I could change my mind.
 
   “Hello, this is Rainy Day. I…I have some information about Greta’s case.”
 
   I ended the call but held on to the phone in my left hand. I took a sip of wine and almost spilled it when my phone began to vibrate.
 
   I answered.
 
   “You have information?” the sheriff barked, not even bothering to say hello.
 
   I set my glass of wine on the coffee table. “Yes, I wanted to—”
 
   “I’m in town,” he said shortly. “I’ll be right over.”
 
   The line went dead and I frowned. 
 
   I didn’t want the sheriff coming over. I’d wanted to tell him what I knew over the phone.
 
   I jumped up from the couch and began tidying up the living room. It wasn’t a complete mess, but there were papers on the coffee table, and a pair of socks I’d discarded by the front door. I grabbed the broom and swept the floors and had just stowed it and the dustpan back in the kitchen when a sharp knock sounded on my front door.
 
   I pulled open the door and the sheriff was waiting for me.
 
   “Evening,” he said, tipping his hat.
 
   I glanced at the sky. Somehow, day had turned into evening. I didn’t know when it had happened, but considering all that had transpired that day, it shouldn’t have surprised me. 
 
   “You didn’t have to come over on a Sunday,” I said. I waited for him to step inside. “I could have told you everything over the phone.”
 
   He grunted as he walked by me and into the living room. Actually, he sort of strutted, his hands hooked in his belt loops as he positioned himself in the middle of the room. 
 
   He turned to look at me. “Figured it made more sense to hear it in person.”
 
   I frowned. “Well, okay,” I said. I took a seat on the couch and waited for him to seat himself, but he remained standing. “So I have some information about Greta’s…about Greta.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” he said, “you said that. What is it?”
 
   I took a deep breath, and crossed my fingers that he would be receptive to what I was about to tell him. “I…I’ve learned some things I think you might want to know about. If you don’t already,” I added.
 
   His eyes narrowed. “Like what?”
 
   “I found out that Lila and Greta had gotten in a big fight the day before she died,” I said. “A neighbor heard them out in Greta’s front yard. And…and George has a key to Greta’s house. He was there earlier today and when I asked him, he told me that he’d gone over a couple of times since she died, and that he’d let himself in while she was alive.”
 
   The sheriff’s mouth dropped open. 
 
   “I know.” I nodded, relaxing as I realized he was actually listening to what I was telling him. “I’m not saying that either of them are involved, but it might be worth looking into.”
 
   The sheriff’s face contorted and I suddenly felt uneasy. 
 
   “You mean you brought me out here for more false allegations?” he bellowed.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   He stomped his foot on the floor. “I came here for a confession!”
 
   “A what?” I said. 
 
   “A confession. You were supposed to confess to Greta’s murder!”
 
   My heart began to jackhammer in my chest. “Confess? I didn’t do anything!”
 
   “So you’re telling me Greta overdosed on her medication all by herself?”
 
   “She what?” This was the first time I’d heard this. 
 
   “You heard me,” he yelled. “You were at the pharmacy yesterday. Your prints are all over her house. And you were there the day she died! What more evidence do we need?”
 
   “More than that,” I retorted. My heart was still beating wildly, but something was happening. Instead of being scared, I was angry. Livid, even. “I have given you two potential suspects, two people to look at who actually have a motive, and all you want to do is arrest me. Even though I didn’t know Greta, and even though you have nothing—nothing!—that ties me to the crime. How did you even become sheriff?”
 
   His eyes widened and he gasped. “Are you questioning my abilities as a law enforcement professional?”
 
   “Yes,” I said bluntly. “I am.”
 
   I was still sitting on the couch, my back and shoulders straight, and he took a step forward, looming in front of me.
 
   “I’ve been the sheriff in these parts for forty years!”
 
   This actually surprised me, because based on his track record, he should have been relieved of his duties years ago.
 
   I was about to say this when another knock sounded on the door. The sheriff whirled around, his hands now on his hips.
 
   I slipped off the couch and to his right side, mostly so he wouldn’t be tempted to tackle me to the ground and wrestle handcuffs on me.
 
   I opened the door and Heidi, Greta’s daughter, was standing there. I would have been hard pressed to decide who looked angrier: her or the sheriff.
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” she announced crisply.  “You can let my mother rest in peace!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me,” she said, her voice as hard as steel. “I’ve heard what you’ve been doing.”
 
   The sheriff appeared at my side. “What seems to be the problem, Heidi? Do you have anything to report about Miss Day and your mother’s case?”
 
   I gaped at her. Was she seriously going to accuse me of murdering her mother?
 
   Heidi shifted her attention to Sheriff Lewis. “I do, indeed,” she said.
 
   “Now, wait a minute,” I began, but Heidi silenced me with a hard stare.
 
   “You are meddling in affairs that aren’t yours,” she said, her tone accusing.
 
   “Meddling?” I repeated. At least she hadn’t accused me of murder.
 
   She nodded emphatically. “I know that you’ve been snooping around.  I just had a visit with Savannah, and she told me that you were asking questions about my mother.”
 
   “I was,” I said. “And she told me that your mother and Lila had gotten in a fight the day before she died.”
 
   Heidi’s eyes were glazed with anger. “I don’t care!”
 
   “You don’t care?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I do not care. Because Mother is where she belongs.”
 
   “But what if she isn’t supposed to…be there?” I asked haltingly. “What if someone sent her on her way a little prematurely?”
 
   “Like you,” the sheriff muttered under his breath. But he was keeping his distance and he hadn’t broken out the handcuffs yet. That was a small victory.
 
   “She is with Daddy,” Heidi said. “That’s all that matters.”
 
   “You don’t care if she died under mysterious circumstances?”
 
   “I care that she is with her husband. For all eternity.”
 
   Heidi was a certifiable loon. 
 
   She jabbed her finger in the air, within a couple of inches of my face, and I immediately shrank back. “So keep your nose out of my mother’s business, you hear?”
 
   With that, she pivoted and flounced back down the stairs and to her waiting car.
 
   I sagged against the doorframe, not sure what to make of what had just happened.
 
   The sheriff cleared his throat. “Just because she isn’t digging around for details doesn’t mean I’m gonna sit by and do nothin’.”
 
   I whirled around. His pipe had magically appeared and it sat in the center of his mouth.
 
   “I don’t expect you to,” I said evenly. “But what I do expect you to do is investigate the leads I’ve given you.”
 
   “Don’t you go telling me how to do my job,” he growled.
 
   I stepped to the side and motioned toward the porch. “Leave, please.”
 
   He glared at me. “What?”
 
   “You heard me,” I said. “I am asking you to leave. You are no longer welcome in my home.”
 
   “I have some more questions for you,” he said. “And I might need to take a look around.”
 
   “Then I suggest you get a search warrant,” I said. I nudged him toward the door. “Because I’m done talking to you, and I’m asking you to leave.”
 
   He sputtered. “But…but…”
 
   “No buts, Sheriff.” I smiled again. “You might not be familiar with the law, but I am.”
 
   And with that, I gave him a gentle shove and pushed him out the door.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sheriff Lewis didn’t break down my door with a battering ram and he didn’t return with a search warrant.
 
   But I stayed up all night, waiting, just in case.
 
   I couldn’t believe nearly a week had transpired since finding Greta unresponsive in her home. And I really couldn’t believe that I had become a central piece to solving the mystery surrounding her death. My goal was simply to figure out what had happened. The sheriff’s goal was far different, as he’d demonstrated yet again when he’d shown up at the house.
 
   I still couldn’t believe that he’d shown up expecting a confession. No wonder he’d been so eager to come over. 
 
   And I still couldn’t believe that Heidi had no desire to know what had happened in her mother’s death. I mulled this over as the evening turned to night, and as night stretched into daybreak. I’d brewed a pot of coffee around midnight, resigned to the fact that I wasn’t going to sleep anytime soon.
 
   Instead, I’d poured myself a cup, sat down at my kitchen table with a pad of paper and a pen, and listed out everything I knew about Greta’s death and who might be involved. Of course, Lila and George were the primary suspects.
 
   But I was beginning to have doubts about Heidi. I sipped my coffee and nibbled on a store-bought chocolate chip cookie and thought. There were things about her that didn’t add up, and not just the fact that she was happy her mother was dead and that she wasn’t curious about the details surrounding her death.
 
   I tried to recall all the details I’d gleaned about her. Granted, there hadn’t been much but I kept coming back to what Declan had said when he’d been planning Greta’s service. He’d been working on his part of the program, his remarks, but he said that Heidi had supplied the rest: the hymns, the readings and the like.
 
   I stared into my mug and frowned. Greta passed away on a Tuesday afternoon and Declan had been working on his remarks for her funeral the next day. When he’d come by my house late Tuesday afternoon, he said he’d just notified her next of kin.
 
   How had Heidi managed to find time to plan the service when she’d just learned of her mother’s death? Less than twenty-four hours had passed between Greta’s death and my visit to Declan’s office, and he’d already been working on it for a while, which meant he’d gotten his hands on Heidi’s portion of it even sooner.
 
   I bit into the cookie I was holding, munching thoughtfully.
 
   Heidi was fine with her mother being dead. She was actually happy, by her own admission. She didn’t want anyone investigating, didn’t care to discover the details.
 
