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ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tell me you hate it.”
 
   My hand tightened around my phone.
 
   “Mom?” A pause. “Are you still there?”
 
   “I’m here,” I said, a little guiltily.
 
   Marcia McAdams, my real estate agent, stood next to me, the expectant smile on her face unable to mask the puzzlement in her expression. She held a thin manila folder in one manicured hand, a black leather briefcase in the other. 
 
   “Well?” Laura said. 
 
   I was standing in the middle of a one-hundred-year-old farmhouse. In the middle of five acres consisting of pasture, forest, and even a small pond. In the middle of Latney, a small, picturesque town tucked in the rolling hills of Central Virginia. 
 
   It was as far as I could be from my row house in Arlington. Far from the cramped and crowded streets of my old neighborhood, far from the clogged arteries of the Beltway, far from the hustle and bustle of DC.
 
   And far from my adult daughter, who was currently quizzing me about my whereabouts.
 
   And my intentions.
 
   “Rainy?” Marcia stage whispered to me. She waved the manila folder that held the printouts of the properties she’d scheduled us to see. 
 
   I nodded and held up my finger, trying to buy a few minutes.
 
   “Mother?”
 
   “I’m here,” I repeated. My voice was laced with irritation this time, and Laura knew it.
 
   “I just want an update,” she said. “Since you’re planning on moving hundreds of miles away from me.”
 
   “It’s a hundred miles, not hundreds,” I told her. “And I haven’t made any decisions yet.” I glanced at Marcia, who was trying her hardest to not look like she was eavesdropping. “I’m just looking.”
 
   Marcia’s shoulders stiffened a little. 
 
   “Where are you now?” Laura asked. “What property?”
 
   I glanced around as if for confirmation.
 
   Marcia and I were in the middle of the living room of the old farmhouse. Honeyed wood plank floors, weathered and scratched with age. White plastered walls, a beautiful brick fireplace. The windows were thick planes of glass, with old-fashioned cranks to open them, and the doors were still outfitted with skeleton keyholes. We’d walked through the rest of the house—the large, airy bedrooms upstairs, the bathroom with its claw-footed tub and ancient pedestal sink, the kitchen with surprisingly modern touches like a dishwasher and newer tile countertops—and had just decided to tour the other buildings on the property when Laura called.
 
   “It’s one of the farmhouses,” I said.
 
   “Well, duh.” I could almost see Laura roll her eyes. Brown eyes like her father’s that fired black when she was angry or upset. “All you’re touring are farmhouses. Hundreds of miles away from me.” 
 
   “One hundred,” I said again. And then I added, “The one with the barn. And five acres.”
 
   “Well, that could be any of them,” she said. 
 
   “Laura.”
 
   “I go by Lori,” she said icily. “How many times do I have to tell you that?”
 
   “Well, I named you Laura, so that's what I'm going to call you.”
 
   Laura had some...misgivings about her name. Especially since her brother's name was Luke. Being a latch-key kid who spent afternoons watching soap operas, in particular General Hospital, had sort of influenced me in the names department. Laura had taken issue with this as soon as she realized the connection. And her friends started asking her if she was in love with her brother.
 
   Marcia cleared her throat and I glanced at her. She tapped at the face of the thin watch attached to her wrist. I nodded. 
 
   “Look, honey, I’m going to need to catch up with you later. We still have a couple more properties to see and it’s getting late.” I had no idea what time it was, but judging from Marcia’s expression and gesture, I could make an educated guess.
 
   Laura sighed. “Fine.”
 
   But I knew it wasn’t fine. Laura was lots of things—smart, successful, a great elementary school teacher, a dedicated girlfriend—but she was not good at hiding her emotions. 
 
   She might have gotten that from me. 
 
   “Call me when you’re done,” she ordered. “As soon as you’re done.”
 
   “I will,” I told her.
 
   “And call me if you make a decision. Like, first thing. Before you sign any papers.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I mumbled, saying a quick goodbye before she could badger me any more.
 
   I knew what my eldest child was doing: inserting herself into my life. Making sure I didn’t make any rash decisions. Intervening in the hopes of saving me from myself.
 
   Lucas had been fine when I told him I’d quit my job and sold the house. I’d expected that. Nothing ruffled his feathers; he was like his father that way. Of course, it probably helped that he lived three thousand miles away, surrounded by the Pacific Ocean and hip coffeehouses and music venues that he toured with his band. My life and the decisions I made were about as far removed from his daily life as if I’d been in a colony on the moon. Or in a different galaxy.
 
   Laura was a different story. She’d only moved out two years ago, after she’d finished her student teaching and landed a job at Vickers Elementary in Falls Church, just a few miles up the road from the school where she’d graduated fifth grade. She was the one who called almost daily, who insisted on Sunday dinners together, who always had an opinion on every aspect of my life.
 
   She might have gotten that last little bit from me.
 
   So when I’d told her I was ditching the city and moving to the country, she had not been on board. At all.
 
   What would I do for money, she wanted to know. (I was fine. I had an inheritance she conveniently liked to forget about).
 
   What would I do with all my time if I quit my job? (Duh. Relax for the first time in twenty-plus years.)
 
   What did I know about farm life? (Nothing. But I was going to learn.)
 
   Why did I want to move away from her? (I had no answer for this.)
 
   “Rainy?” Marcia said my name again.
 
   I glanced up at her. 
 
   She smiled, her magenta lips the same color as the blazer she wore. “Did you want to see the rest of the property?” She glanced at her watch again. “We still have a couple more homes to see, and we’re running short on time.”
 
   This was one hundred percent my fault. Marcia had suggested we only schedule three tours, but I was insistent on more. There had been at least a dozen that had caught my eye in the searches she’d sent me, and I wanted to see them all. Even I wasn’t naïve enough to think we could cram in a dozen, but I’d gotten her to reluctantly schedule six showings. Unfortunately, our pace was positively turtle-like and I knew we’d be hard-pressed to get to the other ones before I headed back to DC.
 
   “I’d like to take a quick peek,” I said, referencing the outbuildings. “There’s a barn on this one, right?” It was tucked behind a thatch of sturdy oaks, but I thought I remembered seeing the red roof as we drove up the driveway.
 
   She nodded. “Yes. A guesthouse, too. Small, just one bedroom, but perfect for guests who come for an extended period of time, or if the extra rooms in the main house are already spoken for.”
 
   I made a mental note that having a guesthouse would be a good thing. I could stick Laura out there when she came to visit. 
 
   “There are a couple of other buildings, too,” Marcia continued. She tucked a stray blonde lock behind her ear and fiddled with the enormous gold knot earring that covered almost her entire lobe. “A bungalow—not sure what that looks like inside—and a couple of smaller sheds. A boathouse by the pond. Rustic, by the looks of it.” She held up a sheet containing photos of various buildings, but she wasn’t standing close enough and all I could see were rectangular shapes nestled among grass and water. “But we can certainly drive out there to take a quick peek. If you want.”
 
   I did want. 
 
   I wanted a fresh start. I wanted to kiss the city goodbye, to wake up every morning and not think about the next client who would walk into Capitol Cases, to sleep in and have the time to read books and cook meals and learn how to knit and grow vegetables and raise chickens and maybe own a horse or two. Well, maybe not the horses. But everything else? I was all in. 
 
   I’d done my time. Raised my kids. Endured a loveless marriage for twenty years. Paid my dues as the office manager extraordinaire for Mack Mercy, the sole proprietor of Capitol Cases, a small investigative firm just inside the Beltway. 
 
   I needed me time. 
 
   I was entitled to it.
 
   And starting fresh—a hundred miles away, chucking everything familiar for a new house, a new life, and new experiences—was exactly the way I was going to do it.
 
   I followed Marcia out of the house and back into the late afternoon sunshine. It was March and the sun was bright but weak, like a diesel engine slowly warming up. The trees were budding, the grass a soft green, the daffodils planted in the flowerbeds like kids hiding at a surprise party, ready to burst.  
 
   I surveyed the scene around me. The white farmhouse with its stately columns and cheery green roof and shutters. The paved driveway that led further into the property, turning to a dusty gravel road that just begged for long walks. The trees that lined the drive and the fields that lay just beyond, fertile soil just waiting for my tomatoes and beans and pumpkins and watermelon. The pond that I knew was at the end of that gravel drive, stocked with fish and visited, no doubt, by frogs and turtles and dragonflies every summer, all summer long. 
 
   Marcia was walking slowly, waiting for me to catch up as I looked longingly back at the house we were leaving.
 
   “Actually, I changed my mind.”
 
   She looked at me, a slight frown creasing her forehead. “Oh? You don’t want to see the rest of the property?”
 
   “No,” I told her. I thought about Laura for one second before firmly pushing her out of my mind. “I don’t want to see the other properties. Because I want this one.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

TWO
 
    
 
   A sea of boxes surrounded me. 
 
   On the floor, covering the countertops, scattered on the stairs—there was no escaping them.It had been two days. Two days since the keys to the farm had been handed to me, and two days since the moving truck had deposited all of my belongings in the farmhouse I was now calling home. 
 
   It had also been two days since Laura had touched base, which was about as rare as seeing a shark walking upright down the street. To say that she was shocked and upset by the fact that I was actually going through with the move was a massive understatement. When talking me out of it didn’t work—something she’d been trying to do for the last four weeks—she’d switched to the silent treatment.
 
   We were going into day three with no contact. No visits to the row house on the day the truck arrived. No phone calls. And no texts. 
 
   It was as if I didn’t exist.
 
   Which, I had to admit, was feeling a little nice.
 
   I loved my kid, but her overbearingness sometimes drove me nuts. So not having to answer continuous texts and phone calls was a dream come true during the drive down to Latney and the hours spent supervising the movers.  
 
   But I had to admit the silence was now starting to eat at me a little. I knew she was upset about my move, knew she wanted me to stay put, knew she would like for life to stay exactly as it was, no changes allowed, but I didn’t think she’d resort to cutting off all communication with me.
 
   I actually didn’t think she was capable of it. We’d never gone more than a few hours without texting or talking. We were at 48 and counting.
 
   I pushed it out of my mind. I had other things to think about. 
 
   Like the hundreds of boxes that were still strewn all over the house, waiting to be unpacked. Like the list of essential repairs the home inspector had handed me, a massive spiral-bound report whose thickness resembled the anthology book I’d needed for my Intro to Lit class at George Mason twenty-some years ago. 
 
   Soon. I’d get to those soon.
 
   Because right now, I had all the time in the world. Nothing was tugging at me, demanding my attention. No boss, no clients, and, seemingly, no children. 
 
   Just my boxes that needed to be unpacked and my house that needed a few repairs. 
 
   All the time in the world. 
 
   I’d managed to get the kitchen and living rooms mostly put together, and the movers—a couple of burly college students from UVA—had kindly assembled my bed so I would have a place to sleep. But I still hadn’t found the sheets, and I’d been too wound up to grab any significant shut-eye. Wine would probably help in that department. I made a mental note to look for the box filled with my ample collection of merlots from Virginia wineries I’d visited over the past couple of years. 
 
   I sighed and attacked the box in front of me with much less gusto than I would have liked. It was filled with picture frames, each piece carefully wrapped in brown paper. I knew what was in each frame: pictures of the kids growing up, our vacations together—the images with their dad in them carefully tucked away in photo albums rather than on display—and various milestones: proms, high school and college graduations. The timeline of important events in our life as a family. And I knew why I was loath to unwrap them: because I’d think of the kid of mine who was irrationally angry with me for moving.
 
   I abandoned that box and looked for another. There was a smaller one with my writing in thick black marker: DVDs. Those would be easy; I could just shove them in their drawer in the entertainment center that was already positioned in the living room. I liked those kinds of boxes. 
 
   I was just sliding the box cutter through the tape when there was a knock at the door. 
 
   I frowned, straightened, and crossed the room. My footsteps were surprisingly silent on the wood floor and the man standing on the front porch jumped when I flung it open. 
 
   “He…hello,” he stammered. 
 
   The first thing I thought was, I don’t know him. And then, Of course I don’t know him. I just moved here!
 
   I pasted on a smile. “Hi.”
 
   The man towered over me, which was easy considering 5’4” was my self-proclaimed height and never what the doctor’s office measured, and he was built like a lumberjack. Not that I’d ever met one, but his red-checked shirt and well-worn jeans sort of lent themselves well to that description. He was holding a small, flimsy basket with a red piece of cloth covering whatever was inside. 
 
   “So, you’re the one who bought the Konrath place,” he said. 
 
   Now that he wasn’t stammering, I could hear his slight southern drawl. It wasn’t deep, but there was a twang, a slowness and smoothness to his words that sounded a little like brandy felt going down my throat.
 
   “Yes,” I said, nodding. I smoothed my hair off my forehead, hoping my ponytail wasn’t a mess. I already knew I had no make-up on, and I was wearing a ratty GMU T-shirt and a pair of paint-stained gray sweats. Not exactly great first impression material.
 
   He shifted so the basket was in his left hand and thrust his right in my direction. “Name’s Gunnar. Gunnar Forsythe.”
 
   I shook. “Rainy. Rainy Day.”
 
   His eyes—hazel, with flecks of gold—widened and his bushy eyebrows shot to his hairline, a salty, sandy windblown mess. Like me, he was probably in his mid-forties. “Excuse me?” 
 
   I chuckled. “My name is Raina, but everyone calls me Rainy. And the last name is just an unfortunate coincidence.”
 
   He smiled and dimples sprouted on his cheeks. I noticed the quick glance at my naked left hand before he said, “Your parents must have had a good sense of humor.”
 
   “Actually, it was me,” I admitted. “Because I went ahead and married my now-ex-husband even though I knew my legal name would be a constant topic of conversation.”
 
   His dimples deepened, carving even sharper lines, and he held out the basket in his hand. “Brought you a housewarming gift. Thought you should get a warm welcome to Latney, especially considering I’m your closest neighbor.” 
 
   I took the basket from him. It was surprisingly heavy. I folded back the red fabric and a dozen rainbow eggs greeted me. Greens and browns, all muted, earthy colors, and even a couple of rosy ones, too.
 
   I might have gasped out loud, because Gunnar’s smile morphed into a frown. “You allergic?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, no. They’re just so…beautiful.” They looked like Easter eggs; ones that Mother Nature would color, not the gaudy ones dyed with the neon tablets. 
 
   “Gunnar Forsythe and beautiful are two words that do not go together,” a female voice announced from the steps. 
 
   A woman—someone else I didn’t know—appeared on my porch, a white Tupperware container in her hands. She was probably ten years younger than me, with shoulder-length blonde hair and a perfectly made-up face. Even though it was only April, she sported a stunning tan under her pink flowered sundress.
 
   “Welcome to Latney,” she announced, her accent as thick as honey. “I'm Sophia. Sophia Rey, member and treasurer of the Latney Ladies Society. I brought you a little something to welcome you to town.”
 
   “Morning, Sophie,” Gunnar said, grinning. “This here is Rainy. Rainy Day.” 
 
   She responded with a frosty smile and I didn’t know if it was in response to my name or the person who was delivering the information. Turning to me, she rearranged her features into an expression of placid hospitality. She inclined her blonde head, and I glanced at the container in her hand. “Lemon poppy seed bread and cranberry scones. Just a few of my specialties.” 
 
   I’d been living on ramen and cereal and canned soup, so the bounty of fresh eggs and baked goods pretty much felt like manna from heaven. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, my heart bursting with appreciation. I could get used to small town hospitality. “I haven’t had anything homemade since getting here. Been too busy unpacking.”
 
   Sophia poked her head through the door and looked around. Her nose wrinkled a little as her eyes drifted over the endless sea of boxes. “Well, hopefully you’ll be able to finish up soon. Don’t you have anyone helping you?”
 
   I knew what the real question was: where’s your husband?
 
   “Nope,” I said cheerfully. “It’s just me.”
 
   Her eyebrows lifted. “Just you in this big ‘ole house, all by your lonesome?” She made a tsking sound.
 
   “I have kids,” I assured her. Gunnar turned around, perhaps scouting the porch for toddlers ready to jump out from behind the railing. “Older kids,” I clarified. “And maybe grandkids soon.” 
 
   But then I realized that might make me sound far older than I really was so I hastily added, “I mean, not soon soon. But soon…ish.”
 
   They both just stared at me and I felt the heat rise up my neck and wash into my cheeks. 
 
   Sophia cleared her throat. “Well.” She nodded her head at me and smiled. “It is nice to meet you, Rainy. Enjoy your bread and scones, and cook those eggs well.” She narrowed her eyes. “Never know what kind of filth might be lurking on the farms around here.”
 
   I didn’t know why, but I felt the need to defend Gunnar and his colorful eggs. “I’m sure they’ll be delicious,” I told her, smiling at Gunnar. “In fact, I’m sort of hoping to raise some chickens myself once I’m settled.”
 
   He regarded me with interest. “Yeah?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He shoved his hands in his pockets and puffed out his chest a little. “Well, I can help get you started with that, if you like. Nothin’ to it, really. Just need a coop and a little run for them. Easy as pie.”
 
   Sophia sniffed. “Well, I’ll leave the two of you to your…farm talk.” She said this as if they were dirty words. “Welcome to Latney, Rainy Day.” 
 
   She turned on her heel and I noticed for the first time that she was wearing red stilettos that matched the color of her dress. She navigated the porch steps gracefully and marched to a convertible red BMW parked in my driveway. 
 
   “That there is Mrs. Sophia Rey. Easy on the eyes but hard on the spirits,” Gunnar said.
 
   I snorted. “Is she always so color coordinated?”
 
   He let out a loud guffaw and winked at me, and I was sort of taken aback by just how handsome this lumberjack-farmer with a basket of dirty eggs was.
 
   “Miss Rainy Day,” he said, still chuckling, “I think you and I are gonna get along just fine.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Laura broke her silence the next morning.
 
   Because I caved and called her.
 
   “Laura, honey, “ I said when she answered. There was no hello, no nothing. “Please don’t be mad at me.”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “Oh, stop it. You know very well who this is.”
 
   “No, really, I don’t. The line is full of static.”
 
   “Laura.” My voice was sharper. “You have Caller ID. You know who this is.”
 
   She sighed. “Alright, fine. I know.” There was silence. “How is your new…house?”
 
   “It’s fine,” I told her. I blew on the cup of tea I was holding, trying to cool it down to a more drinkable temperature. I’d managed to unearth the coffeemaker on the first day of unpacking but where the coffee filters were remained a mystery. I wondered if maybe I’d run out before packing everything up and had simply forgotten to buy more. My memory was decidedly middle-aged, even if the rest of me didn’t feel it.
 
   She didn’t ask how the move had gone or if I was finished unpacking or if I’d met any neighbors. But I pretended as though she had.
 
   “I’ve made some headway with unpacking but still have a ways to go. My neighbor dropped by yesterday with some fresh eggs—he’s going to help me get a coop set up, he said—and a woman from town delivered some homemade scones and bread. They’re both delicious.”
 
   “That’s nice,” she murmured.
 
   “I’m planning to go into town soon to set up a local bank account and get some grocery shopping done. There isn’t a Giant or a Food Lion here—I have to head into Charlottesville for that—but there’s a local general store that Marcia told me is pretty well-stocked.”
 
   “That’s nice,” she said again. 
 
   I sighed. “Are you ever going to forgive me for moving? Is this how it’s going to be from now on? You avoiding calling me and then when I call you, just muttering and mumbling responses?”
 
   “I’m not avoiding you,” she told me. “I’ve been busy. The kids turned in their Civil War projects last week and I’ve spent every free hour I’ve had grading them.”
 
   We both knew this was a lie but I let it go. I knew my daughter and I knew she was hurting. I knew she’d stew for a while but she could never hold a grudge for very long. She was like me that way.
 
   “Okay,” I said, giving in. I wasn’t going to argue with her. “I just wanted to call and let you know I was still alive. I haven’t been pinned under a gigantic pile of boxes, and I haven’t been attacked by any wild farm animals. Yet.”
 
   “Mother.”
 
   “I’m teasing.” I took a sip of tea. Chamomile, no honey. Apparently I was out of that, too. 
 
   “I have to get ready for school,” she said. “Tayvon is coming in early to make up the spelling test he missed yesterday, and I still need to finish my classroom display on monarch migration.”
 
   I smiled. Laura could be a pain in the rear as a daughter, but she was a first-rate teacher. “I won’t keep you,” I said. “I just wanted to call and tell you I love you and I miss you and I’m thinking about you. I’m hoping you’ll come visit soon so I can show you around.”
 
   She hadn’t wanted to see the pictures online or the brochure I’d brought home. I’d shoved them in front of her anyway, but knowing my daughter, she’d probably squinted her eyes shut so she wouldn’t have to see them. If she didn’t see them, it wouldn’t be real. That was how she sometimes thought.
 
   The line was quiet.
 
   “Laura? You still there?”
 
   “I’m here. And…I love you, too. I’ll…I’ll talk to you soon.” And she was gone.
 
   I ended the call and took another sip of tea and smiled. It was progress. 
 
   I refilled my tea and ate one of the cranberry scones Sophia had delivered the day before. It was sweet and tart and buttery, and I added scone making to my mental list of things to learn how to do. I’d always made mine from those little bags they sold at gourmet food stores, the ones where you just added water and stirred. I was pretty sure Sophia’s were a little more complicated than that.
 
   I picked at the crumbs left on the napkin and surveyed the kitchen and the living room. I’d made significant progress on the main level, and only a few boxes remained. The upstairs was another story, but it was easy to close the doors to those rooms and pretend the messes didn’t exist. 
 
   Outside, the birds were singing and the spring toads were chorusing. I’d cranked open a few windows and a refreshing breeze blew through the house, one of those spring breezes that was still cool but hinted at the warmth ready to be unleashed later in the day. The daffodils I’d spied that first visit with Marcia danced in the wind, their petals and color already fading, but tulips pushed up behind them, ready to unfurl their symphony of pinks and reds and whites. 
 
   I sighed. It was a happy, contented sigh. No, the house wasn’t completely unpacked and no, I hadn’t started doing any of the things I wanted to do in this new chapter of my life, but I knew everything would fall into place. I needed to take things one day at a time, to remember that all I had was time. No commitments, no demands. For the first time in my life, the only person I had to answer to was me. 
 
   A rooster crowed in the distance, and I wondered if it belonged to Gunnar. It sounded closer, though, almost as if it were on my property.
 
   “I should investigate,” I said out loud. And then, because that reminded me of Mack Mercy and Capitol Cases, two things that I should no longer be thinking about, I said instead, “I should go explore.”
 
   Yes. I liked that word much better.
 
   I drained my tea and worked my feet into my tennis shoes. I grabbed a zip-up hoodie just in case the temperature was cooler than the sun and breeze were indicating, and stepped out into the sunshine.
 
   I still couldn’t quite believe that the house and property were mine. It had been so easy. I’d gotten an unbelievable price for the house in Arlington and this amount, coupled with my inheritance, had been more than enough to cover the purchase, and with plenty of money to spare. The mortgage process had been pain-free, the move had been a piece of cake. Even the unpacking, although tedious, had been easy. 
 
   I was embarking on a dream. It wasn’t Charlie’s dream—we’d chased all of his when we were married—and it wasn’t one of the kids’, either. It was mine. All mine.
 
   I wandered down the driveway, my feet kicking up dust and pebbles as it transitioned from asphalt to gravel. The birds were louder, their songs mingling so I couldn’t tell who was visiting the trees and shrubs. I thought I heard a chickadee, maybe a couple of cardinals. A woodpecker drilled into a nearby tree, but I couldn’t see him. The frogs were louder, a cacophony of noise, and the rooster still crowed his good morning song over and over. 
 
   I stopped at the guesthouse and realized I’d forgotten to bring the keys. I didn’t need to go inside, but it still would have been nice to sneak a quick peek, to remind myself what was waiting on the inside. It was adorable, more of a good-sized starter home than a guesthouse. Living room, full kitchen and bath, a good-sized bedroom on the upper floor. There was a bonus room up there, too, a small room with one pitched wall that might have been used as a nursery at some point. There were no closets but there was a small, west-facing window and a radiator for heating it during the winter. 
 
   I wandered past the house and further down the road as it curved sharply to the right, closer to the bungalow and boathouse and pond. I hadn’t spent as much time in those buildings, had really only peeked inside when Frank, the home inspector, had come out for his three-hour assessment. He’d skimped on those, essentially just checking the exteriors for signs of roof damage and structural issues and proclaimed them “safe enough.” I wasn’t sure what that meant but I was certain he’d detailed it in his Moby Dick-sized report.
 
   The boathouse didn’t interest me much. I could store a canoe or kayak in there, something to use on the pond, but the bungalow held a host of possibilities. We knew it was wired for electric—Frank had said as much, told me it was knob and tube wiring and to make sure I didn’t attempt any DIY electrical work unless I was familiar with that type of wiring. Considering I could barely change a light bulb without consulting a how-to manual, it was pretty safe to say I wouldn’t be messing with anything that conducted thousands of watts of electricity. So because of said electricity, my mind immediately entertained a host of scenarios. I could use it as a studio of some sort. Maybe an artist’s studio or a writing retreat. I did neither of those things as hobbies, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t start now. I was forty-five, not eighty-five; if the average lifespan held true for me, I still had decades left to find and explore a new hobby.
 
   And I now had a perfect little hideaway to do it in.
 
   I surveyed the bungalow with a critical eye. It wasn’t much to look at from the outside. Wood siding, painted white, the paint cracked and peeling. The roof tiles were green, just like the main house, and the windows didn’t have screens, which meant opening them to let the breeze in would allow bugs and critters in, too. But still. It had potential. 
 
   I stepped off the driveway and into the overgrown grass that surrounded the bungalow. Truly, the first order of business was going to need to be mowing. Which meant I was going to need to either hire someone or buy a ride-on lawnmower, because there was no way my little red Yard Machine could handle five acres of grass. But first, I wanted to look inside my retreat. 
 
   I rubbed the grime from the window next to the door, cleaning a small circle to peer through. It was just like I remembered it. Unfurnished, save for an old wooden dresser with a missing drawer tucked in one of the corners. There were some odds and ends in there—an old push broom, a bucket, some shallow cardboard boxes filled with odds and ends, but otherwise it was empty. 
 
   Out of habit, I reached for the door handle and twisted. It opened.
 
   “Huh,” I said out loud. I’d gotten used to talking to myself over the last few days. “Wonder why this is open.”
 
   Maybe we’d forgotten to lock it after Frank’s brief inspection. It was possible; we’d had a lot of ground to cover that day and he had a dance recital—one of his granddaughter’s—he’d been trying to get back to Charlottesville for. 
 
   I pushed the door open and a cloud of dust motes danced in the beam of sunlight that shot through the door with me. The one-room building was musty and choked with dust and cobwebs, but the bones of it were good. Solid. I knew I could make something out of it, just like I would make something out of the whole property. 
 
   It was destiny. 
 
   My dream.
 
   I stepped inside, pushing the door wider, letting the sunshine stream in. It illuminated the room, the whole glorious mess, and I smiled. I was going to take great pleasure in turning this trash into a treasure. I could paint the dresser, maybe insert a piece of wood where the missing drawer was and turn it into a shelf. I could wipe down the cobwebs and paint the walls and sweep the wood plank floors and fill that bucket with water and scrub the windows until they positively sparkled. I’d dig through the smattering of boxes—maybe I’d find some cool stuff—before clearing those out, too. I scanned the room, making sure I didn’t miss anything that would need my attention.
 
   And there, with the sun beaming across the room, I noticed something in the corner. Something that hadn’t been there when I’d peeked in with Marcia or when Frank had done his quick inspection.
 
   A body.
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   I didn’t scream.
 
   But I did stare, my mouth open, at the dead body in my bungalow.
 
   Well, it was a pile of bones, really. 
 
   It looked like a life-sized puzzle, half put together. The head and vertebrae were in place, as was the rib cage and pelvis. But the arm and leg bones? They were almost haphazardly scattered; sort of in the right positions but awkward in their angles, as if the person who’d met an untimely demise had managed to break all of their limbs, every last one of them.
 
    “How on earth did we miss this?” I murmured to myself. 
 
   I took a step, a small one, bringing me closer to the skeleton. It was clearly old, a relic, even. Where had it come from? And honestly, how had we missed it? Yes, Frank had rushed through this particular building, but I was pretty sure one of us would have noticed a pile of human remains in the far corner of the room. I was the first to admit that I needed readers for books these days, but even I would have spotted a skeleton in a room.
 
   An engine rumbled down my driveway, tires crunching the gravel. A car door opened, then closed. 
 
   “Rainy?” 
 
   I recognized Gunnar's voice.
 
   I had nothing to hide—well, I mean, there was a skeleton in my bungalow, but it wasn’t like I’d put it there—but I still didn’t want him walking in on me and my discovery.
 
   I hurried toward the door, but the tip of my shoe caught a loose floorboard and I stumbled, tumbling to my knees.
 
   Gunnar was beside me before I could right myself.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice full of concern.
 
   I brushed the dust from my jeans. The only thing bruised was my ego. “I’m fine,” I told him.
 
   Gunnar looked less like a lumberjack today. There was a baseball hat perched on his head, a tan one with a logo for something I didn’t recognize. His plaid shirt had been replaced by a John Deere T-shirt, the green fabric bringing out those same hues in his hazel eyes. It was more fitted than his flannel, and I couldn’t help but notice how the sleeves hugged his biceps and how the front hinted that there was no beer belly hiding underneath. 
 
   He inspected me from head to toe, presumably checking for any sign of visible injury, and I once again blasted myself for not taking the time to at least put my hair up and some lipstick on. He probably thought his new neighbor didn’t own a hairbrush, make-up, or clothes without holes or stains. 
 
   “Knee’s a little bit banged up,” he informed me, his brow furrowing.
 
   I glanced down at my jean-clad legs. How on earth could he tell that? 
 
   There was a rip in the fabric, exposing a small patch of angry-looking, scraped skin. I flexed my leg and winced. Yeah, it actually was a little banged up.
 
   “You should probably get something on that,” he said, nodding at my knee. “Ointment or something, just in case.”
 
   “I have some stuff back at the house,” I told him.
 
   I did. In a box. Somewhere. It was one of those upstairs boxes that had been relegated to the “later” stacks.
 
   “Can I help you with something?” I asked. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but I also didn’t want him peeking in on the bones in the bungalow. I was still trying to figure out what was going on, and the last thing I wanted was to have to explain the odd discovery.
 
   His cheeks flushed and he grinned. “Sorry to just barge in on you down here.” He thumbed toward the door and the truck still idling outside. “Brought you one of my old coops.” 
 
   When I didn’t respond, he added, “For the chickens? You said you wanted chickens, right?”
 
   I nodded. “Oh. Chickens. Yes, I want chickens.” I hadn’t meant right away, but apparently Gunnar Forsythe had taken my interest seriously.
 
   “I have a couple of old ones laying around,” he said. 
 
   “You do?” I repositioned myself, trying to hide the pile of bones from his sightline. “Just laying around?”
 
   “Yep. One thing you learn living out here,” he said, “is to never throw anything away that can be reused. It’s good wood, good screens. Anyway, I stopped at the house but you weren’t there. Saw your car in the driveway, though, so figured you’d be out and about. I didn’t want to just drop it off without knowing where to put it or if you even wanted it, so here I am.”
 
   “That’s awfully nice of you,” I said, and I meant it. Gunnar was a sweet man, a good neighbor. He’d brought me eggs, he’d just brought me a chicken coop, and he was definitely easy on the eyes. 
 
   But I still didn’t want him in my bungalow.
 
   I pointed to the open door. “Why don’t you show me it? I don’t know the first thing about chickens or where the coop should go or anything.”
 
   He nodded, smiling, those dimples slicing his tanned cheeks. My knees buckled just a little at the sight. “Sure thing. It’s in the bed of the truck.”
 
   He turned and I followed him, breathing a quick sigh of relief. I’d deal with Mr. Bones later.
 
   “I’ve always loved this little building,” Gunnar said. “You have plans for it?”
 
   “Not yet,” I said. I took a step and my knee protested. “I was thinking about turning it into a little studio or something.”
 
   “Really?” He spun back around, which was absolutely the last thing I wanted him to do. 
 
   I took a step back, hoping I’d repositioned myself in a way that hid the body. His eyes scanned the room, and he nodded and smiled. “I could see that. Lots of good natural light, especially once the windows are cleaned up. You an artist or something?”
 
   “Or something,” I said. “Why don’t you show me that coop?”
 
   He nodded, giving one last sweeping glance of the interior before turning back to the door. I took another deep breath, relieved that we were on our way out, when he froze.
 
   “Rainy,” he said as he turned back around. A look of concern crossed his face and my pulse quickened because I knew what was coming.
 
   “Why is there a skeleton in here?”
 
    
 
   


  
 

FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I decided honesty was the best policy. 
 
   Only because I didn’t have any other options.
 
   “I…I don’t know,” I admitted. “I was out for a walk and thought I’d peek inside and it was just…here.”
 
   Gunnar was still frozen in the doorway. “Is…is it real?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I was starting to sound like a broken record. “I mean, I’m not a forensics expert or anything but it sort of looks real.”
 
   He took a tentative step away from the doorframe. His complexion had paled just a bit, and one eye twitched, once, then twice. “Maybe it’s a Halloween prop or something…”
 
   “A prop? What would it be doing out here?” 
 
   “The Konrath’s have kids,” he said. He was still tiptoeing closer to the skeleton, as if moving that way would somehow make it less noticeable that he was inching forward. “They threw Halloween parties all the time.”
 
   “Really?” I asked hopefully. “Then maybe that’s it.” I marched toward the bones, confident that the sun and my mind had been playing tricks on me and that the skeleton on the floor was simply remnants of a Party City prop.
 
   I stooped low, examining the skull. It was faded, more gray than white, and it looked weathered; a little dirty, even. The skeletons I’d seen for Halloween displays were less realistic looking, but it had been a while since I’d decorated for a kid’s party. Like everything else, maybe those props and decorations had become more realistic over the years.
 
   I reached out to pick up the skull.
 
   “What are you doing?” Gunnar asked. His tone, mellow and smooth before, held a note of urgency.
 
   “What?” I asked as I extended my fingers. “It’s just a decora—”
 
   My fingers closed over the bone and it wasn’t plastic I was touching. It wasn’t resin, it wasn’t cement, it wasn’t foam molded to look like something else. It was solid, heavy in my hands. There was nothing inorganic about it.
 
   I shrieked and dropped it back to the floor and it rolled away, like a lopsided bowling ball. I was on my feet, leapfrogging away, not caring that my knee was screaming in protest. 
 
   “Don’t throw it!”
 
   “Oh my god, it’s real.” I looked at Gunnar, and I’m pretty sure the panic was evident in my expression because he mirrored a look of horror.
 
   “It is? How do you know?”
 
   “Because I felt it!” I couldn’t explain or put it into words, but I knew we were looking at a real skeleton.
 
   “You’ve…you’ve touched a real skeleton before?” he asked, his eyebrows disappearing under the brim of his baseball cap.
 
   I shook my head. “Well, no, but…”
 
   “So then we don't know for sure that it's real,” he said.
 
   “It felt real,” I said, still fixated on the skull. “It's not some plastic thing you'd hang up at a kid's party.”
 
   Gunnar's mouth twisted back and forth for a moment. “I don't know. The Konraths threw some pretty big parties. They kind of went overboard for their kids.”
 
   “So, what? They brought in real dead bodies?”
 
   He winced. “Well, no, of course not. I'm just saying it might be...something else.”
 
   I disagreed with his assessment. The skull had felt real, and the longer I looked at the bones, the more they started to look real, too. They were the right size for human bones. They weren't connected by string or plastic hinges. They didn't look like they'd collapse if I stepped on them. 
 
   They looked like human bones.
 
   I shivered.
 
   “What do you want to do?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “First, I want to not touch them again,” I said, taking a small step backward. “Second? I think I should call the police.”
 
   Something crossed Gunnar's face that I couldn't read entirely, but I got the impression he wasn't on board with that.
 
   “You don't think I should?” I asked. “Call the police?”
 
   “It's the sheriff you'd need to call,” he explained. “And...well, it's not really my decision, I suppose. You should do what you think you need to do.”
 
   “But you don't think I should,” I said. “Why?”
 
   He toed the floor for a moment. “I just...you should do what you want to do.” He glanced at me. “Sheriff Lewis is who you'll need to call. And, hopefully...he'll know what to do.”
 
   I couldn't pull what he actually meant from his words. I wasn't sure what the issue was, but I could tell he really wasn't in favor of my making the call. Maybe he was just unnerved by the potential human pile of bones we were standing near or maybe there was something else. I wasn't sure. 
 
   But I'd already made up my mind.
 
   I was calling Sheriff Lewis.
 
   


  
 

SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sheriff Donny Lewis tipped up the brim of his hat with his pipe and said, “Yep. Those look pretty real to me.”
 
   “Really?” I asked. “You can tell from all the way out here?”
 
   I'd pulled out my cellphone and dialed 9-1-1 immediately after Gunnar suggested Sheriff Lewis would hopefully know what to do. The operator routed me directly to the sheriff's office when I informed her that there was no immediate danger, and Lewis had answered the phone himself.
 
   “A pile of what?” he'd asked after I'd spit out why I was calling and who I was.
 
   “Bones. Like in our bodies.”
 
   “Ma'am, are you certain?”
 
   “I'm certain that there is a pile of something that looks and feels like human bones is in my cottage.”
 
   He sighed heavily through the phone. “I was fixin' on getting my lunch here pretty soon.”
 
   I didn't know what to say to that, so I didn't say anything.
 
   “I guess I could hop on over before I go pick up my fried chicken,” he finally said. “Alright. I'll be out there soon. Hang tight.”
 
   Gunnar and I hung tight until the sheriff pulled up in his old pickup truck. When he pushed the door open and slid out of the front seat, I was surprised that he did so without a walking aid of any kind. He looked to be closer to 80 than 70, his back and shoulders rounded over, with a protruding belly beneath the white shirt of his uniform. A large brimmed hat sat on top of his head and he walked with a slight limp. He greeted Gunnar by name and removed his hat when he shook my hand. Then he stuck the pipe in his mouth, barely visible under his thick white moustache, and peered in through the open door of the bungalow.
 
   He sucked on the unlit pipe for a moment. “Sure. Bones are bones, aren't they?”
 
   “I really wouldn't know,” I told him. “That's why I called you.”
 
   Gunnar rubbed at the back of his neck, his gaze fixed downward.
 
   Sheriff Lewis cleared his throat. “Well. Yes. Of course you did. Have to say, I'm not really a bones fella.”
 
   “I wouldn't think most people are,” I said.
 
   “Orthopedists,” Gunnar said. “Orthopedists are. And chiropractors.”
 
   The sheriff chuckled at that, but I did not.
 
   “My hope was that you could tell me what they are,” I said. “And assuming they are human, then how they got there.”
 
   He sucked on the end of the pipe again, his fleshy cheeks twitching. “Hmm. Yes, of course. We'd probably have to call in some specialists for that kind of thing, though. People who know more than I do.”
 
   At that moment, I was thinking that the list of people who knew more than him was very, very long.
 
   He squinted in through the door again. “Come to think of it, maybe they aren't real, after all.”
 
   I frowned. “And why would you suddenly change your mind?”
 
   The sheriff shifted his ample girth from his left foot to his right. He sucked hard on the end of the pipe and I realized that if he replaced the sheriff's hat with a top hat, he'd bear a pretty good resemblance to Frosty The Snowman.
 
   “I'd just think it's highly unlikely that there'd be a dead body in your place,” he said.
 
   “Why's that?”
 
   He pulled the pipe from his lips. “Ma'am, I understand you're new around here. But I assume you purchased this farm in this area for a reason. Am I right?”
 
   “Uh, sure.” I’d had lots of reasons, but I didn’t think now was the time to go into them with a sheriff investigating why there was a skeleton on my property.
 
   “And I assume one of the reasons was that you really liked the area. Thought living here would be a nice thing. Friendly folks, decent weather, pretty country.” He rattled this off as if he were reciting a grocery list.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Now, I'm not sure if you're the type to go digging, but if you were, you'd have also learned that not much bad happens around here.”
 
   I wasn't sure if I was the “type” he was talking about. I'd done some basic research about the area and all of the little towns when I’d first started looking, but truth be told, I'd used the eye test more than anything. I liked the location and I loved the look of the farm.
 
   My farm.
 
   “Sheriff, with all due respect, I don’t know where you're going with this,” I said, my hands on my hips. 
 
   “Where I'm going is that we haven't had a murder in this county in over sixty years,” Sheriff Lewis said. “I'm finding it a little hard to believe that the streak has been broken.”
 
   I waited for more of an explanation.
 
   The sheriff, though, just smiled at me and popped the pipe back in between his lips.
 
   Gunnar shoved his hands in his pockets and looked like he was trying to figure out a way to gracefully exit this train wreck of a conversation.
 
   “Sheriff,” I finally said, expelling a breath. “I appreciate that this is a nice place to live and that statistically, we should all feel safe. But none of that explains the bones in my bungalow.”
 
   The smile dimmed on his face.
 
   “I would respectfully ask that you step inside and take a closer look,” I continued. “It's why I called you.”
 
   He pulled the pipe from his mouth and frowned at the door to the bungalow. 
 
   Gunnar covered his mouth with his hand and I wasn't sure if he was smiling or if he was trying to keep himself from saying something.
 
   Sheriff Lewis grunted, glanced at me, then stepped into the room. I followed and Gunnar brought up the rear.
 
   The sheriff walked slowly to the pile, moving to his left first, then back to his right. I wasn't sure what he was doing, but at least he kept moving forward. When we reached the bones, he looked at both Gunnar and me, as if he thought we might be able to tell him what to do. When we didn't give him any answers, he sort of bent over at the waist to take a closer look.
 