   Could she have somehow been responsible?
 
   It was certainly possible, but I felt like I needed a second opinion.
 
   I glanced at the clock. It was almost two am, which meant Declan and Gunnar, my two local choices, were definitely off-limits. I thought about my daughter, Laura, and immediately dismissed that idea. She had no clue what was going on, and I needed to keep it that way. If she knew I was under suspicion of killing an octogenarian, she would demand I leave town as soon as the sun came up, and never return.
 
   There was one person I could call, I thought. One person who kept odd hours, and who always answered their phone. 
 
   “This must be an emergency,” Mack said, and by the tone of his voice, it could have been two in the afternoon instead of two in the morning. He didn’t sound at all perturbed by the fact that I was calling. In fact, it almost seemed as though he’d been expecting it.
 
   “Hi to you, too.”
 
   “I know you,” Mack said. “Ten o’clock and you’re out like a light. Something big must be going on. Have you been in jail this whole time? Just get out on bail or something?”
 
   “What?”
 
   He chuckled. “Last time we talked, you said you’d found a dead body. Figured things must have gone south pretty quick.”
 
   “You’re not that far off,” I told him.
 
   He immediately sobered. “What? What are you talking about?”
 
   I filled him in on the events of the week. To his credit, he didn’t interrupt. 
 
   When I was finished, he let out a low whistle. “I can see why you haven’t called. You’ve been a little busy.”
 
   “Yeah, trying to not be arrested for murder,” I muttered. I took a third cookie from the plastic tray and took a bite.
 
   “What are you eating?” he asked.
 
   “A cookie,” I replied, my words muffled by a mouthful of chocolate.
 
   “I miss your baking,” he said wistfully. 
 
   I smiled. There had been several occasions during my twenty-year tenure that I’d brought goodies in. Everything from cookies to pie, and always, the leftover desserts from my house that I didn’t want sitting around. I always brought him a cake for his birthday, too, my mom’s secret recipe that hadn’t been shared with anyone.
 
   I let him suffer a little and didn’t tell him that the cookies I was eating were from Nabisco.
 
   “Sounds you like have a couple of suspects,” he said, refocusing on the reason I’d called.
 
   “I do,” I said, nodding. “What I don’t have is a sheriff willing to listen.” I paused. “And I actually think I have more than two suspects. If you count Heidi, I have three.”
 
   “You think she’d off her own mom?”
 
   I cringed at his word choice. “I don’t know,” I admitted. I really didn’t know what to make of Heidi. “I keep going back to the funeral prep. How could she have managed to get all that done in a single day? Doesn’t that seem a little weird to you.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   I frowned. “It doesn’t?”
 
   “People do estate planning all the time,” Mack pointed out. “And plenty of people plan their own funerals ahead of time. What you saw at the service might not have been Heidi’s plans at all: they might have been Greta’s.”
 
   I was silent. He made a good point, and I suddenly felt guilty about where my thoughts had gone with Heidi. If there was one thing I’d learned about myself after moving to Latney and becoming entwined in the town’s mysteries, it was that I was very good at jumping to conclusions. Too good.
 
   “So, two suspects then,” I said, correcting myself. “Lila and George.”
 
   “No, I think you have three.”
 
   “What?” I made a face. “You just said Heidi wasn’t a suspect.”
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   My head was beginning to spin, and I didn’t know if it was his words that were doing it or the fact that it was the middle of the night and I was operating on precious little sleep. 
 
   I blamed Mack. “Yes, you did. You told me she could have just used Greta’s own plans for the funeral.”
 
   “Right,” Mack said agreeably. “I did say that. But she also could have killed her. One doesn’t negate the other.”
 
   I dropped my head to the table and the phone clunked against the wooden surface. I managed to keep it held to my ear. “Oh my god, you are not making any sense.”
 
   “Hear me out,” Mack said. “You’re missing a pretty big clue.”
 
   “Clearly,” I retorted. “Since you’re telling me the one I was looking at is moot.”
 
   “There’s another one,” he promised. “I can’t believe you haven’t seen it.”
 
   I lifted my head. “There is? Where? What did I miss?”
 
   “I don’t know if I should tell you,” Mack said. “I mean, this could be training in action here.”
 
   “Mack,” I warned. “This isn’t the time to play games. What am I missing?”
 
   He didn’t respond immediately and I wondered just how loud I’d have to yell—or how hard I’d have to cry—to get him to answer me. But then he let out a soft chuckle.
 
   “Remember what we talked about before?” he asked. “A few months ago?”
 
   “Yes. You don’t like your new office manager, you miss me, and you wish I’d come back.”
 
   “Yes to all of those things,” he said. “But I was talking about something else. Something from the last case you worked on.”
 
   “I haven’t worked on any cases!” I said, exasperated.
 
   “Fine…situations you were involved in,” he clarified. “When that girl was missing, and I told you to look at her family. Does that ring a bell?”
 
   “Well, yeah,” I said, “but Vivian wasn’t involved, remember?”
 
   “I know. And family isn’t always responsible for crimes. But just because you have a plausible excuse for Heidi’s actions at the service doesn’t mean you write her off as a suspect. Because she has plenty of motive.”
 
   I frowned. “The only motive I see is that she wanted her mom reunited with her dad. In heaven or whatever.” 
 
   “That just might be enough.”
 
   I pulled another cookie out of the sleeve and held it in my hand. Mack had said there was another clue, but he still hadn’t told me what it was.
 
   “So what’s the clue I’m missing?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The clue,” I repeated. “You said I was missing a big clue.”
 
   “I just told you.”
 
   “What? No, you didn’t. There was no clue.”
 
   “Yes, there was,” Mack said. “I told you to look at family.”
 
   I groaned. “I already was! That’s why I called you, to hash everything out.”
 
   “And then you were ready to dismiss her the minute I refuted your one angle.”
 
   “Well, because it was a good point, and one that I hadn’t thought of.”
 
   “That’s why they pay me the big bucks,” he said. “But here’s the thing: just because one lead dries up doesn’t mean you don’t look for another. If your instincts are telling you something is off about this woman, you gotta trust ‘em.”
 
   I sighed. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I’d wanted Mack to turn on a flashing sign, with an arrow pointing to the one clue that would help solve the mystery of Greta’s death and clear my name.
 
   And all he’d told me was to trust my instincts.
 
   The problem with that, though, was that I was pretty sure I didn’t have any.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY NINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I was at Toby’s the minute they opened.
 
   After hanging up with Mack, I’d spent the rest of the wee hours of the morning reorganizing the kitchen. I’d been too worked up to go to sleep, and I needed something to focus on instead of my complete ineptitude as a pseudo investigator.
 
   I’d turned on some music, brewed another pot of coffee, and tackled the pantry cupboards. After sorting all of the boxes and cans of food, I’d made a list of things I needed, especially with fall right around the corner. There were soups and stews to make, breads and muffins and pies to bake, and I wanted to be sure I had everything I needed for that first fall-like day, when the oven offered a welcome warmth from the chill in the air.
 
   I felt positively zombie-like as I pulled out a cart and pushed it through the double doors of the market. There were no other customers, but a couple of employees were busy stocking shelves. 
 
   I headed directly to the baking aisle and grabbed the things I needed: sugars and flour, nuts and spices. I needed some canned goods, too, and maneuvered the cart to that aisle.
 
   Within fifteen minutes, I was done with my shopping and on my way to the checkout. My sleepless night was beginning to catch up with me, despite the copious amount of coffee I’d consumed, and I was pretty certain I was going to crash the minute I got home and unloaded the groceries. Which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
 
   There was only one checkout lane open and I steered the cart toward it. I had just passed the paper products aisle when someone jumped out in front of me. 
 
   Martha, the surly pharmacy worker, was standing within an inch of my cart, her left hand held out like a traffic guard.
 
   I yanked back on the cart to avoiding running her over.
 
   “Whoa,” I said, my eyes widening. “I almost hit you. Sorry about that.”
 
   She frowned. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Uh…grocery shopping?” I glanced down at the obvious evidence supporting my statement.
 
   She peered at my cart and said nothing.
 
   “Is there a problem?” I asked. 
 
   “Do you just have groceries? Food products only?”
 
   A growing sense of unease was building inside me, and I had the urge to throw myself into the cart and hide all of my purchases from her prying eyes. What did it matter what I was there to buy?
 
   “I am buying items for sale in this store,” I said coolly. 
 
   Martha continued to stare at my cart, cocking her head in various positions, as if this would somehow help her see everything in it. I pulled on the cart and brought it behind me.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “What are you doing?” I countered.
 
   She leaned to her left, still trying to look inside my cart. “You buying anything besides food?”
 
   My temper was beginning to flare. “What I purchase is my business, and my business only,” I retorted. “I’d like to speak with your manager.”
 
   Martha offered a snide smile. “He isn’t here yet. I am the supervisor on duty.”
 
   Of course she was. I took a deep breath, hoping I could calm myself down enough to walk away from her without exploding. I swung my cart back around, aiming it once again at the sole open checkout. The clerk, a middle-aged woman with short brown hair, was trying not to stare at us.
 
   Martha put her hand on my cart, stopping me from moving forward. “You have any drugs in there?” 
 
   “Any what?”
 
   “You heard me,” she barked. “Drugs. Medications.”
 
   “Why on earth does it matter?”
 
   “Sheriff wanted me to let him know if you come in here buying drugs,” she informed me, straightening herself and tugging on the hem of her work shirt. “I’m just doing my civic duty here.”
 
   “What you are doing is harassing customers,” I said evenly. “And you are asking questions that are illegal.”
 
   She blinked. “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Yes, you are,” I told her. “And I don’t have to answer you. Now kindly step out of my way or I’m afraid I’ll have to run you over with my cart.”
 
   Her eyes widened and she gasped. “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “Yes,” I said simply.
 
   Her gasp was louder this time. “Well, I never.” She folded her arms across her chest but wisely stepped to the side. “You can rest assured that the sheriff will be hearing about this.”
 
   “I’m sure he will,” I muttered.
 
   I had not made a friend in Martha, that was for sure.
 
   But one thing I’d realized living in Latney was this:
 
   I’d been far better at making enemies than friends.
 
   And they had the potential to make my life miserable.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

THIRTY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Gunnar was in the parking lot when I wheeled my cart outside.
 
   I stopped dead in my tracks, already positioning myself so that I could pivot and head back into the store. 
 
   Because this was the first time I’d seen him since the kiss we’d shared in my yard.
 
   I’d had a lot on my mind since then, a lot that had conveniently allowed me to forget what had transpired between us.
 
   But here it was, front and center, because Gunnar had spotted me. Even from where I stood, at least fifteen yards away, I could see him lift his hand in a half-wave, could spot the dimples in his cheeks as he flashed a grin in my direction.
 
   “You can do this,” I whispered under my breath. “You are a grown woman, not a teenager.”
 
   The pep talk didn’t really help. I knew my cheeks were on fire as I guided the cart to my car. Thankfully, it was warm and muggy outside, so the color in my cheeks could in theory be from the heat of the sun. At least that’s what I would claim if he asked.
 
   “Rainy,” he said as I got closer. “Nice to see you.”
 
   I nodded and smiled. “You, too.”
 
   It was about seven different kinds of awkward, standing there next to him in the parking lot. All I could think about were his lips on mine, which didn’t exactly help make for an easy segue into normal conversation.
 
   “Saw your light on last night,” Gunnar said. His brow furrowed. “Everything okay?”
 
   I nodded again, grateful that he’d opened up a line of conversation that didn’t include rehashing our liplock from the other day. “Yep, just couldn’t sleep.”
 
   “I was worried something was wrong.”
 
   There were lots of things wrong, things that had indeed kept me up all night long.
 
   “So nothing’s broken, nothing needs fixing?” he asked, a worried look on his face. “Because you know you can call me whenever.”
 
   My life was the only thing that was broken and needed fixing, and I was pretty sure Gunnar couldn’t help me with that. 
 
   “Nothing’s broken,” I told him. “And you’d be the first person I would call if it was.”
 
   He smiled. “Good. You know you can count on me.” His eyes drifted back to mine and, instantly, the frown was back. “Are you sure you’re okay? You seem a little…stressed.”
 
   I stole a glance back at the entrance of the store. The doors had slid shut but I could just make out Martha’s shape looming behind it. I wondered if she was waiting for me to leave or if she was on the phone with the sheriff, telling him to come and search my bags before I headed home.
 
   “Rainy?” 
 
   I turned back to look at Gunnar. He was still standing there, one hand in his pocket, the other resting lightly on my cart.
 
   The words he’d just spoken echoed in my head.
 
   You know you can count on me.
 
   I didn’t know if it was because I was punchy from lack of sleep or if I just needed to bare my soul. But I decided to take him up on it. I’d deal with the potential consequences later.
 
   “Martha thinks I’m stealing drugs,” I blurted out.
 
   Gunnar’s eyebrows lifted. “Martha? Drugs?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s the pharmacy clerk,” I said. I leaned against the cart and closed my eyes. “And she thinks I’m stealing medication from the pharmacy.”
 
   “Why would she think that?”
 
   “Because she’s insane,” I said. “Because everyone in this town is insane.” His one eyebrow lifted higher at this statement and I added, “Okay, not everyone. But close enough.”
 
   “You wanna tell me why she thinks you’re stealing drugs?”
 
   I didn’t. I didn’t want to repeat the sheriff’s crazy theory about me. I didn’t want to tell him that, from the looks of things, Sheriff Lewis was doing everything in his power to pin Greta’s murder on me. And, as I’d voiced silently to myself the other day, I didn’t want to depend on him for one more thing.
 
   But I also didn’t want to pretend everything was okay, either. I was too tired for that, both mentally and physically. And I didn’t want to fight this alone. Sure, I had Declan, and I had Mack, too, but I needed more people in my corner. A lot more.
 
   I took a deep breath. “Greta was murdered. Just like the sheriff originally thought.”
 
   Gunnar blinked, then swallowed. “Okay,” he said, nodding his head slowly. “So what exactly does that have to do with you?”
 
   “Nothing,” I told him. “Except for the fact that, like I predicted, the sheriff would try to blame me. Which is exactly what he’s doing.”
 
   Gunnar frowned. “You’re gonna have to back up a little here,” he said. 
 
   “Greta was poisoned and the sheriff is convinced I did it. That’s about all you need to know.”
 
   “How did we get to you being accused of stealing drugs at the grocery store?”
 
   “Because he thinks I was the one who poisoned her. So he must think that I got ahold of some drugs that would make her sick enough to kill her.”
 
   He made a noise that sounded like a cross between a snort and a laugh. “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “I know, but he’s convinced I’m the one responsible. Even though I didn’t know her. Even though I’d only been to her house once. And even though I had no idea where any of her medications were kept, or what she took or—”
 
   I stopped mid-sentence, and the hairs on my neck stood up.
 
   I closed my eyes, trying to remember what I’d heard about medications. Greta’s medications.
 
   My eyes flew open as Carol Luft’s words came back to me.
 
   I couldn’t remember the exact words she’d used, but I had total recall of one thing.
 
   Greta Hedley took medications daily. 
 
   And Heidi was the one who had been responsible for dosing them.
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   “I…I have to go,” I stammered.
 
   I pulled back on the cart, dislodging Gunnar’s hand.
 
   He gave me a surprised look. “What? What’s going on, Rainy?
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing,” I lied. “I…I just need to get home. Got to get these groceries put away, and then take a nap. I was up all night.”
 
   His look of surprise morphed into a frown. “You’re not telling me something.”
 
   He was right. I wasn’t. 
 
   Mack had been wrong about the clue I’d been missing. He said I needed to look at family, and he’d been right: that was part of the clue.
 
   But the bigger one was Heidi and the medications. She was the one responsible for picking them up at the pharmacy. She’d tasked herself with sorting them during the week, making sure her mother had what she needed.
 
   And, at least in theory, she also had the means necessary to slip pills in unnoticed.
 
   Pills that could kill her mother.
 
   I returned my attention to Gunnar. “I’m fine,” I insisted. “Really. I’m just going to go home and rest.”
 
   I hated lying to him, but I needed to get out of there. Not to go home, but to go and pay a visit to Heidi.
 
   I started rolling the cart toward my car and he didn’t stop me.
 
   I gave him what I hoped was an apologetic, reassuring look as I steered past him.
 
   “Hey, Rainy,” he said.
 
   I paused. 
 
   “You go get some rest, or whatever it is you’re gonna do,” he said. 
 
   I turned. He was standing right where I’d left him, his hands in his jeans pockets, a small smile on his face. 
 
   “Because the next time I see you, we need to talk.”
 
   I swallowed. “About?”
 
   His smile widened, and despite everything else I was feeling—the anxiety, the apprehension, the shock as I zeroed in on Heidi as suspect number one—the butterflies fluttered in my stomach.
 
   “About just what the two of us are doing.”
 
   He didn’t wait for a response, which was a good thing, because I didn’t have one. He nodded a goodbye and took a step toward the sliding doors, then disappeared inside the store.
 
   I pushed the cart the rest of the way to my car with shaking hands. Gunnar had definitely not forgotten about our kiss. And he wasn’t going to let me forget about it, either.
 
   I loaded the bags into the back seat of my car. I knew I would have to deal with it eventually. Not just because I was an adult and no longer capable of simply hiding out in the school bathroom until my crush walked by, but because I owed it to him. And to me, too. I might not have any solid answers, but knowing Gunnar, an honest statement like that would probably be answer enough. At least for a little while.
 
   Besides, I had more important things to worry about at that moment.
 
   I needed to find Heidi.
 
   I was convinced my freedom depended on it. 
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   Five minutes later, I was still sitting in Toby’s parking lot.
 
   Because I realized something that was thwarting my plans.
 
   I had no idea where Heidi lived.
 
   I had two options. 
 
   I could drive around town aimlessly, looking for signs of her. Considering I had no idea where to start—for all I knew, she could be at work—this didn’t seem like the best, most efficient use of my time. 
 
   Or I could call someone who knew her and subtly try to find out where she lived.
 
   I made my decision.
 
   “St. Simon’s,” Declan said in a smooth, cheerful voice when he answered the phone. 
 
   “Hi, it’s me,” I said.
 
   “Rainy.” He sounded genuinely happy to hear from me. “How are you? How did your conversation with the sheriff go?”
 