   “Hmm,” he finally said. “Those are definitely some bones.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, nodding. “They are.”
 
   “And you may just be right,” he said. “They do sorta have that real look to them.”
 
   “I picked up the skull,” I told him. “It was heavy. It's not plastic.”
 
   He put his gaze on me. “You picked it up?”
 
   “I was trying to see if it was real.”
 
   He looked at Gunnar. “You touch any of them bones, Gun?”
 
   “No, sir,” Gunnar said, shaking his head. 
 
   The sheriff grunted, then went back to studying the bones. He pursed his lips. He tilted his head to the right, then to the left. Then he put the pipe back in his mouth and stood up.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Yep. They absolutely could be real.”
 
   While I didn’t know how he'd come to that conclusion considering he'd done less than I had in inspecting them, I was at least relieved that he was taking it a little bit more seriously.
 
   “But I have to tell you, Ms. Day,” he said. “These bones? They look pretty old to me. I'm not sure it's worth getting excited over.”
 
   “I'm definitely not excited over the idea that there might be a corpse in some state on my new property, Sheriff,” I told him. 
 
   His cheeks flushed with color. “I just mean that if this happened some time ago, then it might not be something you really have to worry yourself about.”
 
   I replayed his words back in my mind, wondering if I'd heard him wrong. 
 
   Nope.
 
   I'd heard him just fine.
 
   “So you're telling me that you don't think I need to worry about finding a dead body on my property?” I finally managed to spit out. 
 
   He scratched his chin. “Well, as I said, these bones look pretty old to me. So I'm not sure it's anything we have to worry about. I can call Tom Barnard—he runs a junkyard and does some hauling—and see if he'd be able to come out and clean it all up. You might have to pay him but—”
 
   “Hold on,” I said, interrupting him. “Just hold on a moment.”
 
   The sheriff switched the pipe from the right corner of his mouth to the left.
 
   I looked at Gunnar. “Are you hearing this the same way I am?”
 
   Gunnar squirmed, uncomfortable under both my gaze and Sheriff Lewis's. “Well, I'm not sure. I will say that I'm not sure hauling it all off in a pickup truck is the best of ideas.” He glanced at the sheriff. “I mean, I'd assume you'd need to do some sort of investigation, Donny. Even if it is an old body, it could be a missing person or something along those lines. And that would require some testing and analysis and other stuff. Right?”
 
   “Exactly!” I said, grateful that he was on my side. The side of logic and reason.
 
    The sheriff rubbed at his stubbly jaw, then pulled the pipe from his mouth and slotted it into the shirt pocket right next to his badge. “I'm just not sure this really requires a full reporting.”
 
   “But there are bones—” 
 
   He continued on as if he hadn’t heard me. “And if the bones are very old—”
 
   “But you don't know they are,” I pointed out. “You're just guessing.”
 
   He snorted. “But they look old.”
 
   I took a deep breath, then exhaled. I wasn't sure who Sheriff Lewis was used to dealing with, but if he handled everything the way he was handling this, I was very worried about my new hometown.
 
   “Sheriff, I'm going to be candid with you,” I finally said. “There is literally no reason why this discovery shouldn’t be investigated. I'm going to need someone to report what I've found. I was hoping it would be you, but if you have an objection to doing so, I will find another law enforcement agency to contact and let them know that I have bones on my property that appear to be human and that my county sheriff was uninterested in investigating. I am happy to go that route if necessary, but only if you're telling me you won't be looking any further into this.”
 
   The sheriff's forehead wrinkled like a shar pei’s and his eyes squinted into a menacing glare. 
 
   Gunnar shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and said nothing.
 
   I stood my ground, my arms folded across my chest, trying not to flinch under the old man’s withering stare.
 
   Sheriff Lewis finally cleared his throat. “I'll go ahead and call it in.” He frowned. “But then I’m getting my chicken. It’s past my lunchtime.”
 
   I had no idea to whom he was calling it in, but I was chalking that one up as a small victory for me.
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   I'd just poured a glass of wine when someone knocked on my door.
 
   Sheriff Lewis had called the medical examiner and ninety minutes later, a man slightly older than the sheriff shuffled up my driveway, nodded at each of us. He then went to work moving the bones around and taking pictures and making notes. The sheriff, perhaps shamed into doing some actual police work after watching the examiner go to work, took out a small spiral notebook from his pocket and asked me a few routine questions. He wasn't treating me as a suspect and was still clearly operating under the guise that the bones had been placed there thousands of years ago by cavemen.
 
   Or something like that.
 
   Gunnar excused himself after a few minutes, and when the medical examiner gathered up all of the bones and said he'd be in touch, Sheriff Lewis bid me goodbye and accompanied him to his van.
 
   I'd gone back to the house and tried to busy myself with unpacking chores, but I was distracted and disinterested. So after a bit, I showered, purposely avoiding soaping up my skinned knee. Clean, I pulled Gunnar's eggs from the fridge and cracked a few into the pan. I uncorked a bottle of Merlot that I'd kept close at hand—who cared that it wasn’t five o’clock?— and was just sitting down to my scrambled eggs and red wine when the knock sounded, startling me.
 
   I debated not answering the door. I wasn’t in the mood for company, and I was hungry and the wine looked good.
 
   The person knocked again. I stilled my fork, hovering halfway between my mouth and the plate filled with eggs. I sighed. If someone had taken the time to come out this way and knock not once, but twice, then they were probably there for a reason.
 
   I grabbed my glass of wine and headed for the door.
 
   A man’s fist was up in the air, frozen in mid-knock when I pulled the door open. His eyes widened. “Oh. Hello.”
 
   I'd never learned to tell the difference between a minister and a priest. I knew that some religions didn't require their pastors to wear those white collars, but I'd never learned the formal rules; probably because I'd never subscribed to any particular religion. The gentleman frozen in mid-knock wore a short-sleeve, black shirt, black slacks, and black shoes. His stark white collar was tight against his freshly shaven neck. 
 
   “Uh, Ms. Day?” he asked, a little unsure of himself.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   He smiled, a little more relaxed. I pegged him for a few years younger than me. He had kind blue eyes and his reddish brown hair had streaks of gold running through it. His hair appeared to have just been cut, too, and it was immaculately combed through.
 
   “I'm Declan Murphy,” he said. “I'm the pastor just down the road at St. Simon's Episcopal Church.”
 
   I vaguely recalled seeing an old white church with a tall steeple. “Oh. Right.”
 
   “I do apologize for showing up unannounced,” he said, running a hand over his hair. His eyes darted from me to the porch and then back up again. “Am I interrupting anything?”
 
   I held up the wine glass. “Just this and some eggs.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Eggs?”
 
   I stood to the side. “Scrambled. Come in, please.”
 
   He hesitated for a moment, then nodded and stepped into the entryway.
 
   I closed the door behind him and held out the hand that wasn't holding the wine glass. “I'm Rainy.”
 
   He shook my hand. “Declan Murphy, ” he said, introducing himself for the second time. 
 
   “So I shouldn't call you Reverend or Father or something like that?”
 
   His cheeks flushed, and I found it charming. “No, no. You can call me Declan.” He gestured at the collar. “I probably should have changed. The collar always makes people feel like they're in church.”
 
   I didn't want to tell him that I hadn't set foot in a church in almost thirty years, so instead I said, “Okay. Declan it is.”
 
   He smiled again and folded his hands together, seemingly pleased that we'd gotten over the pleasantries. It occurred to me for a moment that a strange man was standing in my entryway and it wasn't beyond the realm of possibility that he wasn't a pastor at all, but instead some sort of nut job who dressed up like a pastor to gain entrance to the homes of single women. I wondered how hard I'd have to hit him with the wine glass to take him out.
 
   But then I realized Declan was too uncomfortable to be any kind of predator. And I’d spent too much time listening to Mack Mercy relay his crazy cases at Capitol Cases.
 
   “Are you enjoying Latney?” he asked. 
 
   It felt like a loaded question. I thought about my introduction to the community: Gunnar’s generosity. Sophia Rey’s welcome gifts. The unwelcome gift in my bungalow. The sheriff who bordered on incompetency.
 
   “It's been...a change,” I said. 
 
   “A change,” he said, nodding. “Yes, I'm sure it is.”
 
   We stood there awkwardly for a moment.
 
   “Declan, can I ask why you're here?” I finally asked. “Are you part of the welcome wagon? Or something along those lines?”
 
   “Welcome wagon?” he said, his brow wrinkling. “Oh, no. I'm not. I'm sorry. I should've gotten right to the point. I truly didn't mean to interrupt your afternoon.” He paused. “But I wanted to stop by and see how you were doing.”
 
   How I was doing? Was this a mental health wagon instead of a welcome wagon? Is that what priest and pastors did in the country?
 
   “Um, I'm alright, I guess.” And then, because that seemed like a woefully inadequate answer for a man of the cloth who was asking about my well being, I added, “I'm a little tired, I guess. And I'm still figuring my way around here. But, otherwise, I'm alright.”
 
   He kept his gaze on me and I realized he was waiting for more.
 
   But I wasn't sure what to give him.
 
   “I feel like I'm missing something,” I finally said. “And you'll have to forgive me. Sometimes I'm slow with these things.”
 
   He smiled again. “No forgiveness needed. But I thought I would come by. After I heard.”
 
   “After you heard?”
 
   “St. Simon's offers crisis intervention and bereavement services,” he said. “That's why I'm here.”
 
   I squinted at him for a moment, still not getting what he was saying. Then the light bulb went on and I pointed my wineglass at him. It sloshed a little over the rim, wetting my fingertips. “Ohhhh. You're here because of the body.”
 
   Declan Murphy pulled at the collar, trying unsuccessfully to loosen it. “Yes. The body.”
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   I motioned toward the kitchen table. “I need to get to my eggs before they get cold. Would you like to come in?”
 
   He nodded and followed me to the kitchen. It was one of my favorite rooms in the house. White cupboards with wrought iron knobs and hinges, terra cotta tiled floor, an exposed wood-beam ceiling—it was about as different as it could be from the ultra-modern, remodeled kitchen from the Arlington house. The two windows in the room faced east and south, offering bright morning sunshine and a nice cross breeze when they were open.
 
   I grabbed the plate with my makeshift lunch/dinner and put it in the microwave. As old as the house was, the previous owners had put in some modern conveniences. A microwave and dishwasher were some of them.
 
   “Can I get you a glass of wine?” I asked, hovering near the cupboard with the wineglasses.
 
   “Oh, no,” Declan said. “No, I'm fine. But thank you.”
 
   I wondered if he was allowed to drink while he was on the job or if he was prohibited. “Water? Anything else?” I paused. “Actually, that's all I have.”
 
   “Water and wine,” he said. “That's sort of my specialty.”
 
   It was a corny joke, but it was cute. “I see what you did there.” I gestured at the chair across from me. “Please, have a seat. And I hope you don't mind if I eat because I’m starved.”
 
   “I don't mind at all,” he said, sliding into the chair.
 
   The microwave dinged and I pulled the plate out and sat down next to him. “I have to say, I'm afraid you may have misinterpreted what went on here.”
 
   He frowned. “How so?”
 
   “You mentioned bereavement,” I said, spearing some of the eggs with my fork. “I don't know who those bones belong to. And whoever it turns out to be, I'm pretty confident I still won't know them.” I ate the eggs and nearly burned my tongue, they were so hot. I washed them down with a mouthful of wine. “So I can't say I'm terribly broken up over the whole thing because I don't feel very attached to it.”
 
   Declan's shoulders dropped a bit. “Oh, I see.”
 
   I eyed him. “How did you find out?”
 
   “The medical examiner's office called the church,” he explained. “It's standard procedure.”
 
   “I thought there hasn’t been a murder here in sixty years.”
 
   Declan raised his eyebrows. “Who said anything about murder?”
 
   I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. “I mean…I just meant that there was a body on my property and no one seemed to know how it got there. The sheriff mentioned how there hadn’t been any murders in a long time.”
 
   “Sixty years?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “We’re notified when there are deaths, period,” Declan explained. “No matter the cause.”
 
   That made sense, though I couldn't believe that ancient medical examiner had thought twice about me and my potential need for bereavement services. Maybe it was just necessary channels.
 
   “I wasn't exactly sure what had occurred,” Declan continued. “And given that I was free this afternoon, I figured I would just stop by.”
 
   “Well, I do appreciate that,” I said, swirling the wine in the glass. “You were a far nicer surprise than the sheriff.”
 
   Declan shifted in the chair. “Sheriff Lewis?”
 
   “He wasn't too keen on checking out the body. Or the bones, or whatever you want to call it.”
 
   “He wasn't?”
 
   I explained to him what happened as I finished off the eggs. I emptied my wine glass, too. I desperately wanted another glass but I wasn't sure if that was appropriate for the time of day, especially in the presence of a non-drinking pastor.
 
   Declan wore a thin smile on his face when I'd finished. “Well, I'd like to tell you that's a different experience than what I've had with him, but I'm afraid I can't. He seems like a nice enough fellow, if, perhaps a bit…overwhelmed.”
 
   “And, maybe, lazy.”
 
   “Maybe.” He chuckled. “I was trying to give him the benefit of the doubt.” His smile broadened. “Hazard in my line of work, I suppose.”
 
   I laughed. “I suppose so. And my cynicism is a hazard of just being me.”
 
   He nodded. “Nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “I was just taken aback that he wasn't going to do anything,” I said. “As if that was okay.”
 
   I didn’t know why I felt the need to share all of this with the stranger sitting next to me. Maybe there was something to the whole confession thing.
 
   He folded his arms across his chest. “I think you may find that people are very entrenched in their ways here. If that's the way he's always done it, then getting him to do it any other way might prove difficult.”
 
   He sounded like he knew things I hadn't yet figured out.
 
   “How long have you been here?” I asked. “In Latney, I mean.”
 
   His smile dimmed a little. “Only a couple of months. The former pastor retired and moved with his family to Maine. I was in a community down in South Carolina when the diocese asked if I'd be willing to take over here. I, of course, said yes.” He shrugged his shoulders. “So here I am.”
 
   I pushed my plate aside and decided I'd tempt fate by adding a little more wine to my glass. I compromised by only filling it halfway.
 
   “And do you and your family like it?” I asked. 
 
   “I came alone. No family.” He pulled at the collar again for a moment. “And, yes, I do like it. I do.”
 
   It sounded like he was trying to convince himself as much as me that the words he was speaking were true. “But?”
 
   He dropped his hand from the collar and glanced down at the table. “But I will say it has been a...challenge?”
 
   I swirled the wine in my glass. “Challenge?”
 
   He moved his eyes from the table back to me. 
 
   I really did like his eyes. A lot.
 
   “This is a very...stable community,” he said. “Most of the people seem to have been here for a very long time. They have friendships and relationships and like the way things have been done in the past. They aren't terribly open to new ways of doing things.” He sighed. “So, it's been a bit of a challenge.”
 
   I considered his words. Gunnar and Sophia had both been welcoming, but my experience with them had consisted mostly of pleasantries and nothing more. It hadn’t occurred to me that it might be hard to fit in here in Latney. I had romanticized it in my mind, pictures of bucolic scenery and small-town living and camaraderie. But Declan was telling me something very different. And I wasn’t sure that I liked it.
 
   He laid his hands flat on the table. “But now I just sound like I'm complaining. I'm lucky to be here and have a strong community. There are good, decent people here, people I’m lucky to have met. ” He paused. “And I’m lucky to have met you today, Ms. Day.”
 
   “Call me Rainy.”
 
   He smiled and nodded. “Rainy. And I've taken up enough of your time and embarrassed myself a little in the process.”
 
   “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”
 
   He smiled. “Bereavement services for bones? That isn’t something to be embarrassed over?”
 
   I smiled back. “It was a sweet gesture. And some people might have needed counseling after making such a discovery. Counseling from a man of the cloth.”
 
   His smile deepened. “If you say so. Anyway, I just have one more thing for you and then I'll be out of your hair for the day.”
 
   I didn’t need for him to be out of my hair. He was charming and sweet, and there was something oddly comforting about sitting with him at the kitchen table. I didn’t know if it was because we were both newcomers to town or if it was because he did really have some sort of religious, healing powers. 
 
   And those eyes of his really hadn't bothered me in the least.
 
   “I do two services on Sundays,” he said. “There's an early bird one at seven in the morning, but the big one's at ten. Runs about an hour long, with coffee and donuts afterward.”
 
   Now it was my turn to shift uncomfortably in the chair. I really wasn't comfortable with religion or church or anything tangentially related to them. I didn't begrudge anyone their own beliefs, but I'd learned from an early age that organized religion just wasn't for me. I prescribed more to the theory of being kind and doing as much good as you can in the world and any god that might judge me later on would be good with that. 
 
   But now a minister was sitting at my kitchen table, inviting me to a service. A sweet, earnest, cute minister. Who happened to be single.
 
   Not that it mattered.
 
   “Well, that's kind of you to invite me,” I said, staying neutral. “Thank you.”
 
   “And I'm sorry if I'm being presumptive,” he said. “I should've asked if you've already been attending services elsewhere.”
 
   There were other churches around? This was news to me.
 
   “Oh, no,” I said, waving the glass in the air. “I haven't been. Anywhere.”
 
   He studied me for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. I should also mention that this isn't some sort of binding agreement. I promise not to baptize you in front of the congregation or anything like that.”
 
   I laughed. He'd read me very well. He was scoring points with me in several ways.
 
   “But it would be great to see you on Sunday,” Declan said. “Friendly faces are always welcome. And I promise you that I will not drone on and on during the sermon.”
 
   I peered into my glass of wine. Going to church sounded like the last thing I needed right then. I was still feeling overwhelmed by the amount of work I needed to do on the farm and the things I needed to learn. But I knew that carving out an hour for a Sunday service for a fellow newcomer wouldn't set me back. It was good karma and might, at the very least, give me an ally in Latney.
 
   I held up the wine glass and smiled at my new pastor friend. “I'll be there.”
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   The next morning, I got up early, determined to attack the day.
 
   I wasn't quite ready to attack the mini-hangover I'd acquired from the bottle of wine I'd polished off after Declan Murphy left, though.
 
   So I was a little slower than I planned, cooking up the last of the eggs and gulping water to chase away the headache that was doing its best to try to hold me back. I really needed to head to the grocery store to stock the fridge and cupboards, but I knew I wasn’t up to it then. But my breakfast did manage to fill my stomach, and the water hydrated me, and I felt good enough to head outside into the early morning sunshine.
 
   To do what, though, I wasn't sure.
 
   I stood on the front porch. I was still having a hard time believing that everything was mine. It was sort of like when I'd seen my kids newly born for the first time and couldn't quite comprehend that I was now responsible for them. As I looked around the farm, it was hard to fathom that I was now responsible for the entire property, and even though I had a million things that needed to be done—boxes to unpack, acres of grass to mow, buildings to paint—I really wasn't sure where to start.
 
   Sheriff Lewis saved me from having to choose.
 
   His old pickup truck rumbled down the drive and lurched to a halt in front of the house. He waved at me through the window, then pushed the truck door open. He slid out of the front seat, wearing the exact same uniform as the day before.
 
   He pulled the pipe from the corner of his mouth. “Morning, Ms. Day. Hope I'm not disturbing you.”
 
   I shook my head. “Not at all. Just getting ready to start my day. If I can figure out where to start it.”
 
   He chuckled and let his gaze sweep the farm. “It's a big place, isn't it?”
 
   “That it is.”
 
   He nodded, then gestured down the gravel road that led to the back of the property. “I was hoping I might be able to get a look in your bungalow. Finish up my report.”
 
   “Of course,” I said, coming down the steps. “Let's go have a look.”
 
   “I just want to make sure we get a thorough picture of it,” he said as we walked toward it. “Make sure I didn't miss anything yesterday.”
 
   I wasn't really sure what he’d done the day before, but I didn't want to tell him how to do his job. 
 
   I unlocked the door to the bungalow and pushed the door open, then stepped back to let him pass.
 
   The interior of the bungalow looked different to me, but I couldn’t place why. I assumed because we'd moved boxes yesterday for the medical examiner, but the room was just giving me a different vibe than it had the day before.
 
   The sheriff was sucking on his pipe again and looking around the corner of the room where we'd discovered the bones. He stared at the spot for a long time, then he looked up one wall, then down another. 
 
   “I suppose I oughta take some pictures,” he mumbled.
 
   “Probably,” I said, though I didn’t think he was actually looking for a response. In truth, he should have taken pictures yesterday, of the actual bones and how they’d been positioned. The ME had done that, so maybe he shared his pictures with the sheriff? Maybe he was also a deputy? I had no idea.
 
   Sheriff Lewis reached into the pocket of his uniform pants and pulled out a fairly sizable smartphone. He fumbled with it for a moment, then craned his neck closer to the screen. He jabbed at it with his finger, frowning at it. Then he swiped his finger across it. He finally nodded and started tapping on the screen.
 