   “It was…interesting,” I said, trying not to sound too evasive.
 
   “Interesting?”
 
   “I told him what I knew,” I said, “just like you told me to do.”
 
   “Good, good,” he said, and I could imagine him smiling and nodding. “I bet that was a relief.”
 
   It hadn’t been at all, but I wasn’t in the mood to give details or answer more questions. I had a murder to solve.
 
   “Listen, I’m hoping you can help me with something. I sort of need to talk to Heidi, and I don’t know how to find her.”
 
   “Heidi?” Declan repeated. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I tried to think of a reason to give him. “We’re both volunteering for Dorothy Days and I need to touch base with her about a few things.” The statement was, in fact, true: we were both volunteering for the festival and I did need to talk to her about something: why she had killed her own mother.
 
   “I’m glad to hear you’re volunteering,” he said. “I think it’ll be good for you.”
 
   Clearing my name would also be good for me.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “I think it will be, too.”
 
   “I can give you Heidi’s contact info but if you’re interested in speaking to her today, your best bet is to head over to Greta’s. I know she had plans to do some weeding through of her belongings.”
 
   “She’s at Greta’s right now?”
 
   “I believe so, yes,” Declan replied. “She was talking about doing an estate sale soon and wanted to figure out what exactly she had to work with.”
 
   I made a face. It wasn’t enough that she’d wanted her mother dead; now she was already looking to profit off her.
 
   “Okay, thanks,” I said. I told him goodbye and ended the call.
 
   I sat in my car, my hands on the steering wheel, and thought. I couldn’t exactly go over there and accuse Heidi of poisoning her mother. Even though I thought it, and even though there was some pretty strong circumstantial evidence that supported my suspicions, I didn’t think Heidi would just immediately confess if I asked the question.
 
   How was I going to find out if she was indeed the one responsible?
 
   I shifted the car into reverse and backed out of the parking space.
 
   I didn’t yet know, but that wasn’t going to stop me.
 
   I had a murder to solve. 
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   Heidi was at Greta’s house when I pulled up to the curb. 
 
   Or, at least, someone was.
 
   The front door was ajar, and even from the street, I could see that the living room light was on.
 
   I stepped out of the car, still not sure what I was going to ask or say to Heidi that might coax a confession out of her.  I didn’t think flat-out asking her if she’d committed the crime was the best approach, but I wasn’t coming up with other options.
 
   I stood by the driver’s side door, frozen in place. Maybe I needed to call Mack first, and get his opinion. He’d have some suggestions, some advice. Or maybe I could beg him to come down and do the interrogating himself. With any luck, he could be here in under two hours. It was still early enough that if Heidi were planning to spend the day going through her mother’s things, she’d still be around when Mack showed up. 
 
   The idea gained traction in my mind. I could just do a stakeout. Park the car further up the road and watch the house, making sure she didn’t leave. And then when Mack got there, he could wield all of his Mack magic and get her to confess and I would be in the clear.
 
   I nodded, smiling to myself.
 
   It was the best option. The only option, really, since I didn’t have a clue how to get the information I needed out of her.
 
   I was stepping back into my car to call my former boss when I heard the yelling. 
 
   I hesitated.
 
   It was definitely two female voices.
 
   And they were coming from Greta’s house.
 
   “Get your hands off of that!” a woman shrieked.
 
   “Give it back to me!” another woman yelled.
 
   One voice was definitely Heidi’s. Or at least I thought it was.
 
   There was a shriek, and then a scream.
 
   I hesitated for about half a second before making up my mind.
 
   I bolted toward the front door.
 
   Five seconds later, I was pushing the front door open, my mouth agape as I looked at the scene in front of me.
 
   Heidi and Lila Bartholomew were in a tug-of-war over a quilt, a sunny yellow and blue one with birds and flowers pieced together from calico fabrics. Lila must have had the strength of an ox because she was putting up a good fight. Both hands clutched a different corner of the quilt, and she was red in the face from tugging so hard. Heidi had a steely look of determination in her eyes as she held on tight to the other side, her fists squeezed together to keep hold of it.
 
   I cleared my throat.
 
   Neither of them looked at me.
 
   I did it again, louder this time, and said, “What’s going on here?”
 
   Both women’s heads swiveled in my direction, and both wore scowls. 
 
   “She’s trying to steal my mother’s quilt!” Heidi yelled.
 
   Lila glowered at her. “I am not!”
 
   “Are too!”
 
   “Am not!”
 
   Interrogating Heidi about Greta’s death was going to have to wait. Because I was pretty sure one of them was going to end up dead if I didn’t intervene.
 
   I approached them slowly, my hands in the air. “Can we discuss this without screaming? I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for what’s going on.”
 
   “Yes, there is,” Heidi said, anger flashing in her eyes. “This woman is trying to take my mother’s quilt.”
 
   I looked to Lila for her to refute this. “Are you trying to take one of Greta’s quilts?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I did a double take. “You are?”
 
   Lila nodded, a look of determination on her face. “But I’m not stealing it.”
 
   I frowned. I didn’t know what her definition looked like, but taking something that wasn’t yours fit the bill for stealing in my book.
 
   “But you’re taking Greta’s quilt…” I began.
 
   Lila still held the quilt tightly in her hands, but she’d relaxed her stance a little. “I am not stealing it. I want to take it to the quilt competition.”
 
   Heidi gasped. “So you want to take credit for my mother’s work?”
 
   It was Lila’s turn to gasp. “Of course not! Why on earth would I do that?”
 
   “You just said you wanted to enter it,” Heidi said. Her grip on the fabric hadn’t loosened, either.
 
   “I do!”
 
   Lila wasn’t making any sense.
 
   “Lila, you just said you wanted to enter the quilt,” I said, trying to keep my tone gentle and calm. “What exactly do you mean?” I took a step closer. “And would it be okay with both of you if I went ahead and held the quilt?” 
 
   They both looked at me with widened eyes and I added, “I’m afraid it’s going to rip or something. You’re both holding on pretty tight.”
 
   As if on cue, they both glanced down at their clenched fists. With quick looks at each other, their hands loosened and I reached out and took the quilt. It was thick and heavy, and I noticed the perfect, even stitches in the designs.
 
   I held the quilt to my chest and turned to Heidi. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on? Your side of the story, I mean.”
 
   Heidi took a deep breath. “I was cleaning out Mother’s linen closets when she showed up.” She jabbed a finger in Lila’s direction. “She asked to see some of the quilts Mother had finished this year so I pulled out the two that were done. She had one she was working on when she died. She spent a few minutes looking at them and then picked up that one.” Her finger pointed to the one in my hands. “And then she said that she was taking it!”
 
   Lila glared at her. “That isn’t what I said! Are you deaf or something?”
 
   Heidi’s eyes blazed. “You’re the one pushing eighty!”
 
   “Ladies,” I said, holding up my hand. I felt like I was refereeing two arguing kindergartners. I addressed Heidi. “Can we let Lila speak now?”
 
   Heidi grunted and folded her arms, which I took as permission for Lila to speak.
 
   Lila must have, too, because she cleared her throat and said, “I stopped by to take a look at Greta’s quilts. Heidi showed them to me. And then I picked that one to enter into the quilt competition.”
 
   “See?” Heidi said, frowning. “She wants to enter my mother’s quilt!”
 
   “Of course I do!” Lila said. “But I’m not entering it for me! I’m entering it for her!”
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   “What?” I asked.
 
   Heidi parroted my question. “What?”
 
   Lila rolled her eyes. “I’m not entering it for me, you nitwits! I’m entering it for her.”
 
   She had already said that, but I still wasn’t following. 
 
   “For Greta?” I asked. “You want to enter it for her posthumously?”
 
   Lila nodded.
 
   I was taken aback. I’d apparently had Lila pegged all wrong. I’d thought she was an enemy of Greta’s, someone who at one point I’d considered a strong suspect in her death. But there she was, standing in Greta’s living room, fighting her daughter over a quilt that she wanted to enter as a tribute to her former nemesis. Whatever had happened during their time together, it seemed as though Lila was trying to make amends. My heart swelled at the thought. 
 
   “Why?” Heidi asked, her eyes narrowed. 
 
   Lila frowned. “I came back to Latney and I wanted to enter the quilt competition this year, but I wanted it to be a true competition. Greta died and I just knew that I would win. There is no one in this county who quilts as well as I do. Except Greta. So I figured I’d enter one of her quilts, too. That way, when I beat the pants off of her, it’ll be a win, fair and square.” She folded her arms defiantly.
 
   My happy little sunshine moment evaporated. I truly had gotten it wrong. Lila wasn’t doing it for Greta; she was doing it purely for herself.
 
   But there was one thing I was fairly confident that I was still right about—and not just because I was now convinced of Heidi’s guilt. Lila really didn’t have anything to do with Greta’s death. Because if she had, she would have wanted her dead so that she could secure the win at the quilt competition. Coming here and grabbing the quilt so she could still compete against her nixed all my suspicions of her being the responsible party.
 
   “My mother could quilt you under the table,” Heidi announced smugly.
 
   Lila chuckled. “Oh, you think so?”
 
   Heidi nodded, her hair bouncing up and down on her shoulders. “I know so.”
 
   “Ladies,” I warned in a loud voice.
 
   They both looked at me.
 
   “So Lila, you are saying you’re not stealing the quilt but just want to enter it?”
 
   She nodded. “Of course. Why would I want this wretched thing?” She glanced disdainfully at the quilt in my hands.
 
   Heidi stiffened. 
 
   “But you will return it, if you are allowed to take it?”
 
   “Absolutely.” She sniffed. “You couldn’t pay me to keep it.”
 
   I turned my attention to Heidi. “And are you willing to allow Lila to take the quilt and enter it into the competition on your mother’s behalf?”
 
   Heidi didn’t respond.
 
   “Heidi?” I said, after waiting a minute. “Yes or no?”
 
   “How do we know she’ll do it?” she finally said. “Maybe she’s telling us that’s what she’s going to do, but what if she destroys it? These quilts are important to me.” 
 
   Her eyes welled with tears and she sniffled. It was the first sign of emotion I’d seen from her, and it gave me pause. Not because it wasn’t suitable, but because it took me by surprise.
 
   “So you don’t want her to take it? And you don’t want it in the competition?”
 
   “No, I do,” Heidi said, shaking her head. “ Maybe…maybe I should enter it for her.” She glared at Lila. “Since she seems to think so little of it.”
 
   “Good luck with that,” Lila said, snorting. “Entry deadline has passed. But, as the organizer of the quilt competition, I’m sure I can convince the powers that be to allow for an exception.”
 
   “And who are the ‘powers that be’?” I asked.
 
   She smiled, her deep wrinkles swallowing up her eyes. “Me.”
 
   Lila clearly enjoyed having the power to make this happen and I didn't see any way around giving her the quilt if Heidi wanted it to be entered.
 
   I looked at Heidi. “It sounds that if you want it to be entered, you'll have to trust Lila with it.”
 
   Heidi's hands were folded tightly together, almost like she was praying. “It would be a nice way to honor her memory, I suppose.”
 
   I nodded. “I agree. It would be.”
 
   She eyed Lila. “If I let you take it, you'll enter it? You won't do something terrible to it?”
 
   Lila rolled her eyes. “Give me a break. It will give me great pleasure to enter Greta's last work because it'll give me one more chance to beat her.”
 
   Anger flashed in Heidi's eyes.
 
   Lila sighed. “This is absurd. I'm not going to do anything to your mother's quilt other than beat the pants off of it. You want me to sign a release or something? Type it up and I'll put my name on it. But you better decide right now because I'm not going to waste any more of my time standing around here.”
 
   Heidi unclenched her hands and took a deep breath. Then she took a deep breath and nodded at me.
 
   I held the quilt out to Lila and she took it. 
 
   “After the results are announced, you'll be able to pick it up,” she said, lifting her chin. 
 
   “Fine,” Heidi said.
 
   “Thank you,” I said to Lila.
 
   “You're welcome,” she said. “I'm happy to take care of the second best entry in the competition.”
 
   Lila left, the quilt in her hands, and Heidi and I both watched her leave. She hobbled down the street, to an old Buick sedan parked just in front of mine. She placed the quilt carefully into the backseat, then shut the door. She might not have much respect for Greta or even think that she had a snowball’s chance of winning, but she wasn’t going to do anything on her part to damage Greta’s chances. Because she was determined to win, fair and square. 
 
   Heidi sighed again and ran a hand through her hair. She was clearly distraught over what had just happened, which gave me pause. I’d hurried over to the house, convinced that she was responsible for her mother’s death, but her reaction to Lila’s words had thrown me. She’d responded with obvious dismay over the quilts, vocalizing that these were prized possessions now that her mother was gone. Would she feel this way if she’s been the one to kill her? Or was it simply her way of showing remorse, regret, over what she’d done? I had no idea.
 
   “Why are you here?” 
 
   I startled. “What?”
 
   Heidi had moved back into the hallway, toward the opened linen closet. There were stacks of towels and sheets, an assortment of soft pastels, on the carpet. Her attitude was definitely still hostile, even with Lila gone, and I knew this was a remnant from her evening visit the night before, when she’d told me to stop snooping around.
 
   Which was exactly what I was planning to do right then.
 
   “Why did you come by?” she asked. 
 
   Her frown deepened, and I swallowed. This was the moment I’d been trying to avoid when I was out by the car, contemplating calling Mack in to handle things. What could I possibly say that wasn’t an outright accusation? She already had hostile feeling toward me; asking questions was just going to make it worse.
 
   I glanced down at the floor and my eyes landed on a small, clear storage box, positioned just in front of the stack of towels. Inside were orange medicine containers. Lots of them.
 
   I did the one thing that made the most sense. I deflected.
 
   “Are those your mother’s pills?” I asked, motioning to the box.
 
   Heidi turned to look at it. “Yes. She was taking several medications.” She eyed me, the frown still lingering. “Why?”
 
   “I was just surprised to see so many.”
 
   “Well, she was old,” Heidi said, a little defensively. “She had high cholesterol and high blood pressure, and she was in the beginning stages of kidney disease and dementia.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   She shrugged. “It happens to everyone, I guess.”
 
   I could feel my pulse quickening as I phrased the next question. “I heard that the toxicology report is the reason the sheriff thinks your mother may have not died from natural causes.”
 
   Heidi pressed her lips together and nodded. “Yes. I’m aware.” 
 
   I tried to sound nonchalant. “Do you think maybe she just took too many pills by accident? I mean, that would certainly explain an overdose, wouldn’t it? If she had dementia, maybe she accidentally took her pills twice that day?”
 
   Heidi shook her head. “No. I sorted her pills for her. She had one of those pillboxes, with big letters on them so she could see. She kept a calendar in the kitchen and she marked an ‘X’ through each day after she took them.”
 
   “So she couldn’t have gotten confused?”
 
   “No,” she said firmly. “Besides, the sheriff checked the pillbox. All of the pills for the rest of the week were still in there. She hadn’t emptied any future days.”
 
   Belatedly, I wondered if I should be recording our conversation. I knew it wouldn’t be admissible in court, but at least I’d have her on tape. It would be something concrete to hand over to the sheriff.
 
   “You still haven’t told me why you’re here,” Heidi said. Her expression hardened. “Are you still trying to solve my mother’s death? Because I already told you—”
 
   “I know, I know,” I said, interrupting her. “And, no, I just saw the door open and thought I’d come by. To…to apologize.”
 
   “I don’t want your apologies,” she snapped. “I want you to leave and stay out of my and my mother’s lives for good.”
 
   Her anger took me by surprise. Just a few minutes before, she'd been on the verge of tears at what might happen to her mother's quilt. Now, she was glaring at me like she wanted to take my head off.
 
   I took a step back. 
 
   And bumped into someone.
 
   I whirled around and Carol Luft was standing next to me, a look of surprise on her face.
 
    
 
   


 
  

THIRTY FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is…is everything okay?” Carol asked.
 
   I shifted so that I was no longer standing on top of her. “Yes, everything’s fine,” I said, pasting on a bright smile.
 
   Everything was not fine. I still didn’t have answers, and Heidi was essentially kicking me out of the house. And her attitude was setting off all sorts of warning bells in me. I was more convinced than ever that she was the culprit.
 
   I just didn’t know how to prove it.
 
   “What can I do for you, Carol?” Heidi asked. Her tone was decidedly more friendly than the one she’d just used with me.
 
   “Oh, I just came by to check on Greta’s quilts,” she said.
 
   Heidi’s brow furrowed. “Her quilts? Why?”
 
   Carol looked between me and Heidi and smiled. “Well, I thought I might be able to see about entering one of Greta’s quilts in the competition. I know the deadline has passed but it just dawned on me how nice it might be to put one of hers in, just as an honorary thing. She wouldn’t be eligible to win, of course, but we could display it and pay tribute to her and her amazing talent.”
 
   Heidi smiled, but it did nothing to soften her sharp features. “You’re too late.”
 
   Carol frowned. “Too late? The competition hasn’t happened yet. You know that. It’s part of the Dorothy Days festival.”
 
   “No,” Heidi said, shaking her head. She grabbed a stack of sheets and stowed them back in the cupboard. “Someone beat you to it.”
 
   “Oh?” Carol said.
 
   Heidi nodded. “Lila came and picked one up.” 
 
   Carol’s eyes widened in horror. “Lila Bartholomew? That old bag?”
 
   If Heidi heard the insult, she didn’t acknowledge it. “She wanted to enter one of Mother’s quilts posthumously.”
 
   “Enter it?” Carol repeated. “You mean, in the competition? For prizes?”
 
   “Yes,” Heidi said. The stack of towels was next. “She thought it was only fair, seeing as how Mother had planned to enter the contest.”
 
   I stole a peek at Carol. The color had drained from her face and she looked visibly shaken. “Are you okay?” I asked.
 
   Carol blinked a couple of times, then nodded. “Yes, yes, I’m fine,” she murmured.
 
   I didn’t believe her. 
 
   Heidi closed the cupboard door. The box of medicines was still on the carpet. “I thought you’d be pleased,” she said to Carol.
 
   “Pleased?” Carol asked. “About what?”
 
   “Why, about Mother’s quilt being entered after all. I know you two had planned to place a bet on who the winner would be.”
 
   “A bet?” Carol was beginning to sound like a broken record. 
 