   “These newfangled phones just seem way more complicated than they need to be,” he said.
 
   I didn’t want to admit that I felt the same way. I had my smartphone and even though it felt like I’d mastered its functions, I was pretty sure I was only aware of ten percent of what it was actually capable of doing.
 
   “I remember ol' Len telling me he'd never get one.” He chuckled. “Then he ended up with two for some reason.”
 
   “Len?”
 
   He looked up from his screen. “Len Konrath. The man whose farm you now own.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. The name definitely rang a bell, but he had been listed as Leonard on the paperwork. “I never met him during the sale.” 
 
   “Friend of mine,” he said. “Good man, Len is.”
 
   “I'm sure,” I said.
 
   He held the phone up and aimed it at the corner, jabbing again at the screen. Then he frowned. “Hmm. Thing doesn't want to take pictures.”
 
   “Can I help?”
 
   “Oh, no, I'll figure it out,” he said, waving me off. “I always do.”
 
   “Do you need to do any dusting?”
 
   “Dusting?” His brow wrinkled. “In here? I don't need to clean the area.”
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I meant dusting for, like, fingerprints or something like that.”
 
   He thought for a moment, then made a face. “Nah, probably not. I doubt there's anything to find, anyway.”
 
   While I didn't feel endangered in any way, his crime-solving skills seemed pretty much nonexistent. Which left me feeling pretty irritated. Again.
 
   I started to ask him another question, but my own phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw Laura's name on the screen. “Excuse me, Sheriff. It's my daughter.”
 
   “Not a problem,” he said, still just staring at the walls as if he were in some sort of trance. Maybe he, too, had picked up on the fact that the vibe was a little different. Or maybe it was just me imagining things. I was good at that.
 
   I turned away from him and walked toward the other end of the bungalow. “Good morning,” I said, trying to quell my enthusiasm. I was thrilled that Laura had actually decided to reach out on her own. That felt like progress. Maybe she was getting over her anger and hurt feelings. 
 
   “Good morning,” my daughter said. “I have a few minutes before the kids show up so I'm checking in on you. To make sure you haven't been eaten by a cow or something.”
 
   “Cows don't eat humans,” I corrected her. But I was smiling. If she was joking, she was in a better mood. Maybe her resentment about my move was finally behind us. “You know this. You’re a teacher, for god’s sake.”
 
   “Fine. A tractor, then.”
 
   “Tractors are inanimate objects, so—”
 
   “Mother, you know what I mean,” she said, exasperated.
 
   I did, of course, know what she meant, but I also considered it my job to exasperate her.
 
   “I am fine,” I said. “I'm here with the sheriff.”
 
   The line buzzed for a moment. “The what?”
 
   I covered my mouth with my hand. Why on earth had I just blurted that out?
 
   “Mom? What did you say? Who is there?”
 
   I swallowed. “The sheriff.”
 
   The line buzzed again. “Mother.”
 
   “Daughter?”
 
   “What exactly is going on?”
 
   I watched Sheriff Lewis shuffle around the corner, not doing much of anything. “It's really hard to say,” I told her. That, in fact, was a truthful statement.
 
   “Let me be more specific,” Laura said. “Why is the sheriff there?”
 
   I sighed. “You sure you want to know?”
 
   “Oh, god.” And then, “Yes. Tell me now.”
 
   It would do no good to hide it from her. She was like a bloodhound, relentless in her pursuit of information once a tidbit had been dangled in front of her. Maybe she should have been the one to work for a private investigator, not her mother.
 
   I stared out the window. Well, I tried, but it was so thick with dirt and grime that it was really hard to see much of anything. “I might have found some bones.”
 
   “Some what?”
 
   While the sheriff fumbled around in the corner, I haltingly explained to her what had occurred the day before.
 
   “And I'm just finding out about this now?” she said when I was done. “Why didn't you call me right away and tell me?”
 
   “Probably because I knew you'd freak out in exactly the way you're freaking out now,” I told her. “It's fine. It's under control. I'm sure there's a good explanation.”
 
   “For old bones? When has there ever been a good explanation for that?”
 
   “You know what I mean,” I said. 
 
   “I’m worried. I think you need to do more. Move out or something.” There was a pause. “Come home.”
 
   I smiled, a little sadly. What my daughter didn’t realize was that I was home.
 
   “I know you’re concerned, and I appreciate that,” I said, trying to be patient. “But this is my life now. You're going to have to get used to that. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I managed to call the police and everything.”
 
   “I know you are,” she responded. “But that doesn't mean I'll worry any less, and it doesn't mean I'm happy that you're sharing that farm with a dead body.”
 
   “Technically, it was just bones.”
 
   “Mother! You know what I mean!”
 
   I stifled a chuckle. “Yes, I do. And I appreciate your concern. I really do. But you'll have to trust me. Everything's fine.”
 
   She sighed. “If you say so.”
 
   I waited for more: more argument, more cajoling, more concern. When it didn’t come, I didn’t know whether to rejoice or worry. Laura was not one to drop things, but I wasn’t about to drag things out if she was done with the discussion. And from what I could tell, she was.
 
   “What are they doing about the bones?” she asked.
 
   I turned back toward Sheriff Lewis. He was squatted down in the corner with his phone out, jabbing his finger once again at the screen. He lost his balance and teetered over on his side, but it was in slow motion, like one of the Weeble Wobble toys from the 70s. For a minute, I worried that he’d broken something; I mean, he was pretty old. But he pushed himself back up and struggled to his feet, getting his hat back straight on his head.
 
   I looked away and shook my head. “Investigating. They're investigating.”
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   After I hung up with my daughter, the sheriff informed me that he was finished with whatever work he'd done and that he'd be in touch. I had a million questions for him but since he hadn’t demonstrated any indication of having either competency or information, I’d just nodded and escorted him back to the main house and the driveway.
 
   I was still at a loss as to where to start with my mile-long To Do list, so I decided that putting off the house projects made far more sense than procrastinating over the errands I still needed to run. So after spending five minutes getting myself ready, I gathered up some paperwork from the living room and headed into town.
 
   The downtown area of Latney was just as charming as I remembered. It was only three blocks long, the main road lined with little shops and businesses. St. Simon’s was visible down a side street, its white steeple blinding in the morning sunshine, and more streets splintered off the main road, filled with older homes on sprawling, well-maintained lots.  I drove past a hardware store, the post office, a boutique of some kind, the town’s only restaurant, and a few other businesses before finally pulling into a parking space in front of The Bank of Latney, a stately, two-story brick building.
 
    Bells chimed somewhere in the lobby of the bank when I pushed through the double glass doors. A woman sitting at a small desk near the entrance sat up a little straighter and smiled at me with coffee-stained teeth. “May I help you?”
 
   I tucked the manila folder beneath my arm. “I'd like to speak with someone about opening an account.”
 
   “Are you already a customer?”
 
   “No. I just moved to the area.”
 
   She squinted at me. She had a beehive of brown hair and looked to be nearly the same age as the sheriff. I was beginning to wonder if anyone in the town was under the age of 40. “You're the young woman that bought Len's farm, aren't you?”
 
   “I bought the farm, yes. Not sure about the young part.”
 
   She picked up the phone to her left. “Young to me, dear. I'm Trudy, by the way.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Trudy.”
 
   “Same, dear,” she said. She shifted her focus to the phone. “Walter, we have a potential new customer here.” She nodded. “Alrighty.” She hung up the phone and smiled at me. “Walter will be here shortly.”
 
   I had no idea who Walter was but assumed this was a good thing. “Terrific, thank you.”
 
   “You're welcome, dear,” she said. She leaned in conspiratorially. “And Walter's a bit of a blowhard, but his heart's in the right place.” She winked at me. “Don't hold it against us.”
 
   “I promise I won't,” I told her, smiling. “And thanks for the warning.”
 
   She nodded. “You bet. You can have a seat right over there behind you.”
 
   I wandered over to the deep-seated leather sofa and sank down. A mahogany coffee table was positioned in front of it and matching end tables flanked the sides. The top of the coffee table was covered with financial magazines and pens with the bank's name on them. I thought I spied a couple of employees poking their heads out of their cubicles, trying to look at me, but it may have just been my own paranoia. At least they confirmed that there were younger folks in town; neither looked to be over thirty.
 
   After a few minutes, a tall man wearing wire-rimmed glasses made his way toward me, a large smile spread across his face. “Are you our new customer?”
 
   I stood. “Well, I hope to be.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” he said, extending a hand. “I'm Walter Rey.”
 
   “Rainy Day,” I said, letting his hand swallow up mine.
 
   He looked like the politicians I was used to seeing on the Hill—perfectly trimmed, slicked back hair, tanned skin, immaculately dressed in a custom-tailored business suit.
 
   “Rainy Day,” he repeated. “I assume you're here to put your money away for...a rainy day.”
 
   It was a terrible joke, but one that I'd learned to tolerate over the years with a smile on my face. “Something like that.”
 
   He laughed as though I'd found it funnier than I had, then waved me back in the direction he'd come from. 
 
   I followed him down a short hallway and he stepped aside so I could enter the office first. I took one of the two chairs on the right side of a standard office desk, which was cluttered with papers and several photographs. A window behind me opened out onto a small park area that I hadn’t noticed before.
 
   Walter Rey settled himself into an oversized leather chair and laid his hands on the desk. “So, Rainy, what can we do for you today?”
 
   “For starters, I'd like to open a checking account,” I said. “And I guess I'd like some information on opening a savings account, as well.”
 
   “We can do both,” he said, tapping his fingers against the desk. “We are always happy to help out folks new to Latney.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “So you already know who I am?”
 
   He pursed his lips and his fingers tapped the desk quicker. “Oh. Well. My wife actually told me that she met you the other day when she stopped by to say hello.”
 
   I thought for a moment. “Sophia?”
 
   “The one and only,” he said, nodding. “She told me about you being out there all alone at Len's old place. So I wondered if we might be seeing you.”
 
   “I see,” I said, feeling momentarily guilty for having assumed he'd been spying on me, too.
 
   He swiveled in his chair and pulled out the keyboard beneath the flat screen monitor. “I heard you had a bit of a scare out there yesterday.”
 
   And the guilt was gone. “Oh, did you?”
 
   His fingers moved over the keyboard. “Something about a body, I believe.”
 
   I didn't say anything.
 
   “Heard the sheriff was out there.”
 
   I pressed my lips together.
 
   He finally glanced at my direction. “But maybe we should just stick to why you're here.”
 
   “I like that idea,” I told him.
 
   Thirty minutes later, I had a checking account with no minimum balance and a savings account that gave me what I needed. Walter was very nice in going through all of the particulars, setting up a temporary check card for me until my permanent one arrived in the mail, and making sure I knew that there were lots of other options available to me if I wanted to move more of my money into The Bank of Latney. I did have lots more money to move, but I wasn't ready to do that until I saw proof that they could take care of what I'd given them.
 
   Call me old-fashioned.
 
   Walter rapped a fist against his desktop. “Well, I think that about covers it then. And if you have any issues whatsoever, you feel free to call me directly.” He slid a card across the desk. “Has both my personal number and an email address on there.”
 
   I took the card and put it in my folder. “Thank you very much.”
 
   “And I apologize if I was a little forward about you being the new owner out there at Len's and about whatever occurred there yesterday,” he said, frowning. “News gets passed around pretty quickly here in Latney, and I sometimes forget that not everyone's used to that.”
 
   “No apologies necessary,” I said. I appreciated the sentiment.
 
   “People like to talk about anything out of the ordinary that happens around here,” Walter said. He grinned, a little sheepishly. “Those of us who have been here for forever, sometimes forget that those of you who are new around here might not be aware of that. Or appreciate it.”
 
   “Do a lot of things out of the ordinary happen in Latney?”
 
   He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his stomach. His white shirt was so starched I thought his hands might bounce right off of it. “I wouldn't say a lot. But, you know, we get our fair share of things that don't always make sense.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   He thought for a moment. “Clancy O'Dell's uncle disappeared a number of years ago.  Family owns a farm a little out to the west and one night he just didn't come home.”
 
   “Disappeared?”
 
   “Never heard from since. Been twenty years now and no one’s heard a peep.”
 
   “That's not good.” I wondered if Clancy’s uncle might have ended up in my bungalow. But would he—I mean, his bones—just sit there for…decades? 
 
   “Well, he was sort of an ornery old fellow, so there wasn't too much of a ruckus,” Walter said, adjusting his glasses. “His family wasn't too terribly concerned. Some cows were stolen awhile back, too.”
 
   “Cows?”
 
   “Yes, ma'am. From the Becker farm about twenty minutes from here. Roland went out one morning and a dozen of his cattle were gone. No trace of them.”
 
   “Oh, my.” I wasn’t sure how someone could steal a head of cattle without leaving any clue. Unless they’d been beamed up by aliens.
 
   “He spent a couple of days looking for them, but he finally just gave up and bought a few new ones. I believe the sheriff looked into it, but never found anything.”
 
   That, I believed.
 
   “So people like to get worked up when something out of the ordinary happens,” Walter said. “Latney is a fairly quiet place, so anytime there's a wrinkle, people like to talk about it. And I would imagine that once people found out about whatever happened at your place, they got a little excited.”
 
   I thought about what Declan had said about small town life, how people were set in their ways. And now Walter was telling me that they were also up in my business. I shouldn't have expected that whatever happened on my farm would stay on my farm; that was naiveté on my part. I’d bought the farm because I wanted a change of pace, and it looked like adjusting to gossip was going to be a part of that new pace, too.
 
   I stood. “I appreciate all of your help, Mr. Rey.”
 
   He pushed himself out of the chair, straightening his tie as he did so. “Call me, Walter. And you're very welcome. Please don’t hesitate to let me know if I can be of assistance.”
 
   “That's very kind. Thank you.”
 
   He nodded, but something flickered through his eyes for a moment. He cleared his throat. “So…was it a body?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “A body. That they found on your property?”
 
   I thought about ignoring the question, but realized that if Walter was in the gossip circuit, he might actually put out the truth if I gave it to him. “It wasn't a body in the way that you'd normally think of it. It was more like bones that had been there for a very long time.”
 
   He rubbed his chin and nodded. “Interesting. Did Sheriff Lewis have any idea who it might be?”
 
   “None,” I said, not adding the fact that the sheriff had barely recognized them as bones. I decided to offer up my own theory, the one that had just hit me while sitting in his office. “Maybe it was the man you were talking about? The man who disappeared?”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Eh, I doubt it. The last I heard, someone saw him down south. He did always have a fondness for Texas. Always wanted to be a cowboy, I heard. Who knows?” He thought hard for a moment, his brow furrowed. “Len might know something, though.”
 
   “Mr. Konrath?” It was the second time his name had been brought up that day.
 
   “Yep. He lived there an awfully long time,” he said. “Decades. He might have an explanation if the sheriff doesn’t have any other ideas.”
 
   After witnessing Sheriff Lewis and his investigation methods, I was fairly certain he’d be coming up empty-handed in that department.
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   I was hungry for lunch.
 
   I walked out of the bank and shielded my eyes from the midday sun. My stomach growled. I scanned the street and spied the restaurant I’d seen earlier named The Wicked Wich. I trusted that the “t” hadn’t been left off in error and that I wouldn't run into any flying monkeys if I crossed the road and went in to grab a bite to eat.
 
   The interior was more bar than restaurant, with a long, dark bar to my right and an array of similar colored tables and chairs to my left. The tap handles lined up like a row of soldiers behind the bar. Neon beer signs hung on the walls and a small, flattop grill sizzled at the far end of the bar. A kid with a baseball hat on backward was flipping burgers with precision and enthusiasm. The smell of grease permeated the air and my stomach growled again.
 
   A woman about my age with short, strawberry blonde hair and a towel slung over her shoulder made her way down the bar to me as I slid onto one of the cracked leather stools. She wore a black T-shirt emblazoned with the tavern's name along with a wary smile.
 
   “Something to drink?” she asked.
 
   “Diet whatever,” I said.
 
   She slid a plastic menu onto the bar in front of me, grabbed the soda gun and filled a glass with ice and diet whatever. She set the glass on a coaster next to the menu. 
 
   “Any recommendations?” I asked as I scanned the menu.
 
   “The burgers and sandwiches are good, the salads are not. I'd recommend the fries over the cole slaw, and Mikey's cooked up a special burger this week with peanut butter and jalapenos. I'll give you a minute or two.” She walked back down the bar, to guys in jeans and T-shirts who were pointing at the TV on the wall.
 
   I looked around. The tables were maybe a quarter full, the food covering the tabletops served in green baskets and accompanied by paper napkins. People were chatting amiably over the low din of classic rock piping out of an invisible sound system. It was the classic neighborhood bar and grill come to life, and for one small moment, I felt as though I’d been transported into a sitcom. This was the kind of thing I'd been hoping to find when I'd been looking for a small town to settle in.
 
   The woman returned with a raised eyebrow. “Make a decision?”
 
   I handed her the menu and pointed toward the kid at the grill. “I'll try the peanut butter and jalapeno thing with fries.”
 
   “Adventurous,” she said, taking the menu and sliding it under the counter. “He'll be thrilled because he feels like his creations always get ignored.”
 
   “I'm a good guinea pig for hamburgers,” I told her. “I'll try most anything.”
 
   “You're the new owner of Konrath's farm, right?” she asked.
 
   I stuck my straw in the soda. “It's like I'm wearing a sign. Yes, I am.”
 
   “Happens around here,” she said, then held her hand out over the bar top. “I'm Dawn.”
 
   We shook hands. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “You haven't known me that long,” she said, tugging the towel off her shoulder. “Give it time and we'll see if you still feel that way.” She sauntered off back toward the two men down the way.
 
   I pulled out my phone and scrolled through emails for a minute, ignoring ones I didn't care about, deleting ones I didn't need, and sipped from my soda. It was a little strange, sitting in a restaurant in a strange town by myself, but there was something comforting about it, too. After what seemed like 24 hours of off-and-on chaos, it was nice to just sit and not have to talk to the sheriff or think about bones.
 
   The doors to the tavern jingled and a small giant walked through the entryway. He was in jeans and a long-sleeved work shirt, with a Nationals cap pulled tight on his round head. He had the look of a football player who'd kept on eating once he'd stopped playing. It appeared as if he hadn't shaved in a couple days and when he plopped down on the stool next to me, he let out a long sigh.
 
   “Tough day?” I asked.
 
   He seemed almost startled to hear my voice, as if he hadn't even seen me sitting there.
 
   “Oh. Oh, yes, ma'am. Been trying to fix this tractor going on three days now and that thing is just giving me fits.” He pulled off his hat and his shoulders fell a bit. “And I apologize for crowding you. I wasn't even paying attention when I sat down.”
 
   “It's no problem,” I said, smiling. “And I'm afraid I'm no help with the tractor.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Oh, that's alright. It's just one of those things I haven't figured out yet. I only got a few days off work and was hoping to get it fixed before heading back out on the road. I’ll get it done, though. I promise.”
 
   “You don’t have to make any promises to me.”
 
   A sheepish smile crept onto his face. “Sorry, I just tend to whine when I'm tired.”
 
   “I think we all do that.”
 
   He nodded. “Maybe so.” He squinted at me for a moment. “Are you the one who bought the old Konrath place?”
 
   “One and the same.”
 
   “Neato,” he said, nodding some more. “I've always liked that place. Good piece of land. Mr. Konrath used to chase me off it when I would ride my bike across it. It was a great shortcut.” He smiled at the memory. “Always said he was gonna bring his shotgun the next time, but he never did.”
 
   “Lucky for you.”
 
   He waved a big, thick hand in the air. “Ah, Mr. Konrath was more bark than bite. He didn't mean anything by it.” He paused. “But I bet his gun was pretty big.”
 
   I laughed. My new friend, if that’s what he was, was nice. He was like a big, friendly puppy dog, and I was thinking that I needed a big, friendly puppy dog right about then.
 
   He held out his hand. “I'm Martin.”
 
   I'd never met so many hand-shakers in my entire life. “I'm Rainy.”
 
   “Rainy,” he said, nodding again. “I like that. I haven't heard that one before. Be funny if your last name was Knight. Or Day.”
 
   “It actually is Day.”
 
   His cheeks colored. “You're kidding me.”
 
   “I'm not.”
 
   The color brightened. “Oh, ma'am, I'm sorry. I was just joking and—”
 
   “It's fine, Martin,” I said, patting his forearm. “Really. No offense taken. It is a funny name. I once told my daughter I was going to tell everyone her name was Cloudy and she threatened to stab me with a fork.”
 
   He chuckled and his whole body shook. “Can't say I blame her.”
 
   “Me, either.”
 
   He started to say something else, but something changed sharply in his expression and he sat up a little straighter.
 
   “Martin,” Dawn said, coming up on the other side of the bar. “You're here for lunch early.”
 
   He nodded and laid his hand over the ball cap he’d set down on the bar. “I gotta go pick up another part for the tractor.”
 