   Heidi got to her feet. There was a quilt behind her, one that had been hidden from view. It was white and blue, with what looked to be a nautical theme. 
 
   “Mother told me all about it,” she said. 
 
   I cocked my head. I didn’t think Heidi and Greta had been on speaking terms. According to Carol, their relationship had been strained for quite a while because of the fact that Greta had been dating George.
 
   “Did you see your mother often?” I asked.
 
   Heidi’s frosty attitude returned. “Of course I did. I was her primary caretaker.”
 
   Something wasn’t adding up. “You were on good terms with her?” 
 
   “I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” Heidi responded. “She was my mother. We might have had some disagreements about how she chose to live her life, but she was still my mother.”
 
   “But were you on good terms with her? Did you come over to visit?”
 
   She folded her arms and glared at me. “I don’t have to answer your questions, you know. In fact, I could ask you to leave and that would be perfectly within my rights.”
 
   I nodded. “I know, I know.” My heart was beating fast, the blood pounding through my ears. “Just, please, answer the question and I’ll go.”
 
   “Of course I was on good terms with her,” she retorted. She looked at Carol, as if for confirmation. “You know that, right? You saw me here last weekend, when you were getting Mother’s pills ready.”
 
   Carol looked like she wanted to disappear into the wall.
 
   I didn’t blame her.
 
   Because everything was beginning to make sense.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

THIRTY SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Did you get Greta’s pills ready that day?” I asked.
 
   Carol licked her lips. The color still hadn’t returned to her face, which made the pink blush she was wearing stand out like two large circles on her cheeks. “I…I don’t remember.”
 
   Heidi frowned. “How could you not remember? It was just last week. I had to leave early and you volunteered to finish getting her pills ready.”
 
   “Oh,” Carol said weakly. She was leaning heavily against the wall, but she straightened herself, wobbling a little as she did so. “I…I might have.”
 
   I took a subtle step backward, trying to position myself so I could get behind her. 
 
   “Did you know the sheriff thinks she might have overdosed?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light.
 
   Carol managed to look surprised. “He does? Oh my word.”
 
   “Would you happen to know anything about that?”
 
   “No, no, not a thing,” Carol replied. Her complexion was so pale, it was practically translucent.
 
   “I think you do,” I said. My voice sounded surprisingly calm. “And I think you should probably tell us.”
 
   Carol gulped audibly and Heidi was now watching with interest, confusion flickering in her eyes.
 
   “You know, you really had me there for a while,” I told Carol. My eyes were locked on hers. “You fed me all the information I needed to consider Lila and George as suspects. And you even made sure I knew that Heidi was responsible for her mother’s medication, when the truth of what happened came out. I know you didn’t want her to take the fall—after all, she isn’t your enemy. You were hoping to frame either Lila or George, since you hate them both.”
 
   She opened her mouth to protest but I continued.
 
   “You hate Lila because…well, because she’s a witch.” There were no bones about it; Lila was an easy person to dislike, and if I were going to pin a murder on someone, she would be my first choice, too. After the sheriff, of course. “And George…well, you were resentful of all the time your best friend had spent with him. You were secretly relieved when they broke up, but you still harbored ill feelings toward him, so you would have been perfectly happy if he’d taken the fall for Greta’s death.”
 
   Heidi’s eyes were huge now as they shifted from me to Carol. For her part, Carol was frozen in place, as if my words had cast a spell around her, cementing her feet to the floor.
 
   “I never considered you because you had no motivation,” I said. “At least, I didn’t think you did. But now I know. Greta was your instructor, your mentor. And you both were entering quilts this year. You wanted to beat her, but you knew you couldn’t do it fair and square. So you killed her.”
 
   “No, no, no!” Carol screamed. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and I didn’t know if they were tears of sorrow or tears of rage at having gotten caught. “That isn’t it at all!”
 
   “No?” I arched an eyebrow. “Then what is it?”
 
   She wrung her hands and was sobbing openly now. “I didn’t mean to kill her!” she cried. “I…I just meant to keep her from entering her quilt!”
 
   And there it was, the confession I needed. “How?”
 
   “I…I gave her an extra dose of one medication,” she said, hiccupping. “One! She’d told me that it blurred her vision and I thought it would be the perfect way to keep her from entering her quilt.” She made a face. “She wanted to enter the fall-themed one. She wasn’t even considering any of the others she’d made this year. I…I thought it would slow her down just enough so that she couldn’t complete it in time.”
 
   “Well, it definitely slowed her down,” I said. “Stopped her cold.”
 
   Heidi and Carol both gasped, and I winced at my poor choice of words. 
 
   “You should probably call the sheriff,” I said to Heidi.
 
   She hesitated, then nodded, clearly shaken by what she’d just heard.
 
   “You think I’m going to go to jail?” Carol shrieked. “It was an accident! I didn’t mean to kill her. She was my best friend!”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what you meant to happen,” I said. “What matters is what did happen. By your hands.”
 
   Carol fumbled with her purse and pulled out a pair of sharp silver scissors. 
 
   “Why in the world do you have a pair of scissors in your purse?” I asked.
 
   She glared at me. “I’m a quilter. I always have scissors on me!” She held them up threateningly as she began to back away. “And I will cut you if you get any closer!”
 
   I glanced at Heidi and she nodded.
 
   Within seconds, she’d stooped to the ground and picked up the blue and white quilt at her feet. She tossed it into the air and it unfolded, landing on Carol’s head. I leapt toward her and tackled her to the ground, using the quilt to cover her. Carol shrieked and screamed but I stayed on top of her, tucking in corners so that she was trapped in a fabric prison.
 
   She’d soon be going to a different kind of prison. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   THIRTY SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think you found your calling.”
 
   I made a face at Mikey. He was standing across from me, munching from a bag of freshly popped popcorn. Popcorn I had popped and handed to him at the Dorothy Days festival.
 
   It was a beautiful, sun-soaked September day, and the park was filled with festivalgoers.
 
   He grabbed a handful from the paper bag he was holding. “Although I do still think you make a pretty good private eye, all things considered.”
 
   “Now that is something I definitely won’t be doing,” I told him. A little girl approached the table and I handed her a bag of popcorn. She took it with a smile and bopped toward the balloon animal booth.
 
   “No?” Mikey asked, wiping his hand across his mouth. A shower of salt sprinkles dusted the front of his black t-shirt. “Why not? You’re good at. I mean, you were the one who figured out what happened to Greta.”
 
   He was right. Of course, I had also been the only one to consider someone other than me as a potential suspect. The sheriff had decided as soon as he knew I’d found the body that I was the likely culprit, and had done nothing to further the investigation along because of it. And even though I’d sniffed down a few wrong trails along the way—namely, Lila and George—ultimately my snooping had led to Carol, the one responsible for meddling with Greta’s medication. 
 
   “Have you heard any more news about what’s going to happen to Carol?” Mikey asked, still munching on his popcorn.
 
   After Carol had confessed to Heidi and me, and after I’d tackled and corralled her with the quilt, Heidi had called the sheriff. Once he arrived, she’d tearfully confessed to him and he’d reluctantly led her away in handcuffs. I’d been pretty sure he thought I’d somehow coerced her into a false confession. 
 
   The situation had taken a slightly different turn when it was discovered that Greta hadn’t actually died of the overdose of statin medication Carol was responsible for giving her. Melvin, the medical examiner, realized that although there were elevated levels of statins in her blood at the time of death, it had not been enough to kill her. In fact, it had probably done nothing more than give Greta a bit of a headache and some blurred vision, which was exactly what Carol had hoped it would do, so she wouldn’t be able to finish the quilt she’d been working on for the competition.
 
   “Heidi mentioned that the murder charges were dropped, but that Carol would still face other charges. Assault, I think.”
 
   “Prison time?”
 
   I nodded. “Probably. It’s considered a felony.”
 
   Mikey was quiet, thinking while he popped kernels into his mouth. I was quiet, too. I felt bad for Carol, despite what she had done. Yes, it was a horrible thing to tamper with her friend’s medications, and a more horrible thing to do because she’d done it in an attempt to unfairly secure her own win at the quilt competition. None of that was particularly forgivable. But I did have some sympathy for her. She'd lost her best friend, and had spent a good chunk of time believing her actions had been what had led to her friend’s death. That couldn’t have been an easy thing to live through, and I wouldn’t have wished that experience on my worst enemy.
 
   Well, unless it was Sheriff Lewis.
 
   Savannah Springs interrupted us then. She glided over to the table, clipboard in hand. She had styled her long dark hair into two braids, and she wore a Wizard of Oz t-shirt with an oversized image of Dorothy’s face. 
 
   “How is everything here?” she asked, her mega-watt smile already in place.
 
   “Just fine.” Running the popcorn machine had turned out to be remarkably easy. 
 
   She nodded, her smile still in place. “Good, good. I just want to thank you again for all of your hard work on this, Rainy! We couldn’t have pulled this event off without volunteers like you!” She turned her attention to Mikey, a quizzical expression on her face. “Are you a volunteer?”
 
   Mikey took a step back and pointed at himself. “Who, me?”
 
   She thrust her clipboard at him. “Just jot down your name and email and we’ll be sure to give you a call to help out with next year’s festivities. We’re always looking for more good people. You’re a good person, aren’t you?”
 