   “Another one?” she said, scowling at him. “You just picked one up last week.”
 
   His shoulders dropped again. “Different part.”
 
   She grunted, then looked at me, her demeanor having gone from welcoming to Wicked Witch. I wondered if the restaurant was named with both her and the menu in mind. “Food'll be ready in a minute.”
 
   Before I could ask for a refill on the soda, she stalked away. 
 
   “Yikes,” I said once she was out of earshot. “I think she's having a rough day.”
 
   The corners of his mouth twitched. “She...has a lot of 'em, I suppose.”
 
   “Was nice enough when I walked in,” I explained. “I must've done something in the interim. Like sit here.”
 
   He ran a hand over his thick blond hair and tipped his chin down. “It ain't you, Rainy. Trust me.”
 
   “So it's everyone?”
 
   He started to say something but quieted as a basket of food was slammed down on the counter between us. I startled in the chair and jerked away from the bar.
 
   Dawn glared at me over the burger and fries. “Need anything else?”
 
   I really did want more soda, but I was afraid she'd put cleaning fluid in it. “Uh, no. Thank you.”
 
   She shifted her glare from me to Martin. “And get your butt home by six tonight. We need to talk.” She pivoted and stalked away again.
 
   I wasn't sure how it was possible for such a large man to look so small, but Martin looked like a Munchkin at that moment. 
 
   “Is she your...?”
 
   “Wife,” he said, nodding. “Yep. Sorry about that.”
 
   Before I could ask him what the deal was, my phone vibrated on the counter. I didn't recognize the number, but the area code indicated it was a local number. 
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, picking up the phone. 
 
   Martin nodded. “Sure, sure.”
 
   I tapped the phone. “Hello?”
 
   “Rainy? This is Gunnar.”
 
   Had I given him my number? I honestly couldn’t remember. And then it hit me. I had, right before he’d left after his initial visit. So we could talk about chickens.
 
   I pressed the phone to my ear. “Oh. Hello. I can barely hear you.”
 
   “I know,” he said. “You need to get home. You've got a fire.”
 
   “A fire?” I asked, not understanding. What was a fire, and how did I have one? 
 
   “A fire,” he repeated. 
 
   “A fire? What do you mean?”
 
   “Your bungalow is on fire!”
 
   


  
 

TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I dropped a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, left my food untouched, and ran out of the restaurant to race back to the farm. I wasn't yet familiar with the speed limits on the country roads, but I was sure I exceeded most of them as I floored it to get back. As I crested the final hill before I reached the property, I could just make out the tips of flames beneath billowing black smoke.
 
   The car skidded out to my right as I careened into the drive and slid next to what looked like an antique fire truck. I was confused as to why it was so far from the bungalow, but I hopped out of my car and ran past it, racing down the gravel road and toward the direction of the fire.
 
   Gunnar was dressed only in jeans and a T-shirt, a hose in his hands that was attached to a somewhat more modern-looking truck. Two firefighters who were dressed in helmets and coats and boots stood behind him.
 
   Doing nothing.
 
   The bungalow was mostly hidden behind a wall of black smoke, and the heat radiating from the blaze was suffocating. I squinted into the fiery mess and stood next to the firefighters who were observing. Gunnar was moving the hose back and forth and up and down, a thick stream of water disappearing into the smoke and flames. If the heat fazed him, he didn't show it, as he inched closer to the burning structure.
 
   Sirens pierced the air behind me and another truck pulled up alongside the one behind Gunnar. Two more men clad in fire-fighting gear jumped out, attached a bigger, thicker hose than Gunnar was using, and aimed it at the fire. When nothing came out, one of them ran back to the tanker, pulled on a lever, and the hose immediately filled, a cascade of water shooting from the mouth. The one left holding it stumbled a bit, looking overwhelmed by the power of the water. The one who'd run back to the truck caught him, righted him, then grabbed onto the hose behind him, and they pointed it directly at the fire.
 
   The wood of the bungalow crackled and sparked as it burned, a bonfire of epic proportions. I stood there, helpless, unsure what I was supposed to do other than watch the building burn to the ground. My eyes watered, and it wasn't entirely from the smoke and heat.
 
   Another set of tires crunched on the gravel and I turned to see Sheriff Lewis's pickup rolling in behind the trucks. He wiggled out of the driver's seat, frowned at the fire, then reached back into the cab and pulled out what looked like a CB radio mic and started talking into it.
 
   I turned back to watch my bungalow burn.
 
   Gradually, the flames grew smaller, less intense, replaced by thicker, blacker smoke. Gunnar and the two other men moved closer to the building, spreading out, covering as much of it with water as they could. As the flames began to die off, the smoke lifted and I was able to see what was left.
 
   The building itself had vanished, replaced by a pile of wet, blackened ash, almost as though someone had used a dirty eraser and removed it. I could see part of the foundation and the floor, and small pieces of the exterior frame remained standing, now the color of charcoal. As the smoke drifted away, I could see the hillside behind the structure. It was almost as if it had never existed.
 
   My bungalow was gone.
 
   


  
 

THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Gunnar dropped his hose and made his way over to me, his face a mask of sweat and ash, looking as though he'd just emerged from a coalmine.
 
   “I'm sorry, Rainy,” he said. “I tried.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around myself. “Not your fault.”
 
   He wiped at his mouth with the back of his arm, clearing his throat. “I was outside, about to head into town. I saw the smoke and then the flames. I called it in and ran as fast as I could to get over here. I started with your garden hose until the first pumper got here, but they realized it was empty.”
 
   That explained the firefighters who were just milling around.
 
   “When the second one got here, it was fully engulfed,” he continued, looking back to where the building had stood. “I did everything I could. I'm really sorry.”
 
   I sighed. “Not your fault. And thank you. For trying.”
 
   He frowned, but nodded.
 
   Sheriff Lewis approached us. “What in tarnation happened here?”
 
   I didn't bother to hide my irritation. “I was sort of hoping you might be able to tell me.”
 
   He stared at the smoldering ash for a moment. “Looks like some sort of fire.”
 
   It took every ounce of self-control I possessed to not take his pistol and shoot him in the foot.
 
   I looked at Gunnar. “Any idea how it might've started?”
 
   He wiped the sweat from his forehead and pushed his wet hair back. “I don't know. No storms, obviously. Dry as a drum this morning.” He paused, thinking. “You have any oily rags or anything like that out there? Things like that can catch fire.”
 
   “I really don't know,” I said, shaking my head. “I hadn't stored anything in there, and yesterday was the first day I'd been inside since moving in. I'm not sure what was in there.” I thought about the few scattered boxes on the ground and the old dresser. Other than that, the building really had been empty. Well, except for the bones.
 
   He turned his head and spat at the ground. “It's warm today, one of the first really warm days of the season. If there was anything combustible out there, that might've been it. But I really don't know. I'm sorry.”
 
   “Stop apologizing,” I told him. “You did more than everyone else here to try and save it.”
 
   He frowned again, not satisfied with that answer. His gaze drifted back to where the bungalow had been.
 
   I looked at the sheriff. “I assume there's a procedure for a fire investigation?”
 
   Sheriff Lewis stroked his moustache. “I would assume so, yes, ma'am.”
 
   “But let me guess,” I said, still irritated. “You don't know what it is?”
 
   He hooked his thumbs in the belt loops of his khaki pants. “Been a while since we've seen something like this, ma'am. But we'll get it figured out.”
 
   I wasn't sure if that meant he'd find out what the investigative procedure was or if he'd just come and take a few more pictures when it cooled and then hope the God of Fire would whisper to him what had happened.
 
   “Call your insurance carrier,” Gunnar said. “Don't wait. They should respond within 24 hours. Take pictures of everything. You can probably get close enough in about an hour or so. We wetted it down pretty well, so it should cool fast. At the very least, they can start the assessment process for you.”
 
   I nodded slowly, watching white smoke drift upward. I'd never experienced a fire before. I felt more numb than anything else. I'd barely spent any time in the bungalow and hadn't quite figured out how I was going to use it. I’d had dreams and ideas, no concrete plans, so I hadn't developed any real attachment to it. 
 
   But watching the smoke waft in the air above the charred remains, my heart hurt, and I couldn't help but think that more than a building had just gone up in flames.
 
    
 
   


  
 

FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Gunnar and the sheriff and the firefighters left about an hour later. Gunnar offered to stay, but I told him I'd be fine and he should go. He hesitated, then walked down the drive and across the road back to his home.
 
   I'd gone inside, poured myself a glass of water, and downed it in one gulp. 
 
   Then I found the bottle of bourbon I’d unpacked a couple of days earlier. I wasn’t a hard alcohol drinker, but I always kept a bottle or two on hand, just in case any visitors ever wanted something other than wine. I dug out a small paper cup from the cabinet and filled it to the brim. I stared at it for a moment, then tilted my head back and drained it. The liquid burned a hot path down my throat and I crumpled the paper cup in my fist, tossing it in the trashcan.
 
   I figured a fire on your farm was justification enough for a shot of booze in the middle of the day. Especially since I’d rushed home from town without stopping for groceries and the only thing now consumable in the house was alcohol.
 
   I went to my bedroom and pulled out a pair of old jeans, a tattered T-shirt, and the one pair of work boots I owned. I changed into them, cleared some space on my phone for photos, then headed outside.
 
   The black remains of the bungalow looked haunting against the green grass surrounding it. The smoke was gone, but water still dripped from the little amount of wood that was left, like a leaking faucet. It smelled like a campfire that had burned for hours.
 
   I took pictures of it from afar, then more as I got closer. I worked my way around it, capturing the mess from every possible angle. I zoomed in on any remaining structural things I saw. I didn't really have any idea what I was doing, but I knew how to be thorough, so I was focused on that. 
 
   I did two circles around the remains, making sure I hadn't missed anything. An ancient, rusted out wheelbarrow was parked near where the back corner of the bungalow had been, the fire having apparently had mercy on its old, decrepit soul. A thick piece of wood that I thought might have been part of the supporting structure still stood in front of it. It was only about two feet tall, the other fifteen feet or so of it having fallen victim to the flames. It was rooted in a concrete block buried in the ground. 
 
   I moved behind the wheelbarrow to try and get a shot of the remaining post, but couldn’t get the camera positioned correctly. I set my phone down, picked up the handles of the wheelbarrow, and pulled it back so I could get a clear angle. 
 
   And then I saw the melted can.
 
   The wheelbarrow had been resting on a small concrete pad behind the bungalow. Now that the wheelbarrow was gone, there was a square can that had melted to the concrete, the heat having had its way with it. 
 
   I squatted down to get a better look.
 
   The red cap on top of it had melted into what looked like putty. The bottom of the can had turned into a soft mound of molten metal, like it was trying to work its way into the concrete pad. The can had been about a foot tall and maybe two inches in width. The logo on the front of the can was indiscernible. 
 
   I squinted at the top half of the melty mess, making sure it was what I thought it was.
 
   There was no doubt in my mind it had been a can of lighter fluid.
 
   I reached out my hand to touch it, then pulled back. I wasn't sure if it was still hot and I didn't want to move it even a fraction of an inch. But not just because of the potential it had to burn me.
 
   I stood up, the hairs on my neck standing with me.
 
   I couldn't be absolutely sure, but it felt to me as if someone had set my bungalow on fire on purpose.
 
   


  
 

FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I finished taking pictures, went back inside the house, and downed another shot of bourbon.
 
   Arson. 
 
   It was a strange feeling, thinking that someone might've burned the building down on purpose. Was it to scare me? Hurt me? Or had it been done just to be spiteful? I didn't know for sure that it was arson, but finding that can of fluid in the remains seemed fairly damning to me.
 
   I called Sheriff Lewis, but got a voicemail. I left a message without details, just asking him to call me back. I then dug out my insurance paperwork, called in and reported the fire, and made an appointment for the following morning.
 
   Then I sat down on the sofa and called Mack Mercy.
 
   Mack owned Capitol Cases, a private investigations firm inside the Beltway. I'd worked for him for nearly 20 years as his administrative manager and he knew more about most things than anyone else I knew. He could be a pain, but in the way that family members could be a pain. I knew he'd give me straight answers if he had them.
 
   “Let me guess,” he said when he answered the phone, not even bothering to say hello. “You hate the farm life and you're calling to ask for your old job back.”
 
   “Wrong and wrong.”
 
   “I'm rarely wrong twice in one minute,” he said.
 
   “I don't recall anyone ever saying that.”
 
   “I just did,” he said. “And, by the way, the new woman? Your replacement? She's a bit too chipper most of the time.”
 
   “I'm sure you'll wear her down soon enough.”
 
   “I've got a meeting in 20 minutes,” he said, chuckling. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
   I stretched my legs out in front of me. The second shot of bourbon had relaxed me, which was a good thing. I’d been wound pretty tight after discovering the can of lighter fluid. “Trying to figure out if a sheriff is just incompetent or if I'm being overly paranoid.”
 
   “Sheriff? Why?”
 
   I spent ten minutes explaining to him what had occurred in the previous 24 hours. By his silence, I knew that his wise-guy persona was morphing into his serious investigator persona. Which was what I'd been hoping for when I'd decided to call him.
 
   “Maybe you should come and take your old job back,” he said when I'd finished.
 
   “Too late for that.”
 
   “Never too late,” he said. And then, in a gentler voice, he added, “I'm sorry it's been a mess.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “But I would say your sheriff is most definitely incompetent,” he continued. “Even if he didn't know what kind of bones you found, he should've operated under the idea that they were human and shouldn't be touched by anyone other than forensics people.”
 
   “I don't think he has any forensics experts in his employ.” I actually didn’t think he had anyone in his employ, but I didn’t say this out loud.
 
   “But the county or state does,” he said. “There's no excuse. Any competent law enforcement officer would know that. He shouldn't have a job.”
 
   “I get the feeling he's been in the job so long, no one wants to fire him.”
 
   “So? That's not an excuse. He's doing everyone a disservice.”
 
   It was everything I thought before I'd called him. I just needed to hear it from someone else—someone who knew what they were talking about.
 
   “And there should already be an arson investigator on his or her way,” Mack said. “The longer they wait, the harder it will be to figure out the cause, no matter what you found.”
 
   “I agree,” I told him. “But no idea if or when that will happen.”
 
   “That's garbage, Rainy,” he said. “Step on their throats until they move.”
 
   It was Mack's way. He had a knack for leveraging people to do things he needed them to do without coming off like a bully, even if he talked like one when they weren't listening. 
 
   I did not have the same knack.
 
   “We'll see,” I said.
 
   “You want me to come down there? Ruffle some feathers?”
 
   My eyes widened in horror. “No,” I said quickly. “But thank you for offering.”
 
   “I’m serious. I’ll come down today.”
 
   I shook my head, forgetting for a second that he couldn’t see me. “I'll get it worked out. I just needed to hear that I'm not losing my mind here.”
 
   “You're not losing your mind here,” Mack assured me. “You're just apparently surrounded by people who don't know what they're doing.”
 
   “So it's just like being back in D.C.,” I said.
 
   “Ha. But that's a different kind of incompetent.”
 
   I started to ask what the difference was, but the doorbell chimed. 
 
   “I need to go,” I said. “Someone’s at the door. Again.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “Yeah. I think everyone who lives here has come by.”
 
   “That sounds horrible.”
 
   In my mind, I could see him cringe in horror. I smiled. “Thank you for calming me down.”
 
   “Anytime,” he said. “And you know that if you ever did come back you could have your old job back in a heartbeat.”
 
   “You say that now,” I said. “But the new woman's enthusiasm might grow on you.”
 
   “Like a fungus,” he said. “Call me if you need me.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Reverend Declan Murphy held up a hand in greeting. “Hello, Rainy.”
 
   “Hi...Declan,” I said, still not comfortable calling a man in full pastor regalia by his first name. “What can I do for you?”
 
   He gave me a tight smile and put his hand behind his neck, like it was sore and he needed to rub it. “I heard about the fire. Figured I should come by and check on you.”
 
   I wasn't part of his flock, but he certainly seemed to think I was. 
 
   I waved him into the house and guided him toward the sofa. 
 
   He sat down on the edge, setting a grocery bag next to his feet. He folded his hands neatly into his lap. “You're alright, I take it?”
 
   I nodded. “I wasn't home when it started. Just saw the finale. But, yeah, I'm fine.”
 
   “Good, that's good. The bungalow, I take it, is not?”
 
   “It's not. It's gone. Completely.”
 
   He winced, as if it hurt him to hear that. “I'm so sorry. I really am.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “Me, too.” I leaned back into the couch, suddenly exhausted. “I'm just...a little overwhelmed.”
 
   “Probably so,” he said. “Not only have you moved to a new place, but you've already had to deal with quite a bit.”
 
   “And then some.”
 
   “You're being tested,” he said. “You just need to hang in there.”
 
   I'd moved to be tested, but in a much different way. I wanted to experience a new place and new people and a new home. I hadn't wanted to be tested by a dead body and a raging fire. 
 
   “I’m trying.”
 
   He reached for the bag. “I brought you leftovers. From our church supper last night.”
 
   “Church supper?”
 
   “Ham and au gratin potatoes. Some strawberry pie, too. Ethel Williams made it. She’s the reigning pie queen, or so I’ve been told.”
 
   He pulled out a couple of containers as if to prove to me that the food was actually in there. And I didn’t know if it was because I was emotional over the fire or because the bourbon was still coursing through my blood or if I really was that grateful for his kindness and concern, but my eyes suddenly welled with tears.
 
   Declan gave me a worried glance and then reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling it gently between his own. They were warm and firm and strong, and the tears slipped down my cheeks.  
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I just want to know what's going on,” I told him. “Is it just coincidence? Is it bad luck? Or is there something else at work here that I'm missing?”
 
   “I guess it's hard to say right now.”
 
   “Because I'm not really buying the coincidence idea after what I found after the fire.”
 
   His hands tightened around my own. “What did you find?”
 
   I hesitated for a moment. I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to share with the man sitting next to me. I'd easily confided in Mack because I'd known him longer than I'd known my own kids, and I trusted him implicitly. Even though the whole idea that I was being targeted had me a little unnerved, I wasn't sure I should just start spitting out details to anyone who would listen. Declan, though, had done nothing but shown me kindness, and I didn't want to start acting any more paranoid than I already felt.
 
   “A can of lighter fluid,” I finally said. “Out behind the bungalow. It had melted in the heat and flames, I guess. I was taking photos for my insurance company and I found it.”
 
   He let go of my hand and laid his own flat against his knees. “Oh, wow. That...that doesn't seem good.”
 
   “I mean, it could’ve just been left there by the old owner. I have no idea.” I threw up my hands. “But it's just getting to be a bit much right now.”
 
   “I would imagine so,” he said. “I don't blame you for feeling that way.”
 
   I leaned back and closed my eyes. “I’m starting to wonder if this place is cursed. I didn't really do much background into the place. I just came out here, saw it, and bought it.” I paused. “And now I'm just babbling. About curses. To a pastor.”
 
   “It's why I came by,” he said, smiling. “In case you needed to babble.”
 
   “Well, thanks,” I said. I took a deep breath. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   He nodded, almost relieved. “Of course.”
 
   “I know you haven't been here much longer than I have, but did you know anything about this farm?” I asked. “Were you ever out here? Before I moved in, I mean. Did you hear anything about it?”
 
   He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Not really. I mean, I did stop by the farm, of course. I went door to door introducing myself to everyone in town.”
 
   “Door to door? Really?”
 
   He nodded. “Door to door. My job is to build up our community, and I figured the best way to do that was to introduce myself to everyone.”
 
   “That must've taken a while.”
 
   “It did, but I considered it my job,” he said. “Mr. Konrath was not terribly interested in having a conversation with me, though, and he dismissed me pretty quickly.”
 
   I frowned. “That wasn’t very nice.” 
 
   I couldn’t imagine anyone having an issue with Declan. He was kind and soft-spoken, not a religious zealot shoving pamphlets down people’s throats.
 
   He shrugged. “It's part of the job. Can't take it personally. And he did show up to church, so I guess I didn’t make him too angry by popping over.”
 
   “I would. Take it personally, I mean”
 
   “Oh, I do a little.” He smiled at me. “I would be lying if I said I didn’t. You just have to pretend like you don't.”
 
   “That would be...hard.” I eyed him. “And isn’t pretending the same thing as lying?” And isn’t lying a sin, I wanted to add.
 
   He winked. “Semantics. Anyway, Mr. Konrath was not terribly interested in having a conversation so I wasn't here that long. That was the one time we interacted. Like I said, he comes to church, but he just shows up for the sermon. He’s never wanted to chat.”
 
   I hadn't really expected him to offer any information that might explain why things were happening, but I still felt disappointed. I wanted someone to be able to clue me in on whatever I was missing.
 
   “I did hear one thing about the farm, though,” he said.
 
   I glanced at him. “What was that?”
 
   “Yours wasn't the first offer.”
 
   “It wasn't?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. My understanding was that someone made an offer on the property the day it was put up for sale.”
 
   “So it was a bad offer?”
 