   I bit back a smile as Mikey blushed and stammered and finally resigned himself to providing the information Savannah was requesting.
 
   Once she had him, she turned her attention back to me. “The Dorothy contest is starting in just a few minutes! You are coming to watch, right? Your help distributing the flyers is what made this contest possible, you know.”
 
   I glanced down at the grass, feeling a little guilty. The distribution of the flyers had taken a back seat while I was trying to clear my name, so they hadn’t been up in Latney and the neighboring towns for very long. I was sincerely hoping enough people saw them so there would actually be a contest.
 
   “Well,” she said expectantly. “What are we waiting for?” She tapped Mikey on the shoulder. “Here, you can start volunteering right now!”
 
   He stared at her, horrified. “What?”
 
   She tugged on his sleeve, guiding him behind the popcorn machine. “You can run this while Rainy is gone.”
 
   “But—”
 
   She looked at him with sad eyes. “Don’t you want her to be able to see the Dorothy contest? After all the time she spent promoting it…well, it sure would be a shame if she missed it because there wasn’t anyone around to cover her station for fifteen minutes.”
 
   Mikey didn’t say anything. But he picked up the metal scoop inside the machine and began filling bags. 
 
   Savannah smiled triumphantly. “Come on,” she said to me. “It starts in just a few minutes.”
 
   I gave Mikey an apologetic look and followed Savannah along the sidewalk that wound to the other side of the park, directly opposite from the pavilion where we’d met for the first volunteer meeting. There were booths lining both sides of the walkway and people milled about, chatting and laughing and eating. Under the pavilion, a dozen quilts were on display, hanging majestically from the wooden rafters. Greta’s quilt had a large blue ribbon attached to it, and I smiled. She’d won that ribbon fair and square, I thought. It wasn’t an honorary ribbon, or a posthumous prize: it was the sole blue ribbon that had been awarded, and she deserved it. I’d spent a good twenty minutes perusing the quilts before my shift at the popcorn machine started, and even my novice eye could tell that her skills were far superior to anyone else’s who’d entered. Even Lila Bartholomew’s.
 
   Heidi was under the pavilion, sitting at a table with information about each of the quilts. Our eyes met and she nodded and waved. I was glad she was there, and happy that she had the satisfaction of seeing her mother win the best in show.
 
   A woman manning the face-painting booth called for Savannah and she stopped. “You go on ahead,” she urged. “Don’t wait for me.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked. “Don’t you want to watch?”
 
   She patted one of her braids. “As a former winner of the Dorothy for a Day contest, I know exactly what will happen so if I miss it, it isn’t the end of the world. This is your moment, Rainy. Don’t miss it!” With that, she hurried away.
 
    I didn’t know how the contest was my moment, but she was already gone and her answer wasn’t important. 
 
   I continued toward the stage set up in the middle of a large, grassy area. Three judges sat in directors’ chairs on the right hand side of the stage, waiting for the contest to begin.
 
   I joined the crowd of people waiting and spied Declan near the stage. I caught his eye and we waved. I took a step toward him, thinking it would be nice to watch the contest unfold with a friend, when someone reached out and touched my elbow.
 
   I turned and came face to face with Gunnar.
 
   “Long time no see,” he said, his tone light.
 
   I felt the color burst on my cheeks. “Hi.” I swallowed. “It really has been a while, hasn’t it?”
 
   He nodded. “I can tell you how many days.”
 
   My cheeks felt like they were on fire. “I’ve been super busy with the festival. You know, volunteering and stuff.”
 
   “Hmm.” His hazel eyes looked at me knowingly. “I thought maybe you’d just been super busy avoiding me.”
 
   “Avoiding you? Why would I be avoiding you?”
 
   The minute I asked, I regretted it.
 
   “Because we kissed,” he said bluntly.
 
   My eyes shifted away from him and back to the stage. And my mouth dropped open.
 
   There were three contestants lined up on the stage, a mixture of different sizes of Dorothys: a young one, no older than ten, a teenage one, and a woman probably in her thirties. They were all wearing a white and blue-checker dresses and red shoes, their black hair—real or wigs, I couldn’t tell—braided. 
 
   But another Dorothy was struggling toward the stairs, a Dorothy I couldn’t take my eyes off of. This Dorothy was older, much older than the others, and she was a little wobbly in her sturdy red heels. Without a word to Gunnar, I took off toward her.
 
   Calvin flashed a grin as soon as I got to his side.
 
   “Do you need help?” I asked.
 
   He was the oldest Dorothy I’d ever seen. Somehow, he’d managed to squeeze himself into an oversize version of Dorothy’s signature dress, and he’d found red sparkly shoes to fit his oversized feet. He’d applied make-up—some blush and lipstick, along with eyeliner that didn’t quite follow his waterline or his upper lid.
 
   He squinted. “Can’t see a darn thing without my glasses,” he said. He smoothed down his wig, repositioning his braids so they were sitting on either shoulder. 
 
   I held out my arm and he took it, wrapping his gnarled fingers around me. 
 
   “This is quite the costume,” I told him as I steered him toward the small set of stairs that led up to the stage. “Have…have you participated in the Dorothy contest before?”
 
   He shook his head, and his braids swung back and forth on his shoulders. “This is the first time.”
 
   I nodded, trying to keep a straight face as he teetered along next to me. “And what made you decide to enter this year?”
 
   He smiled, and I resisted the urge to wipe the smudge of lipstick off his front tooth. “It was something I’d never done,” he said simply. “And I’m not getting any younger. Greta’s death reminded me of that, you know?”
 
   I did know. Death tended to do that, to help put things in perspective. I hadn’t realized that winning the Dorothy for a Day contest was on Calvin’s bucket list, but clearly, it was. And he was going for it.
 
   “Besides,” he said, his smile growing. “I have a surefire way to win.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Calvin nodded and waved at someone behind me. George appeared, holding a brown wicker basket with Greta sitting inside. He handed it to Calvin and stepped back into the crowd.
 
   “You’re using Greta?” I whispered.
 
   Calvin nodded.
 
   “How did you manage that?” I asked. “I thought you and George weren’t…friends.”
 
   “We weren’t,” he said. He shrugged. “But, like I said, life is too short. For missing out on contests and for not forgiving friends.”
 
   It was my turn to nod.
 
   Calvin leaned down and stroked Greta’s head. She looked nothing like Toto, but Calvin didn’t really look much like Dorothy, so I didn’t think it mattered.
 
   “Come on,” he said to the little dog. “We have a contest to win.”
 
   I helped him up the final steps and watched with a mixture of apprehension and pride as he hobbled across the stage to take his place next to the other Dorothys. Relieved that he’d made it without falling, the apprehension faded and I beamed at him as he waited for judging to begin.
 
   “Think you can get away from me that easy?” a voice next to me whispered.
 
   I spun to the right. Gunnar was standing next to me, his hands shoved in his pockets, his head cocked in my direction.
 
   “I…I wasn’t trying to get away,” I told him, feeling the blush begin anew. “I…I had to help Calvin. He isn’t wearing his glasses and I didn’t want him tripping up the stairs.”
 
   “Is that so?” he murmured. He moved closer, so close that his arm was now touching mine. “So we can start up where we left off?”
 
   The butterflies began knocking around in my stomach again. “Um, sure.”
 
   His head tilted toward mine, his eyes at half-mast.
 
   My own eyes widened. “Wait. Where do you think we left off?” All I could think was that he was back to that afternoon in my backyard, that moment when we’d kissed. That moment which had caused me to avoid him over the last couple of weeks, because I didn’t know quite where to go.
 
   “You tell me,” he said.
 
   His mouth was just inches from mine. 
 
   Calvin’s words came back to me then. 
 
   Life is too short.
 
   For him, he’d realized that life was too short to miss out on opportunities he wanted to take. To give up friendships because of disagreements or arguments.
 
   But for me, the words meant something else.
 
   Life was too short.
 
   I’d realized that back in Arlington, when I’d decided to sell the house and move to Latney. It had been one of the reasons I’d taken the plunge, because I didn’t want to live a life of what-ifs, a life of regrets.
 
   I glanced at Gunnar. He was watching me carefully, the ghost of a smile on his face.
 
   “Well?” he murmured. His hand was still on my arm.
 
   I didn’t respond with words.
 
   But I leaned close.
 
   And I answered him a different way instead.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   Keep on reading for a sneak peek at the next book in the Rainy Day series!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thanks for reading CRACK OF DEATH!
 
   If you enjoyed the book, please consider taking a few moments to write a review on Amazon. Reviews are incredibly helpful in spreading the word about any book you've enjoyed!
 
   If you'd like you to make sure you don't miss out on the next Rainy Day book or any other new releases from Jeff Shelby, you can sign up for his monthly newsletter right here.
 
  
 
  



Here's a sneak peek at the fourth book in the Rainy Day series, PLANTING EVIDENCE.
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   Something was burning.
 
   Thankfully, it wasn’t another building on my property. 
 
   Unfortunately, it was something in my oven. The same something I’d spent forty-five minutes putting together.
 
   I hurried back into the kitchen, my sock-covered feet sliding a little on the floor as I skidded to a stop in front of the oven. With a grimace, I gripped the bar and pulled on the door.
 
   My perfect pie was singed brown on top; at least I thought it was, considering it was barely visible behind the plumes of smoke billowing into the kitchen. I grabbed a potholder and yanked the pie pan out, then set it on the stovetop.
 