   He shook his head again. “No. Just the opposite. The offer was over what Mr. Konrath was asking.”
 
   I frowned. The property had already been overpriced when I made my offer. I knew that. I knew it would appraise at what I was offering, but it wasn't worth significantly more than what I was going to pay. My offer was fair.
 
   “So why wouldn't Konrath have taken it?” I asked. “Why would he turn down money?”
 
   “I don't know,” Declan said, shrugging. “That was just the story I heard.”
 
   Turning down an above-asking price didn’t make sense. “Where did you hear it?”
 
   “I was having lunch at The Wicked Wich,” he said. “Overheard a conversation.”
 
   “Ohhhh,” I said. “Gotcha.”
 
   He studied me for a moment. “You've been there?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. And I don't think I'll be welcomed back.”
 
   “Why's that?”
 
   “The woman who was working behind the bar didn’t care for me talking to her husband,” I explained. “And she let me know it.”
 
   He tilted his head to the side. “Dawn?”
 
   I nodded. “One and the same.”
 
   “And you were talking to Martin?”
 
   “He sat down next to me,” I said, trying not to sound as defensive as I felt. “I think he was just being friendly. Everyone knows I'm the new person in town, so I think he was just being polite and making conversation. She nearly threw my food at me when she saw him sitting there. I didn't even get a chance to apologize because then I got the call about the bungalow being on fire.”
 
   He scratched the top of his head, like he was pondering that. “Well, Dawn can be a little prickly, but I wouldn't make too much of it. And Martin really is a friendly guy. So maybe they were just having a bad day between them or something.”
 
   I appreciated his willingness to look on the sunny side of things, but I wasn't sure I bought that idea. Not when my burger and fries had almost ended up in my lap.
 
   “But, anyway, that's where I heard about the offer,” Declan said. “I don't know who made the offer or why Mr. Konrath refused it. Like I said, I'm afraid I'm not much help.”
 
   I patted him on the knee. “I wouldn't say that all. Just the fact that you haven't treated me like Hester Prynn has been a big help. Thank you.”
 
   His face reddened. I wasn't sure if it was The Scarlet Letter reference or the patting of his knee, but I'd definitely embarrassed him. Was I not supposed to touch a pastor? I thought it was only Catholic priests that did the whole celibacy thing, but maybe I needed to read up on what was appropriate behavior around men of the clergy in my own home.
 
   He stood quickly. “I should get going. I just wanted to make sure you were doing okay.”
 
   I stood. “Thank you. I am. I'll be fine. And thank you for the food. I meant to grab groceries while I was in town but my visit got cut short…”
 
   “I’m happy it will be put to good use. Make sure you try the pie. Tastes best with ice cream, but it’s pretty darn good on its own, too.”
 
    “I will,” I promised. “Maybe I’ll live a little dangerously and eat dessert first.”
 
   He smiled at that.
 
   We walked to the front door and he stood there for a moment, his eyes on the wood planked floor. He started to say something, then stopped himself and furrowed his brow and stared back at the floor. 
 
   “Is…is something wrong?” I asked.
 
   He finally looked up. “Rainy, if you'd ever like to grab lunch or dinner or breakfast, I guess, at The Wicked Wich or any other place in town, or some place out of town would be fine, too, and as long as it's not on a Sunday, I would be happy...to accompany you.”
 
   It all came out in a rush of words, like if he didn't get them out, they'd somehow get caught in his throat. His cheeks were now the color of tomatoes, and his neck was rosy, too. Gone was the calm man who’d sat next to me for the better part of fifteen minutes. The man standing next to me looked like a middle schooler who’d just gotten up the nerve to talk to a girl.
 
   “Okay,” I said, a little unsure of what I was saying okay to. 
 
   “I just mean that if you'd like some company while dining out, I'd be happy to join you,” he said quickly. “I know that it can sometimes be awkward. Going to eat by oneself. Company is sometimes good. So feel free to call me. Or email me. Or stop by the church. Or don't! That's fine, too! I need to run. Goodbye, Rainy.”
 
   Before I could respond, he'd turned on his heel and was hustling down the walk.
 
   As I watched him slide into his car, a little white Prius with a fish sticker on the bumper, I was thinking that he hadn’t just invited me out to eat to be nice.
 
   I was pretty sure Declan Murphy, the town preacher, was hitting on me.
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   I was greeted the next morning by gray skies and the insurance adjuster.
 
   I slept in, a product of having stayed up too late, unpacking boxes and thinking about the fire. The midday bourbon binge had probably played a role, as well. 
 
   The unpacking had been productive, but the ruminating on the fire was not. I felt like a dog chasing its own tail and when I’d finished the last of the boxes I’d mentally assigned myself, I'd switched my focus from the fire to my ham and au gratin potatoes dinner and the slice of strawberry pie from Ethel Williams. It was just as good as Declan had said it would be, especially paired with another glass of Merlot. Half a bottle later, with a full stomach of home-cooked food, I was finally asleep.
 
   The normal morning sunshine I'd become accustomed to was nowhere to be found when I got out of bed, replaced by a dull, gray haze that gave everything out the window a haunted feeling. I showered, dressed, and had just poured a cup of coffee when the doorbell chimed.
 
   The adjustor's name was Mary Sharp and she was dressed like a bumblebee, with a yellow blouse and black slacks over sensible black flat shoes. The black headband holding her blonde hair back just needed some antennae to complete the look. She was friendly and sympathetic to what had brought her to me, and she made sure to tap her clipboard several times, telling me we'd get to the bottom of things with a fair settlement for everyone involved.
 
   I didn't trust her one bit, but that was my own skepticism creeping in.
 
   We walked out to the bungalow—well, what remained of the bungalow—and she immediately began taking notes, asking me questions about the size of the building and how it was used and other things I didn't really have an answer for. She didn't seem deterred by my lack of answers and she was squatting down, looking at one of the remaining posts, when I heard footsteps behind me.
 
   Gunnar held up a hand. “Morning.”
 
   I waved back. “Morning.”
 
   He came up next to me. He wore jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt with the logo for a 10K on it. His dark hair was damp, and he smelled like soap and pine and manliness.
 
   He motioned toward Mary. “Insurance?” he asked in a low voice.
 
   “Yeah. How'd you know?”
 
   “Truck with the insurance logo in the driveway.”
 
   “Duh. Of course.”
 
   “Also, I don’t recognize her,” he added, grinning. I loved the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled, the way his dimples popped on his cheeks. “And you’ve probably figured out by now that people in this town know everyone.”
 
   I chuckled. “Yes. Yes, I have.”
 
   “She tell you anything?”
 
   “She's mostly asked questions I don't have answers to,” I told him.
 
   He folded his thick arms over his chest. “Whatever she offers you to start, it'll be too low. Act incredulous at the offer. She'll come up.”
 
   “Thanks for the tip.”
 
   Mary looked up from the charred wood and smiled at Gunnar. “Oh, hello there. I'm sorry. I didn't know there was anyone else here.”
 
   He held up a hand in greeting, but didn't say anything.
 
   Mary stood and adjusted her headband, unable to take her eyes off of Gunnar. I didn’t blame her. “I didn't realize your husband was here, Ms. Day.”
 
   “He's not my husband,” I said.
 
   “Yet,” Gunnar said, winking conspiratorially. 
 
    My pulse quickened and I didn’t know whether to feel outraged at his forwardness or flattered that he found me attractive enough to consider marrying. And then I realized that, as per usual, I was probably reading way more into his comment than was required.
 
   “Uh, he lives across the road…” I finally said, lamely. 
 
   Mary seemed confused by the conversation. I was glad I wasn’t alone.
 
   Gunnar put his arm around my shoulders. “She'll come around.”
 
   A vague flicker of disappointment rippled through Mary's eyes and she turned and moved onto the next burnt stump.
 
   I gaped at him.
 
   Gunnar let his arm slide off of me and winked at me. “I'm just keeping her on her toes. Make sure she stays focused on her job and not the handsome neighbor standing next to her client.”
 
   Relief mixed with disappointment at his words. It was a weird feeling. 
 
   “If you do say so yourself,” I said.
 
   He chuckled and shrugged. “I'm only teasing.”
 
   “I have a question for you,” I said. “If we're done talking about how good-looking you are, that is.”
 
   “For now,” he said, grinning and sending my heart into a series of flip-flops.
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “Sure. Shoot.”
 
   “I heard that this place had an offer on it before I put mine in,” I said. “Do you know anything about that?”
 
   He watched Mary for a moment, then shoved his hands in the pockets of his worn jeans. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I don't know,” I said. “It just sounds like a bit of a strange story. The offer was supposedly for over the asking price, which was definitely better than what I paid for it. Just seems a little strange, and the last few days have given me plenty of strange.”
 
   He squinted in Mary's direction. “Where did you hear that?”
 
   “From the pastor.”
 
   “The pastor?”
 
   “Declan O'Ireland,” I said. 
 
   “That’s not his last na—”
 
   “I know that,” I said. “I was kidding. Murphy. Declan Murphy. He told me that he'd heard about it at The Wicked Wich.”
 
   A thin smile crept onto his lips. “You're starting to sound like a local now, Rainy.”
 
   “Is that a good thing?”
 
   “Depends on the day, I guess,” he said.
 
   “Hmm. Well, I don't think he was making it up. I asked him what he knew about the farm and he told me that was really the only thing he'd heard about it. Besides the fact that the old owner wasn't terribly nice to him.”
 
   Gunnar raised an eyebrow. “Len? He's not nice to anyone. Well, except the sheriff. They’re buddies. O’Ireland shouldn't take that personally.”
 
   “He tried not to.”
 
   “Len's an old grump,” he said, his smile fading. “Always has been.”
 
   “But did you know that someone wanted to buy this before me?”
 
   He stubbed his toe on the ground. “I know he had lots of lookers, right from the get go. I mean, it's a prime piece of property and I don't think anyone ever thought it would be for sale. So I think a lot of people were interested.”
 
   I watched Mary move to the far side of where the bungalow used to be. She glanced up at Gunnar, smiled, and then jotted something down on her clipboard.
 
   “You definitely have an admirer,” I said, trying to ignore the pricks of jealousy stabbing at me as the pretty blonde eyed my handsome neighbor.
 
   He snorted. “She’s young enough to be my daughter.”
 
   “I'm just making an observation.”
 
   He turned to me, his hazel eyes locking with mine. “How do you know I don't already have my eye on someone else?”
 
   I felt the blood make a beeline for my face. If I wasn't sure before, I was now. Gunnar was flirting with me.
 
   And that made two different men in less than 24 hours.
 
   I hadn’t had a date in years. After a couple of failed attempts after the divorce, with friends urging me to try out Match.com and other dating web sites, I’d resigned myself to living the single life. I’d thrown myself into work, which hadn’t been hard. Mack had liked the fact that I was willing to put in 70-hour work weeks. And he’d paid me well for those hours. 
 
   Had buying a farm somehow made me more desirable?
 
   I cleared my throat. “I guess I shouldn't assume anything.”
 
   “No, you shouldn't,” he said, the grin back on his face.
 
   “And I will take it then that you didn't know anything about the supposed high-priced offer that Len Konrath passed on.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders, and I tried not to stare at the way his muscles moved under his shirt. “I know there was a ton of interest.”
 
   We watched Mary readjust her headband, glance up at Gunnar again, and give him a bigger smile than before.
 
   “I can see there's interest here, too,” I said.
 
   “On her part?” he asked. The smile was back, the eyes were crinkling, and my heart started that crazy flip-flop thing again. “Or yours?”
 
   I knew I shouldn't have gone against one of my cardinal rules.
 
   Never try to match wits with a flirt when you get embarrassed easily.
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   Gunnar left and Mary seemed disappointed by his departure. She did, however, finish with her assessment and tell me she'd give me a call the following day to discuss compensation and the process. She gave me her card and I wondered if she was going to drive across the road to see Gunnar before she left.
 
   And with that, I was alone. I still had more boxes to unpack, still had grass to mow and walls to paint and chicken coops to figure out, but there was one thing I needed first. Groceries.
 
   My stomach was practically eating itself by the time I got to town and I decided to stop in at the Wicked Wich before heading to the store. It would give me the chance to eat but it would also mean I could start over with Dawn. Declan had said not to take things personally with her, but I wanted to see for myself. The last thing I needed was to make an enemy in town right off the bat, especially when I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong. 
 
   So I decided to try and make nice. And if it didn’t work, well, at least I could try out the jalapeno burger. If another one of my buildings didn’t burn down before I ate it. 
 
   I'd apparently beaten the lunch rush because there were only two booths in use and the bar was empty. An older man in the far booth held a coffee cup to his lips and he raised an eyebrow at me as I entered. Then he went back to talking to the younger man seated across from him. The two women a couple of booths over didn't even notice me, laughing over some photos spread out across the table.
 
   I took the same stool at the bar I'd had before and set my purse down next to me. Dawn appeared from the back, wiping her hands with a towel. She glanced up at me and slowed her pace. She hesitated for a moment, then whipped the towel over her shoulder, grabbed a menu from behind the counter, and came my way. 
 
   She laid it on the bar, then set both of her hands on the bar rail. “Something to drink?”
 
   “Diet anything,” I said. 
 
   She frowned, grabbed the soda gun, jammed the glass into the basin with the ice, and filled the glass. She set it on the bar next to the menu, then placed her hands back in the same place on the bar rail.
 
   “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” I said, unsheathing the straw.
 
   “You don't say.”
 
   “If I did something to offend you, I apologize,” I said. “I assume Martin is your husband?”
 
   “For now.”
 
   I dropped the straw in the soda. “He sat down. I didn't invite him. He asked if I was the new person who'd just bought the Konrath farm and I told him I was. That was it.”
 
   “Sure, if you say so,” she said, still frowning. “You ready to order?”
 
   She was definitely prickly. My gut reaction was to frown back at her and dismiss the idea of ever making amends, but I reminded myself where I was. A small town. With no friends. An outsider who didn’t need enemies.
 
   “I don't want there to be a problem here,” I said, folding my hands together over the menu, trying to maintain my composure. “I'm not sure what your assumption was, but if it involved me and your husband, you're wrong.”
 
   “So you're married, then?” she said, smirking.
 
   “Divorced and happily single,” I told her. “I'm not looking for a partner.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Sure.”
 
   I bit back a sigh. Making nice was pointless. She wasn’t interested in playing. I picked up the menu and handed it to her. “Same as yesterday. Since I didn't get to try it.”
 
   She snatched the menu from my hand and walked back toward the kid working the grill.
 
   I took a long sip from the soda and tried to calm my nerves. I'd gone there with good intentions, I reminded myself. I hadn't done anything wrong, and I wasn't going to act like I had. Maybe it just meant I was going to have to find another eating establishment to frequent in my new town. Except I was pretty sure there wasn’t another one.
 
   I made a mental note to add cooking to my list of hobbies I needed to explore.
 
   Ten minutes later, she returned with the burger and fries. She slid it onto the bar. “Need anything else?”
 
   I tried a different tact. “Have you lived here long?”
 
   “I meant with the food, not with conversation.”
 
   So much for changing direction. “Then, no.”
 
   She turned and left.
 
   The burger was good, thick and flavorful, the fries crunchy with just enough salt. The kid on the grill had skills. Maybe he could teach me a thing or two. 
 
    I busied myself with my food and watched the sports recap on the TV, not really paying attention. Dawn refilled my soda one time without a word between us.  A young couple came in and sat down at the bar, clearly non-locals, as they also asked what sodas were available and if there were any local craft beers on tap.
 
   Dawn took care of their drink order and returned for my empty plate. She gathered up my unused utensils and dropped them on the plate. “Been here for forty years, for what that's worth.”
 
   It took me a second to realize she was finally answering my question.
 
   “That's a long time,” I said.
 
   “Too long, most days.”
 
   “Maybe. But I'd guess you have a handle on most things in Latney.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “I heard there was an offer on the farm I bought before I purchased it,” I said. “Do you know anything about that?”
 
   Her lips twisted back and forth for a moment. “Why does that matter?”
 
   “I don't know that it does,” I said. I played with the straw in my cup. “I'm just curious and that's what I heard.”
 
   She dumped my plate into a giant plastic tub behind the bar. “I have no idea. But if you really wanna know, you should ask the guy who used to own the farm.”
 
   Len Konrath. Grumpy Len, who was friends with the sheriff. Len, who hadn’t wanted to talk to Declan when he came by to introduce himself, but who faithfully showed up to church.
 
   “I've never met him,” I said.
 
   “Well, now's your chance,” she said, forcing a fake smile onto her face. 
 
   “Now?” I turned in the direction of the entrance, expecting to see him standing in the doorway. But it was empty. “Where?”
 
   “He’s sitting right over there.”
 
   I whipped my head back to face her. “Right over where?”
 
   She nodded to the back booth. “Len's in his usual spot.”
 
   


  
 

NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took me a moment to get myself to turn and look.
 
   Len Konrath was the older man I'd seen when I'd first walked into the restaurant.
 
   “That's him?” I said, turning back to Dawn.
 
   She nodded. “That's him. So if you've got questions about your new home, go ask him.” She snapped her towel over her shoulder and sauntered away.
 
   I wasn't sure why, but my stomach was in knots. I did want to know about the farm's history, but it was unnerving to be presented with the immediate opportunity to do so. I thought about what Declan had said about him, and what Gunnar had told me, too. I had no idea how receptive he'd be to being approached, and I wasn't sure I was ready for another confrontation that might go downhill. But I also knew that no one else had given me any real answers about the farm and if I wanted them, I was probably going to have to talk to the one man who could give them to me.
 
   I took a deep breath, turned on my stool, and headed toward the back booth.
 
   Konrath had a full head of gray hair and eyes that matched in color. His nose was short and pointed and it didn't appear as if he'd smiled any time in the recent past. He wore a red and yellow flannel shirt, the cuffs turned back at the wrists. He eyed me suspiciously over a cup of coffee as I approached.
 
   “Mr. Konrath?” I asked, coming up to the booth.
 
   His mouth was set in a firm, flat line. He nodded.
 
   “My name is Rainy Day,” I said. “I'm the person who bought your farm.”
 
   The mouth stayed in the same line. He nodded again.
 
   I looked at the man across from him. He was decidedly younger, closer to my age. His eyes were the same gray, but they were warmer, less hardened by age and life. His dark brown hair was graying at the edges and he had the same nose as Len Konrath, but it looked better on his face. He had on a red golf shirt and a shiny silver watch on his wrist.
 
   “Dad isn't much of a talker,” he said, holding out his hand. “I'm Davis Konrath and that's my dad, Len.”
 
   I shook his hand. “A pleasure to meet you. And I'm sorry to interrupt your lunch.”
 
   “But you're doing it anyway,” Len Konrath muttered, setting his mug down and clearing his throat. “And I know who you are.”
 
   I could see Gunnar’s words were true. Len Konrath was definitely a grump. “I just had a question for you, if you don't mind?”
 
   The elder Konrath cleared his throat again. “And if I do?”
 
   “Dad, knock it off,” Davis said, frowning across the table. Then he looked at me. “Ask away.”
 
   I flashed him a grateful smile.
 
   “The wiring was fine,” Len said, before I could get any words out. “I did it myself 24 years ago. It was on a Tuesday and Chuck Windegard helped me. He's dead now. Heart attack, two years ago. But between the two of us, we knew electrical wiring like nobody's business. So there wasn't a problem with that.”
 
   I was completely confused. “I'm...I'm not sure what you mean?”
 
   “We did the box ourselves,” he continued, as if he hadn't heard me. “We got the permit and Chuck had done wiring his whole life. So the work we did was solid.” He picked up the mug and fixed me with a hard stare. “So if that's what you're here to complain about, you can just turn back around and walk away, Miss, because I am not having any of what you've got.”
 
   I stood there for a moment, still confused. And then I realized I was flat-out tired of everyone in this little town assuming they knew what I wanted and who I was. Actually, I wasn't flat-out tired.
 
   I was angry.
 
   “I have no idea what you're talking about,” I finally said, my hands on my hips. “Literally none. So let me first tell you that I don't appreciate being spoken to as if I'm some toddler who just dropped my toy under your table and maybe suggest that you ought to listen rather than assume you know why I'm standing here. It's called courtesy, something that really seems to be lacking in this town.”
 
   The old man's lips twitched and he set his mug down.
 
   “And you can give me your tough old man stare all you want, but you better believe me when I tell you I've been stared down by tougher old goats than you,” I continued, my voice rising. “It's gonna take a lot more than an ugly face and a small IQ to run me off.”
 
   He worked his jaw back and forth.
 
   His son's eyes widened.
 
   The elder Konrath picked up his mug again. “My wiring didn't cause your fire. I'll get you the permit paperwork for your insurance company.”
 
   I looked at Davis for a moment, then back to Len. “Sure, that'd be great. But I'm not standing here to ask you about that. If you say the wiring was good, then I believe you. I'm letting the insurance company handle the fire.”
 