   The apples I’d painstakingly sliced. The crust I’d labored over, making the dough and rolling it out and pinching it into place. The brown sugar and butter topping crumbled on top. 
 
   All of it, gone.
 
   I stared at the pie and sighed. Two hours worth of work, down the drain. Or, rather, up in smoke.
 
   I tossed the potholder back on the counter and surveyed the kitchen. There was a stack of dishes still waiting in the sink, and a whole basket of apples needing to be turned into…something.
 
   I almost smiled. The apple tree I’d found had been a surprise. Unlike most of the other surprises I’d encountered during my time in Latney, the discovery of the tree had been a good one. 
 
   When I moved into the old farmhouse, I knew I was getting five acres of land, filled with pastures and a pond and an awful lot of trees. What I hadn’t anticipated was finding an apple tree tucked away in the back corner of the property. I’d discovered it almost by chance one day while taking an early morning walk. I’d headed down toward the pond, past where the bungalow had stood before the fire burned it to the ground, and had decided to follow the shoreline to see the back part of the lot. There was a small, narrow trail, barely wide enough for a person to navigate, but I somehow managed. Halfway around, I’d found the tree, an old gnarled apple tree loaded with tiny green apples. After discovering it. I’d made a point to check on it weekly, and my anticipation grew along with the apples. I was practically giddy when the time came to harvest the red, ripe fruit. And I was downright ecstatic when I first bit into one, savoring the tart sweetness. I knew they’d be perfect baking apples.
 
   If I could manage to make something without burning it to a crisp.
 
   I picked up my glass of water and brought it to my lips, still glowering at the smoking pie on the stove. I had discovered that the oven was one of the more…unpredictable things in the house. It didn’t always keep the right temperature, and it didn’t always heat thoroughly. It wasn’t the first time I’d had an issue with it. I’d made a mental note a few weeks ago that I would probably need to replace it sooner rather than later, and I was now thinking that the destruction of my apple pie was definitely going to propel me forward in the decision-making process.
 
   There was a knock on the front door and I headed that way, grateful for the distraction from my culinary catastrophe.
 
   Pastor Declan Murphy was on my doorstep, holding a large cardboard box. His face was barely visible behind it, but I could see his reddish-brown hair just above it.
 
   “Rainy?” His voice was muffled behind the cardboard.
 
   I stepped aside and waved him in, even though he couldn’t see me. “Come on in,” I said.
 
   He stumbled forward, almost dropping the box as he crossed the threshold. Carefully, he lowered it to the ground and then straightened.
 
   I peered at the box. “What is all this?”
 
   “Chickens,” he told me.
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “Chickens?” The box was partially closed, but I didn’t hear any chirping or clucking.
 
   He nodded, pushing at his hair. “My sister is making me redecorate.” He pulled one of the flaps open and I saw what was inside: chicken décor. The chicken décor from his kitchen.
 
   “She’s what?” I asked.
 
   “Redecorating,” he repeated. When I gave him a puzzled look, he held up his hand. “Don’t ask. I’ve learned it’s better to just let her do her thing and not ask questions.”
 
   I bit back a smile. 
 
   “So,” he said, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his jeans, “I figured I’d bring all this stuff by and see if you wanted it. I know you like chickens, and you seemed to like the decorations when you came over.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   There was a pause, and he must have mistaken my silence for hesitancy. “You don’t have to take it,” he said quickly. “I just thought you might like it, what with having real chickens and all. But I know you have your own stuff that you’re probably attached to. And I mean, who really wants hand-me-down kitchen stuff, anyway?” He stooped down to pick up the box. “I can just take this to the thrift store in Winslow. I’m sure they’ll take it off my hands.”
 
   I reached out and touched his arm. “Declan, stop.” He froze. “I’d love to keep some of this.”
 
   He turned to look at me. “You would?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. Absolutely. I’ll go through it and whatever I don’t end up keeping, I’ll take up to the thrift store.”
 
   “Well, if you’re sure,” he said slowly, his eyes darting from me to the box. His cheeks were a little pink, but not as red as I’d seen them in the past. He hadn’t gotten too flustered yet, and I wanted to keep it that way. 
 
   “I’m sure,” I said. I crouched down by the box and pulled the flaps completely open so the contents were visible. “Oh,” I said, pulling out the chicken clock that had hung on his kitchen wall. “I remember this. I love it!” 
 
   I dug around some more, pulling out kitchen towels that were almost new, and potholders that I was sure had never encountered a dirty dish. 
 
   “These are fantastic,” I said as I pulled out a pair of chicken salt and pepper shakers. 
 
   “Um, Rainy,” Declan said, chewing his lip. “Do you really want to be going through all of it right now?”
 
   I looked up at him. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   He pointed to the kitchen. “Because it smells like something might be burning.”
 
   For one brief second, I flashed to the pie in the oven. And, just as quickly, I remembered I’d already pulled it out. Burnt.
 
   I smiled. “Something was burning,” I told him. 
 
   “Not a building, I hope?”
 
   My smile widened. “No, not a building.”
 
   “Good.” His hands were still in his pockets and he rocked back and forth on his heels. “So…it’s been a while since I’ve seen you…” His cheeks were definitely turning redder now.
 
   “Yes, it has been a while,” I admitted.
 
   I knew it had been a couple of weeks, if not longer. Ever since the Dorothy Days festival, I’d kept a low profile. I hadn’t been to church, and I’d only gone to town for groceries and quick burger fixes at the Wicked Wich. I hadn’t been trying to avoid Declan, per se, but I hadn’t sought him out as I had before.
 
   Because of Gunnar.
 
   I felt my own cheeks warm as my thoughts drifted to my sexy, handsome next-door neighbor. 
 
   “How are…things?” Declan asked. 
 
   I cleared my throat. “Things are good.” I didn’t know if he was asking in general, or if he was asking about me and Gunnar. Because even though I’d kept to myself, and even though Gunnar and I had kept our budding almost-relationship confined to our homes, I had a sneaking suspicion that people knew.
 
   Because nothing stayed a secret in Latney for long.
 
   Especially when it involved me.
 
   Declan coughed. “And how is Gunnar?”
 
   And there it was, just what I had suspected.
 
   “Gunnar is fine,” I said, trying to keep my tone as neutral as possible. 
 
   He ran a hand through his hair before shoving it back into his pants pocket. “I…are you…?” His voice trailed off.
 
   I knew what he wanted to ask. Were we seeing each other?
 
   I just didn’t know what I wanted to respond.
 
   Gunnar and I had spent time together, but I wasn’t sure we were a couple. After our kiss at the Dorothy contest, we’d settled into a tentative sort of dance. We spent time together—the occasional dinner, the sporadic movie night—but we hadn’t moved much beyond holding hands and goodnight kisses. I felt a lot like a sixth grader going steady with the cute boy from homeroom. Nervous, bumbling, uncertain, awkward. 
 
   And I had no idea how Gunnar felt. 
 
   I looked at Declan. His cheeks were redder than his hair, and he was looking around as if he’d rather be standing anywhere than there. I felt the same exact way. I didn’t know what to tell Declan, and, if I was being truthful, I didn’t know that I wanted to tell him anything. 
 
   I liked Declan. As a friend, of course, but there had been times where I was sure that I’d felt something…more. And now, being in a sort-of relationship with Gunnar, I didn’t know what to do about that.
 
   A ringing from inside the living room saved me from having to answer.
 
   My phone.
 
   “Hang on,” I told Declan as I made a mad dash for the phone.
 
   I recognized the number on the screen.
 
   “Rainy?” Vivian Sumner’s voice sounded worried.
 
   My thoughts immediately turned to Leslie, Vivian’s stepsister and the subject of one of my earlier “investigations.”
 
   “Hi, Vivian.”
 
   “Oh, thank goodness you picked up,” she breathed.
 
   I immediately tensed. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She hesitated.
 
   “Vivian? Is Leslie okay?” 
 
   “Who?” she asked absently. “Oh, Leslie. Yes, yes, she’s fine, I think. I wasn’t calling about her, though.”
 
   “No? What are you calling about, then?”
 
   “I don’t think we should discuss this over the phone.”
 
   I had learned one thing during my time in Latney. If someone didn’t think it was a good idea to talk about things over the phone, it probably wasn’t something I wanted to hear.
 
   “Rainy? Are you still there?”
 
   I blinked, and stole a glance at Declan. He was watching me, curiosity etched into his features. 
 
   “I’m here,” I said faintly.
 
   “Can you come over?” Vivian asked. “I really need to talk to you. I…I have some questions about a few things that I think you might be able to answer.”
 
   I peeked at Declan again.
 
   Two people had questions for me. One had questions that I was having a hard time answering. And the other had questions that I probably didn’t want to answer. Which was the lesser of two evils?
 
   I glanced at Declan again. He was still standing there in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his face a little less red. The breeze blowing across the porch and into the house ruffled his hair, and he looked boyishly handsome, so much so that my heart did a little flip-flop.
 
   “Please, Rainy,” Vivian said. “It’s important.”
 
   I took a deep breath and made my decision.
 
   “I’ll be right over.”
 
    
 
    
 
   PLANTING EVIDENCE will be available in January of 2017!
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