   He took a sip from the mug. “Well, I don't know nothing about them bones, either.”
 
   It occurred to me that maybe I should've come over to his table with a lot more questions than I had. “Well, I didn't come over to ask about those, either.”
 
   He stared at me over the coffee cup. “Then why exactly are you standing here?”
 
   “Jeez, Dad,” Davis grumbled, shaking his head.
 
   “I want to know about the other offer,” I said.
 
   Len Konrath leaned back in the booth. “The other offer?”
 
   “I'm told you received another offer before mine,” I said. “For your farm. And that it was a better one.”
 
   Len Konrath stared into his coffee cup. “Where'd you hear that?”
 
   “I've heard it from several people,” I told him. It wasn’t several. It was two, but he didn’t need to know that. “I'm just curious as to why you would've accepted a lesser offer from me.”
 
   Davis picked up his glass of water, watching his father.
 
   “I'm not really sure that's any of your business,” Len Konrath said.
 
   “I'm not sure it is, either,” I said. “But I've found a dead body on the property and lost a building in a fire. I'm starting to think those things aren't a coincidence, and I'm wondering if someone's angry that I'm on the farm and they're not.”
 
   He raised a bushy eyebrow at me. “So you think those things happened on purpose? Someone dropped off some bones and then took a match to the bungalow?”
 
   He, like everyone else in town, knew the details of what had been going on at my farm as well as I did. I wondered if there was some sort of closed Facebook group that shared gossip by the hour.
 
   “I'm just trying to learn what I can,” I said. “That's it. And I've heard from a few different people that you got a better offer on your place before I made mine.”
 
   Len Konrath shifted again in the booth and his expression soured. “People in this town just can't keep their mouths shut.”
 
   “I agree,” I said, nodding. “They really can't.”
 
   “I don't see how telling you anything is going to help you.”
 
   “And I don't see how telling me is going to hurt,” I countered.
 
   “Maybe it just ain't your business?”
 
   “Or maybe you know more than you're letting on.”
 
   His brows narrowed and his eyes went cold. “You think I've been messing with you since I sold you my place?”
 
   I shrugged. “Since you haven't told me anything, I wouldn't know, would I?”
 
   He pointed a bony finger at me. “You've got a lot of nerve.”
 
   “Thank you.” Based on what I’d learned about Len and his attitude over the last few minutes, he probably could have said much, much worse.
 
   His finger shook. “I took your offer because it was a fair offer. Because you were offering me cash and a quick close. I didn't care what he offered me, I wasn't taking it.”
 
   He. Finally.
 
   “I've been tired of his attitude for years,” Konrath continued. “And I didn't need any of his guff in selling the place. He was the last person I wanted to deal with.” He took a quick sip from the mug. “I've earned the right to deal with the people I wanna deal with and to not deal with the people who rub me the wrong way.”
 
   He fixed me with a stare at the end of that statement that left no doubt he was including me in that last group. But I was already beyond caring what Len Konrath thought of me. 
 
   “Who is he?” I asked.
 
   Konrath set his mug down and laid his hands flat on the table. “Since you aren't gonna leave me alone until I tell you, I guess I don't have a choice.” His gray eyes were as cold as steel. “Gunnar Forsythe, that's who.”
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   I blinked several times, letting the name run through my head like it was on repeat.
 
   “Gunnar?” I finally said out loud. “From across the road?”
 
   “Gunnar from across the road,” Konrath confirmed. “That's the one.” He watched me for a moment. “Sound like you've already met him then.”
 
   I was still processing that it was Gunnar. “Yes. Yes, I have.”
 
   Konrath's stony facade finally cracked for a moment and he chuckled, but it was more mean than fun. “He has that effect on people.”
 
   “You okay?” Davis asked, eyeing me. He looked genuinely concerned.
 
   “I'm...yes, I'm fine,” I lied. I tried to slow my racing pulse and the roar building in me ears. “I'm fine. I'm just…surprised.”
 
   “Aren't they all,” Len mumbled over his mug.
 
   I tried to focus. “Why…why did he want to buy your farm?”
 
   “Didn't ask him because I didn't care,” Len said. 
 
   “You don't get along with him?”
 
   Len shrugged, but didn't say anything.
 
   “But why wouldn't you sell to him?” I asked, still confused. “If he offered you over your asking price, why wouldn't you just sell?”
 
   Konrath set the mug down and pushed it aside. “Because I didn't want to. How's that for a reason?” He looked across the table. “I'm done, Davis. Let's go.”
 
   Davis looked a little unsure of what to do as his father heaved himself out of the booth and stood next to me. His back was slightly hunched, putting his eyes right at my level.
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Day,” Konrath said, his tone indicating it was anything but. He stepped around me, waved at Dawn behind the bar, and pushed through the front door of the restaurant.
 
   I stood there for a moment, trying to get my head around the entire conversation.
 
   “Are you okay?” Davis Konrath asked again as he slid out of the booth.
 
   “I don't know what I am,” I said.
 
   That was the truth. I was reeling over what Len had just told me, because it meant Gunnar had lied to me. Gunnar, my friendly, handsome next-door neighbor, had known exactly who had made the better offer on the farm. And he hadn’t told me.
 
   Davis stood. He was taller than I expected, a few inches over six feet. He glanced toward the front door and winced. “I'm sorry about my dad.”
 
   “It's okay.” A grumpy old man was the least of my concerns at that moment.
 
   “Well, he has no reason to be rude to you,” he said. “Just sorta his way. And selling the property has been hard on him. Wasn't his first choice and he misses it.”
 
   “Why did he sell then?”
 
   He started to say something, then bit off his words. He rubbed his chin, thinking. “Things have been tough lately for him. His savings didn't last him the way he'd hoped. My mom passed a while back and she sort of kept everything in line in that regard. So he didn't have much choice other than to sell it and move in with my sisters.”
 
   I immediately felt guilty for taking the man's farm if he really hadn’t wanted to get rid of it. No matter that it had all been done on the up and up, it felt strange to be occupying a home that the previous owner hadn't wanted to leave. My irritation with the elder Konrath morphed to sympathy. Not completely—he had still been a prickly pear—but maybe there were reasons for that gruff and sour façade.
 
   “But if he needed the money, why didn't he take the better offer?” I asked. “That doesn't make much sense to me.”
 
   Davis shrugged, a small smile on his face. “My dad's a stubborn man. If he made up his mind that he wasn't going to sell to Gunnar, then Gunnar could've offered him ten million for the farm and he wouldn't have taken it.” He shook his head, as if he couldn’t quite believe it himself. “That's just him.”
 
   “So what does he have against Gunnar?” I asked. I knew what I now had against my neighbor, but I wondered what history was between the two of them.
 
    “I really don't know,” he answered. “You might've picked up that my dad isn't exactly warm and fuzzy.”
 
   “I did catch that,” I admitted.
 
   He smiled. “Yeah, well, he's also not real talky, either. He believes in an economy of words. Or something like that. So he keeps most of his thoughts to himself. Including his thoughts about his former neighbor.”
 
   There was a rapping on the front glass and we both turned.
 
   Len Konrath was staring at his son through the window, and he wasn't happy.
 
   “I need to go,” Davis said. “I'm sorry I couldn't be more help. And, again, I'm sorry if he came off a little rude.”
 
   “Don't worry about it,” I told him. “And thank you.”
 
   I watched him leave and stood in the middle of the bar for a moment, thinking about what I'd just learned. I'd gone to The Wicked Wich to find more answers, but I felt like all I'd done was add to my growing list of questions. 
 
   As I headed for the door, purposely avoiding Dawn's shrewd gaze, I wondered if buying this farm in Latney would turn out to be the biggest mistake of my life.
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   My anger percolated as I drove.
 
   It started the moment I got in my car and headed home.
 
   Home.
 
   Whether I liked it or not, the farm was my home now. I'd fully committed to it, both financially and emotionally. I couldn't turn back, despite everything that had happened.
 
   But I was bound and determined to get to the bottom of things. To find answers. And I knew exactly where I was going to start.
 
   I eased off the accelerator, realizing that my anger was giving me a lead foot, and slowed down to an acceptable rate of speed. The last thing I needed was to be stopped by Sheriff Lewis or some other local cop who would only serve to amp up my irritation.
 
   When I got to the farm, I kept on driving, right past my house and right past my driveway.
 
   I wasn't ready to go home just yet.
 
   I was going to have a word with Gunnar.
 
   A long, winding gravel road about half a mile long led me to an A-frame home that looked like it belonged in the mountains of Colorado rather than a farming community in Virginia. It was angles of logs and glass, with a long deck that ran the length of the front of it and around to the sides. I didn’t want to admire it, didn’t want to wonder what it looked like inside.
 
   Gunnar’s pickup truck was parked to one side of the house, next to a shiny black motorcycle. A gray cat lounged on the railing above the front deck, eyeing me as it tried to find a little bit of sunshine in the cloud-filled sky. 
 
   Gunnar was bent down in a garden just beyond the truck, a green hose stretched from the side of the house in his hand, water spraying out over a row of plants. He looked up when he heard me coming and held up a hand in greeting, holding the hose over the tender plants.
 
   I pulled the car to a halt, killed the engine, and got out, slamming the door behind me.
 
   He dropped the hose into the garden area and stood. “That was a pretty severe slam.”
 
   “You lied to me,” I said, stalking toward him.
 
   His friendly expression changed to one of confusion. “I what?”
 
   “Lied to me,” I said. “I asked if you knew who made the offer on the house before mine and you told me no.”
 
   His expression darkened. “Rainy, hang on a minute...”
 
   “And it was you,” I continued, my voice rising. “You were the one who made the offer. And you lied to me without even blinking.”
 
   “I did—”
 
   “I hate liars,” I barked at him. “Despise them. But you acted like you didn't know anything.”
 
   His lips pinched together in a tight line and he suddenly wasn't standing nearly as tall as usual. “Rainy, listen. I didn't—”
 
   I cut him off again. “You’ve been pretending to be my friend this whole time, haven’t you? Why? Were you hoping to get close to me so you could run me off?”
 
   “No, I—”
 
   “Because whatever you were thinking, you were wrong,” I said, jabbing a finger in the air at him. “I bought that farm and I'm staying. If you couldn't strike a deal with that old man, that's your problem. Not mine. But let me be very clear here.” I stared at him, my heart hammering inside of my chest. “I don't need friends who lie to me. Ever. I don't need friends who are befriending me simply because they have an ulterior motive. And I don't need friends like you, Gunnar. So you stay on your property and I'll stay on mine and when we pass each other on that road, you can wave and I'll show you my middle finger.”
 
   I turned and left before he could say another word.
 
   


  
 

TWENTY TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I wasn't much for confrontation, actually loathed it, but as I drove away from Gunnar's, I had to admit that I felt pretty good. Whether it was learning he was a phony or just blowing off steam, I felt some of the stress that had invaded my body over the previous few days begin to evaporate. 
 
   Until I saw Sheriff Lewis getting out of his truck in my driveway.
 
   I sighed, drove around him, and parked my own car.
 
   He tipped the brim of his hat in my direction. “Ms. Day.”
 
   “Hello, Sheriff,” I said, not bothering to pretend I was happy to see him. “What can I do for you?”
 
   He pushed the brim back up. “Oh. I'm still just working on, you know. The investigation.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   He seemed puzzled by that for a moment, then the invisible bulb turned on. “Ah, right. Well, I guess, mostly the first. The bones and whatnot.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   We stood there and looked at one another for a moment.
 
   “You know, we don't really find a lot of dead bodies in Latney,” he offered. “It's a pretty unusual thing.”
 
   “I think you alluded to that before,” I said, nodding. “I'd assume it is a little off-putting.”
 
   “Yes, yes. That's certainly what it is.” He let his eyes drift past me and take in the property behind me. “You noticed anything else out of the ordinary?”
 
   “You mean other than the fire that burned one of my buildings to the ground?” I asked. “Because that seems a little unordinary. At least to me.”
 
   He sniffed at the air. “Well, sure. That's another one that I can't say is a regularity around here.”
 
   I had no idea where he was going with this. But that was how most of my previous conversations had been with him. “Other than the fire, no. I haven't noticed anything really out of the ordinary.”
 
   It wasn’t the truth, not by a long stretch. I could mention Dawn’s hostility or Gunnar’s deceptiveness or his own friend Len’s gruffness, but what would that accomplish? I could mention the melted lighter fluid can, but what would he do about it? Nothing. And honestly, maybe those things weren’t out of the order. To me, sure, but from the sound of things, it seemed like that was just the way things were around here. At least for someone who didn’t belong. 
 
   I didn't think that was what he was talking about, though, and I didn't think a conversation with him about any of it would be productive in anything other than giving me a headache.
 
   He tugged on his earlobe. “Tell me again where you moved from?”
 
   “Arlington.”
 
   He frowned.
 
   “D.C.,” I said, hoping that would clarify and wondering how anyone who lived in Virginia didn’t know where Arlington was. 
 
   “And how come?”
 
   I didn’t know I needed a reason to move.
 
   “Well, I retired from my job,” I said. “And because I wanted to.”
 
   He pursed his lips and looked at my car. “And what was that job again?”
 
   I waited for a moment. “Sheriff?”
 
   He looked from the car back to me.
 
   “What exactly are you asking me for here?” I said, squinting at him. “Because I'm not sure how any of these questions are relevant to determining the identify of the skeleton or the cause of the fire. So can you give me a little context here?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “Well. Sure. Yes.” He stroked his moustache. “I guess what I'm getting at is I'm wondering if you had enemies up there in D.C.”
 
   “Enemies?” I asked, not sure I understood. “I was an administrative director for a private company. I was not a cartoon character or a pirate. So I'm not really sure if I had any enemies or not.”
 
   He forced a smile. “Maybe enemies is the wrong word then. How about people you didn't get along with?”
 
   “Of course I did,” I said, my squint turning more glare-like. “Because I'm human. But I'm still unsure as to what you're getting at. Do you think someone did this to spite me? That they came all the way down here to exact revenge on me?”
 
   He reached for his pipe, playing with it between his fingers before settling it in his mouth. “I suppose that's a possibility.”
 
   “Well, I don't,” I told him flatly. “I didn't have those kinds of enemies. I don't think anyone followed me down here with an elaborate plan to take me down.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “Ma'am, that's not exactly what I mean.”
 
   A flock of birds flew overhead and we both looked up to watch them.
 
   When they’d disappeared, I looked at the sheriff. “What exactly do you mean then?” 
 
   He scratched at the back of his head, clearly uncomfortable. “I was wondering if maybe you were harboring any anger toward someone from up there. For whatever reason. If someone got under your skin a little too much. Something like that.”
 
   I blinked several times. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Did you have a quarrel with someone?” he continued. He shifted the pipe between his lips, moving it from right to left. “Maybe a neighbor or a co-worker? Maybe someone who just wouldn't let it go and you got pretty fed up about it. Not that I'd blame you or anything like that. We all have our buttons. And sometimes...we get a little carried away, don’t we?”
 
   I held his gaze for a moment, then pinched the bridge of my nose with my index finger and thumb. The headache I'd been hoping to avoid had arrived and was pulsating in different places throughout my skull. I'd finally figured out exactly what Sheriff Lewis was getting at and I was not happy.
 
   At all.
 
   I sighed and set my hands on my hips. “Let me get this straight, Sheriff. You're now suggesting that I brought a dead body with me? That I somehow packed a box of bones and brought them here?”
 
   “Well, now, I don't want—”
 
   “And then, what?” I asked, swallowing an incredulous laugh. “Set fire to the bungalow myself to cover my tracks? To hide other evidence?”
 
   “Ma'am, I'm not suggesting—”
 
   “That's exactly what you're suggesting,” I said, my voice rising. “That's exactly what you're suggesting. So let's just be clear here, okay? I am new to this town. I am new to this farm. But I am not new to the world.”
 
   The sheriff's shoulders drooped.
 
   “And I'm guessing you've watched a lot of cop shows on TV and you're doing your best to imitate one of those officers right now,” I said. “But you're doing a poor job. Because not on the worst show in the history of television would anyone have come up with as convoluted of a story as you are trying to put together right now. So here's what I have to say to you.” I waited a beat, just to make sure I had his attention. “You want to look into my background? Look for my enemies? You do that. And then when you're done, you let me know. So then I'll know you're actually ready to do your job and figure out just exactly what's going on here on my farm.” I jabbed my finger at my house. “Because I will be here waiting.”
 
   I turned on my heel and left him standing there in the driveway.
 
   


  
 

TWENTY THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Before I'd left D.C., my friends threw me a going away party after they'd helped me pack up my house. Nearly every single one had brought me a bottle of wine. My fondness for good reds was apparently a well-known fact within my circle, and shopping for a goodbye gift had been an easy chore. When I'd gotten to packing the bottles up, I'd had the momentary thought of leaving some behind for the new owners of the house. Then, selfishly, I'd stuck all of the new bottles in my very last packing box instead.
 
   It was turning out to be a decision that was helping me get through my first week in Latney.
 
   I drained three-quarters of a bottle of cabernet before I finally fell asleep. I'd been too wound up after my day, replaying all of the conversations over and over in my head. The wine finally did its job and took enough of the edge off so I could drift off and leave the day behind.
 
   I showered as soon as I woke, the morning sunlight streaming brightly through every window in the house. I sat down to another breakfast of coffee, vowing to get to town that day for groceries once and for all. 
 
   And then, because I didn’t want to waste another second thinking about my lying, handsome neighbor or the outlandish accusations Sheriff Lewis had hurled my way, I decided to spend the morning putting the guest bedroom together, knowing my daughter well enough that a surprise visit might not be too far off. Especially since I’d let it slip that there was trouble in paradise.
 
   I was actually kind of surprised that she hadn’t called again. The old Laura would have hounded me incessantly, calling and texting, hunting for answers and more information. This was how I knew that she was still miffed over my move. Knowing her, she was probably struggling with wanting to bombard me with questions and advice and restraining herself, still resentful over my move. 
 
   Less interference from my daughter was probably a good thing right now. But I knew it wouldn’t last for long. 
 
   The movers had positioned everything in the room, setting the mattress pieces against the wall and putting the bed frame in place in the middle of the floor. But it was going to be up to me to get it all set up. I wrestled with the bedframe and the mattress, only groaning a little as I hoisted both pieces in place. I got the curtain rod hung straight over the window and moved the dresser and nightstand around, trying to make the most of the room’s square footage. I was generally pleased with the way the room looked with the furniture I'd brought with me. I made up the bed with the comforter and sheets I’d brought with, a light lavender bed set that looked beautiful against the whitewashed walls and honey wood floors. 
 
   I surveyed the scene, wiping my sweat-dampened hair off my forehead. The only thing I needed to finish off the room was a small lamp for the nightstand and maybe a couple of pieces of artwork for the walls. A candle or two for above the fireplace would be a nice touch, too. Lavender or vanilla scented, something soothing and conducive to relaxation and sleep. Laura would definitely need it. 
 
   Satisfied with my progress, I grabbed my purse and headed into town to do my grocery shopping and maybe find some things for the guest room. 
 
   Toby's Market was at the edge of town and perhaps the finest grocery store I'd ever set foot in. It was small, no larger than a convenience store attached to a gas station, but it was stocked full of everything a person might need. The produce section was a cornucopia of colors and oversized fruits and vegetables, all neatly arranged with care. The aisles contained both brand names and locally sourced products, highlighted with small handwritten notes, touting the product. Every employee I encountered smiled at me and asked if I needed help finding anything. The young man who checked me out insisted on helping me get the bags out to my car and thanked me for my business. 
 
   After a near week of weird occurrences, strange conversations and outright hostility from some of the townspeople, this slice of Latney finally felt like the place I wanted it to be.
 
   I left my car parked near Toby's and, after unwrapping a granola bar and eating it in three bites, walked down the street to the little boutique that had caught my eye a few days earlier. Sophia's Stuff was in the middle of the block, bookended by an ice cream shop and a small hair salon. The window was tastefully decorated with sheer curtains and a refinished jelly cupboard decorated with woven baskets, candles, and small knick-knacks. It seemed like exactly the kind of place that might have things to decorate the guest room.
 
   The tiny silver bells on the door jingled as I pushed through the door, a wave of cool air greeting me. The scrubbed hardwood floors creaked beneath my feet and a heady floral scent enveloped me as soon as I stepped inside. 
 
   The store looked like a page out of some home decorating magazine, loaded with rustic furniture and shabby chic décor. There was barely room to move around, and I gingerly made my way past an old farmhouse table elegantly set with linen napkins and mismatched pottery. Crystal candlesticks served as a centerpiece and a sterling silver tea set sat next to them, the pitcher turned into a makeshift vase for a bunch of delicate pink roses. 
 
   Never in a million years could I have pulled off such a look. But it absolutely worked and I had the insane urge to buy it all, every last piece, and transport it to my own dining room table. 
 
   A familiar face emerged from the back of the store.
 
   “Well, hello there, Rainy,” Sophia Rey said, smiling at me. “How lovely to see you.”
 
   The woman who'd frowned at the colored eggs Gunnar had given me headed in my direction. She was dressed in an expensive-looking pink blouse, a silver necklace ringing the collar. Designer jeans hugged her slim frame and silver leather sandals with thick heels showcased what looked like a fresh pedicure. Her blonde hair hung in soft curls, a hairstyle I wouldn’t be able to duplicate even if I spent hours trying, and her makeup accentuated her high cheekbones, wide eyes and full lips. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, and she very much looked the part of a banker's wife who owned her own boutique.
 
   I held up a hand in greeting. “Hello. I didn't realize this was your store.”
 
   She stuck a hand on her hip and swept the other from one side to the other. “The entire place.”
 
   “It's lovely.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, the plastered smile still on her face. “I'm quite proud of it.”
 
   “You should be.”
 
   “What brings you by?” she asked, and I marveled again at her slow, honeyed accent.
 
   I looked around. “I need a lamp for a bedroom nightstand. And maybe a couple of other things.” Like the entire display on the farmhouse table. 
 
   “Anything particular in mind?”
 
   “Uh, one that works and isn’t too bright…” And then, because I was pretty sure that wasn’t the information she was asking for, I added, “Something feminine. The room is white with a lavender bedspread.”
 
   She nodded. “I have the perfect one,” she said, and motioned for me to follow her toward the back of the store.
 
   She did, indeed, have the perfect lamp, one with a crackled wood base and a light lavender lampshade that would perfectly match the bedding. It was a little more than I'd hoped to spend, but given that it was a local business and I wasn’t sure I’d find anything else comparable within a twenty-mile radius, I had no problem buying Sophia's lamp.
 
   We walked back to the front of the store and she rang the sale through on the register. “You sure you don’t need anything else? You mentioned there were a few other things you might be needing.”
 
   I was tempted. I’d never used retail as therapy but standing in that store, surrounded by pretty things, the scent of honeysuckle and roses and lilacs washing over me, I could easily see myself doing so. 
 
   I managed to find what little resolve I had. “Another time,” I told her. “I think I’m going to be a regular customer of yours.”
 
   She nodded and read me the total.
 
   “So,” she said, sliding my card through the reader, “it sounds like you've had an…interesting first few days in town.”
 
   “That's one way to put it.”
 
   The reader beeped and she handed my card back. “Yes, interesting. I am so sorry about all of that.”
 
   Her tone made it sound like she wasn't terribly sorry at all, but I wondered if that was just the way she spoke. Could accents make people sound less sincere? “Thank you.”
 
   She tapped the small printer, waiting for it to spit out my receipt. “I saw the smoke from the fire. Just awful. Do they know what happened yet?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not yet.”
 
   “A shame,” she said. “They really don't know anything about it? Or the...body they found?”
 
   I assumed she wanted to know simply so she could contribute to the underground gossip network, but I was starting to get used to that. “Not as far as I can tell.” And then, because I couldn’t resist, I added, “Other than the sheriff suggested maybe I'd done it all myself.”
 
   She paused and raised a gorgeously drawn eyebrow. “Donny thinks you did what?”
 
   “I'm not exactly sure,” I said, shrugging. “I guess murdered someone and then set my own property on fire? He wasn't clear on what he was accusing me of, and I wasn't terribly polite about the accusation.”
 
   “I am sure you weren't,” she said, shaking her head, her soft curls bouncing on her shoulders. “That is terrible. Again, I am sorry.” She pulled out a few sheets of tissue paper and wrapped the lamp. “He is a bit of an old fool, I suppose.”
 
   “That would be my assessment.”
 
   “And not like the old coot hasn't been on that property about a million times,” she said, removing the small shade and wrapping it in the same tissue. “What with him and Len being old hunting buddies and all.”
 
   “I've heard they were friends,” I said.
 
   She pulled out an oversized bag with twine handles and laid the lamp in it, then the shade. “More than friends, I'd say. Near brothers, as much time as they spend together. Drinking beer, barbecuing, shooting rabbits. You name it, they done it together.” She set the bag on top of the wooden counter. “Those two are tighter than denim on a fat man.”
 
   I took the bag from the counter. I'd already learned that the two men were friendly, but it seemed as if everyone who'd been in Latney for any length of time was friendly with one another. What Sophia was describing seemed different, though, and it made me wonder. 
 
   “So they've been friends for a long time?” I asked.
 
   She nodded. “Since they were kids, I believe. Grew up next to one another and played football together. Or something like that. I can't recall the details. But they are buddies for sure.”
 
   “Good to know,” I said. I held up the bag. “Thank you very much for this, Sophia. I appreciate it.”
 
   “Enjoy,” she said. “And let me know if you need anything else. I do consultations, if you’re interested. Personal styling sessions.” She looked me over. “For homes and for wardrobes.”
 
   I didn’t know whether to be offended or not by her statement, so I just nodded and stepped back outside. 
 
   Sophia Rey had given me more than I'd counted on. Not only did I now have the perfect lamp for my guest bedroom and a new feeling of self-consciousness over my appearance, but I also had to wonder about Sheriff Lewis's connection to Len Konrath. Did his attempt to turn the tables on me have anything to do with the fact that I'd bought his best friend's farm, a farm he hadn't apparently wanted to sell? Was he trying to scare me? Run me off? Or did he have another reason?
 
   As I walked back to my car, I wondered for the hundredth time what I'd gotten myself into.
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   I drove home from town and before I could let myself get bogged down in the details of what I'd learned from Sophia, I went upstairs and plugged my new lamp in.
 
   There was something comforting in seeing the soft glow of the lamp nestled on top of the nightstand.  Even though it was afternoon, sunlight streaming through the windows, the light from the lamp was a soothing sight, like a beacon welcoming me home. The room still needed a few touches—those candles and artwork for the walls I’d thought of earlier—but it felt warm and homey, and I suddenly wanted someone to come and visit and stay with me.  I knew that I still had plenty to do both inside and out of the house, but there was satisfaction in seeing this room done and ready for visitors. After all of the garbage I'd been sifting through over the previous few days, it was nice to feel like things were moving in the right direction.
 
   I went downstairs and put all of my groceries away. That, too, felt like progress. I liked seeing food on the shelves and in the fridge. It gave me a sense of normalcy that I hadn't felt in a long while.
 
   I was staring into the fridge, trying to decide what I wanted for my first home-cooked meal, when the doorbell rang.
 
   Declan Murphy was on the other side, his hands clasped behind his back, a friendly smile on his face. “Hello, Rainy.”
 
   “Declan, how are you?” I asked, even though it felt as if I'd just seen him.
 
   “I'm good. I was just driving by and thought I'd ask the same of you,” he said. “How are you?”
 
   I waved him in and closed the door behind him. “I got a bedroom done.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   I pointed at the stairs. “The guest room. I unpacked it and set it up and found a lamp in town to complete the room. So, one more room down and a whole lot more to go.”
 
   He smiled. “Excellent.”
 
   “I also finally got some groceries,” I said. 
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.” He held out a small white bakery box. “I brought these, just in case you hadn’t managed to get there yet.”
 
   I took the box. “What’s inside?”
 
   “Snickerdoodles.”
 
   “Another one of Ethel’s recipes?” I asked.
 
   He blushed a little. “No. Mine.”
 
   I opened the box and a blast of cinnamon wafted through the air, and I was reminded that my food consumption for the day consisted of a granola bar hastily eaten before rushing into Sophia’s store. 
 
   I grabbed one and bit into it. “These are heavenly.”
 
   His cheeks were flaming now. “My grandmother’s recipe.”
 
   I finished the cookie and reached for another one. “Well, between these cookies and accomplishing some unpacking, I’m beginning to feel a bit more human.”
 
   He nodded. “Good, good. I know you were a little down, and understandably so. I'm glad things are turning around.” He grinned, a little shyly. “And I’m glad I could be a little part of that.”
 
   I guided him to the couch and we both sat down. “You’ve been a big part of it,” I told him. “And not just because you keep bringing me food. Although that helps.” 
 
   “Whatever it takes.”
 
   I leaned back into the couch. Declan Murphy felt like a friend, and I needed a friend right then. I thought about my other options. Laura was a definite no. She was in class and besides, even if she were free, she’d freak out if she thought people were planting evidence on my property and subtly accusing me of murder and arson. I could talk to Mack. But he’d throw caution—and my objections—to the wind and show up with guns blazing, ready to expose the dirty little secrets of every person in the town who’d looked at me side-eyed. I thought about the friends I’d left behind in Arlington: Rita and Suzanne, my neighbors, and Lily, the librarian I’d befriended over our mutual love of murder mysteries. They were friends, yes, but I wasn’t about to have my first phone call to any of them be one of desperation, filled with complaints over the move that was supposed to be the culmination of my dreams. 
 
   I’d considered Gunnar a friend, but he was definitely out. He’d flat-out lied to me. Who did that leave? Sophia? She had been nice enough, but I was still on the fence over the level of her sincerity. 
 
   But Declan Murphy, the shy redheaded pastor who had proven to be a constant source of support and friendliness? The pastor who was also new to Latney, and who could relate to my feelings of being an outsider? Was he a friend, someone I could confide in?
 
   I decided to take that chance. “It'll probably take a little more, though.”
 
   He tilted his head to the side. “What does that mean?”
 
   I recounted for him my run-ins with both Gunnar and Sheriff Lewis and what I'd learned from Sophia.
 
   He set his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “Gosh. That's a lot to take in. I'm sorry.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Well, I know, but it's quite the burden to be inundated with all of this as soon as you arrive in Latney,” he said. His blue eyes were on me, full of sympathy. “I'm sorry for that.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   He offered a smile. “I suppose I could espouse all of the reasons why it's a charming town, but I'm not sure now's the time.”
 
   “It's most definitely not,” I told him. “Another day.”
 
   He nodded, understanding. “Of course.”
 
   I folded my hands behind my head. “Any advice?”
 
   “Do you want it?”
 
   “I don't know.” It was the truth. I didn’t know if I wanted advice or if I’d just needed to vent. “Give me some and then I'll tell you.”
 
   He chuckled. “Hmm. Alright. I'm not sure if it qualifies as advice, but here's what I can tell you. I've gotten to know Gunnar well enough and he seems like a good person. I can't explain why he might've lied to you, but he’s always struck me as a guy who people rely on around here.”
 
   At that exact moment, I couldn't imagine ever relying on him, but I let it pass.
 
   “And as far as Sheriff Lewis goes, I can't really say,” he continued. “Is he friends with Mr. Konrath? Yes. They've been to a couple of after-service breakfasts we've done, and I've seen them together around town. Though I'd argue that really isn't all that strange in small towns. People pair up early in life and if no one leaves, the relationships take root. As far as the sheriff’s ability to do his job, I haven't had enough interaction with him to know whether he's competent or not.”
 
   “Well, now you're just making me feel all judgy,” I said.
 
   His cheeks reddened. “I'm sorry. That wasn't my intent.”
 
   I waved a hand in the air. “I'm kidding. I know it wasn't, and I appreciate your input. I really do. I'm just feeling…a bit outnumbered at the moment. I'll be fine.”
 
   “Well, I'm on your side,” he said, smiling. “For what that's worth.”
 
   “It's worth quite a bit right now,” I told him, sitting up. “Thank you.”
 
   We sat there for a moment, smiling at one another, and there was this weird air surrounding us, like we were teenagers on our first date together. Except we were both well past that age, and he was a pastor and I was a divorced woman who really wasn’t looking for a relationship. I didn’t know where the feeling had come from, but it was just there now, sitting between us like a blinking neon sign. 
 
   Before I could say or do anything to embarrass myself, my phone vibrated on the kitchen table. I stood quickly to get it, grateful for the distraction.
 
   I didn't recognize the number on the screen. “Hello?”
 
   “Hello. Ms. Day? This is Mary.” And then, when a second of silence passed, she added, “Your insurance adjustor?”
 
   Recognition hit. “Mary. How are you?”
 
   “I'm great! Thanks for asking!” She paused. “I was calling about your property.”
 
   “I assumed so.”
 
   “Yes, right, of course.” She paused again. “I'm afraid I don't have the best news.”
 
   I glanced at Declan on the sofa. He was scrolling through his own phone. It struck me as odd for a moment that a pastor might have Facebook.
 
   “Is that right?” I said.
 
   “Unfortunately, no,” Mary said. “We are going to have to deny your claim.”
 
   My attention snapped back to the woman on the other end of the phone. “Excuse me?”
 
   “We are going to have to deny your claim,” she repeated.
 
   “No, I heard you,” I said, my voice rising. “I mean you have to be friggin' kidding me.”
 
   Declan turned toward me, his expression one of confusion and concern.
 
   “I am not actually, uh, friggin', kidding you, Ms. Day,” Mary said, her voice a little shaky. “I submitted all of the paperwork and it's been denied.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, my own voice going up another level. “You saw the damage! It burned down. How can there be any question?”
 
   “Oh, there isn't,” she answered quickly. “Of that, I mean. You are quite correct; the structure was definitely ruined via fire.”
 
   “No friggin' kidding, Mary! I saw the flames with my own eyes. So how in the world are you denying the claim?”
 
   Declan's eyebrows went up.
 
   “To be clear, Ms. Day,” Mary said. “I am not denying your claim. It's the insurance company itself.”
 
   My hand tightened on the phone. “Mary, right now, you are one and the same. Because you are the one telling me you're denying the claim.”
 
   “I believe it's important to make the distinction.”
 
   “I don't care what you believe,” I said. “Why is the claim being denied?”
 
   Papers shuffled on the other end of the line. “Because the fire to your bungalow is now part of a potential homicide investigation.”
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   My stomach twisted and my breath caught. “A what?”
 
   “Homicide investigation,” Mary repeated. “It's when the police believe—”
 
   “I know what it means!” I said. “But they found the bones before the fire! How are they related?”
 
   “I believe that's the question the authorities are asking,” Mary said. “But as of right now, the company is denying the claim. There was some mention of DNA being recovered at the site, which moved it into the possible homicide category. I'm not an expert on these things, though. When everything is resolved, we can resubmit the claim and maybe we'll have better luck.”
 
   My temples throbbed. I couldn't believe that they were denying the claim and that it was now part of a murder investigation. I was being left out of several loops and it did not please me.
 
   At all.
 
   “I did have one question for you, Ms. Day,” Mary said. “If you don't mind.”
 
   I did mind. My head was spinning and the last thing I wanted to do was answer more questions from a woman who was telling me I was under investigation for murder. “What is it?” I snapped.
 
   “The gentleman who was at your property?” she asked. She cleared her throat. “Would you happen to know if he's, um, single? Or have his—”
 
   I punched the off button on my phone, wishing greatly for the days of yesteryear, with phones that allowed for slamming down the receiver on someone.
 
   I tossed the phone on the table and it clattered across the wood surface. “They're denying the claim. The insurance company.”
 
   Declan stood. “I gathered. And…homicide?”
 
   My brain was kicking into overdrive. “Who is the medical examiner? He was out here, but I don't remember his name.”
 
   “That would be Melvin Clark,” Declan said. “Why?”
 
   I grabbed my phone off the table. “Because I'm calling him.”
 
   “Now, Rainy, I think you'd—”
 
   I held up a hand to stop him. “I appreciate your patience with me, but the second you start telling me what to do is the second I ask you to leave.”
 
   Declan sat on the couch.
 
   I scrolled through my phone until I found the direct line to the medical examiner's office. I took a deep breath and touched the number on the screen.
 
   “M.E.,” a gravelly old voice said. “Melvin here.”
 
   “Mr. Clark?”
 
   “Doctor,” he corrected.
 
   “Dr. Clark,” I said. “This is Rainy Day. You were here removing the remains from my bungalow the other day?”
 
   He coughed. “Alright.”
 
   “Do you recall?”
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   I took another deep breath, trying to find patience. It was in short supply. “I was just informed that the case is being classified as a homicide investigation.”
 
   “I am not sure I'm at liberty to discuss that with you.”
 
   “You're not? It happened on my property and my insurance company is now withholding compensation for my burned-down bungalow because of it. So if I were you, I might find the liberty to discuss it with me or I will find someone who can.”
 
   Declan's jaw tensed, but he didn't say anything.
 
   “Uh...um...uh...well. It's complicated.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Uh...um...uh...well, again. I'm not sure—”
 
   “Anyone else I can talk to there, Doctor?” I asked. “Or should I just start calling around, making your life miserable?”
 
   He coughed again, a horrible phlegmy sound that made me cringe. “Ms. Day, I understand your frustration.”
 
   “I really don't think you do,” I said, my temples starting to throb again. “Because not only is my insurance company refusing to pay for a part of my property that was set on fire, but you're telling me that a bag of bones is now being classified as a murder. So I don't think you understand my frustration at all. You couldn't possibly understand my frustration.”
 
   Declan winced from his position on the couch. 
 
   “Because I am having a very hard time understanding how a pile of old bones went from being a pile of old bones to a murder,” I continued. “I am looking for some enlightenment because I'm entitled to at least that.”
 
   The good doctor coughed in my ear again. “Well...I...uh. Well, shoot. Look, ma'am, I'm not trying to make your life any harder. I hear you. But it's old Willie.”
 
   I frowned. “Old Willie? What's old Willie?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “The bones we found. We have a…a process to look for DNA.” By the way he said it, it didn’t sound as though he was entirely clear on the process. “And, well, I just found some. A few minutes ago, actually. Those bones are old Willie's.”
 
   “Who exactly is old Willie?”
 
   Dr. Melvin Clark coughed again, expelling what sounded like a hairball from this throat. “Len's uncle. Old Willie Konrath.”
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   I hung up the phone and set it down on the table. 
 
   “What's the matter?” Declan asked. “You look like you've seen a ghost.”
 
   I walked over and sat down on the opposite end of the sofa. “Maybe I have.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Melvin told me that the bones belonged to a man named Willie Konrath,” I told him. “Len Konrath's uncle.”
 
   Declan thought about that for a moment. “Uncle?”
 
   My mind revved into overdrive. The body that was found in my bungalow belonged to a relative of the former owner of the farm. A man who hadn't wanted to sell the farm.
 
   “As disturbing as that might be, I'm not sure that it...matters?” Declan offered. “At least in terms of helping you get the insurance money.”
 
   I waved a hand at him. “I'm off that now. I'm trying to connect the dots.”
 
   “Connect the dots?”
 
   “It's a phrase my old boss used to use,” I explained. “When he had a bunch of pieces that he was sure were related, he'd tried to draw lines connecting them. Connect the dots.”
 
   “And you think there are dots to connect?”
 
   “I'm not sure,” I told him truthfully. “But it's starting to feel that way.”
 
   I could see on his face that he either didn't believe me or he was confused. At that moment, though, I didn't need him to understand. It was my concern. And I had to wonder if Len Konrath had dumped the farm in a hurry for a reason other than money.
 
   Was he trying to hide something? And if he'd wanted to hide something and it had been discovered, was he capable of doing something else to cover that up? Like set the bungalow on fire?
 
   I didn't want to jump to any unreasonable conclusions, but it sure seemed as if some of the dots had the potential to line up. What better way to hide evidence of a crime than to burn it? I didn't know much about fire, but I assumed that it was hard to piece together much forensic evidence out of a pile of ash. Especially considering who was involved in the so-called investigation.
 
   “Do you know anything about his uncle?” I asked, looking at Declan.
 
   He shook his head. “Not a thing. I know his son, and I know he has two daughters, but I haven't met them yet. That's all I know.”
 
   “I met his son,” I said. “At the tavern. But I never heard anything about the uncle.” 
 
   “I thought the bones were old?”
 
   I shrugged. “Who knows? They looked old to me, but how am I supposed to know? And if the sheriff is helping him cover it up, then maybe nothing I've been told is true.”
 
   He started to say something, then stopped, moving his gaze downward.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing. It's not my business.”
 
   “Say it,” I said. “I won't be offended. I promise.”
 
   He kept his eyes on the floor, then looked up after a moment. “I...I don't want to suggest that you're wrong. But I also think it's important to be...reasonable.”
 
   “Declan, if we're going to be friends, you're going to need to be more direct with me,” I told him. “Just say what you want to say.”
 
   “You just told me to not tell you what to do,” he reminded me.
 
   I waved a hand in the air. “Look, I’m not exactly rational. Not now, not ever. Just tell me what you want to tell me. I’ll listen.”
 
   He chuckled. “Okay. If you say so. I'm not saying it's not possible that what you're suggesting happened, but I'm not sure it's plausible.”
 
   “So you think I'm jumping to conclusions?”
 
   “I think you've got a lot going on, you want answers, and this is the first one you've been able to put together,” he said, keeping his tone gentle. “But that doesn't mean it's the right answer.”
 
   I leaned my head back against the couch. He wasn't wrong, of course. I was getting ahead of myself. But I was confused and frustrated and mad and tired.
 
   “Alright,” I finally said. “You're right.”
 
   “I don't want to say you're wrong,” he said. “I just think you...need to take some more time before you start pointing fingers.”
 
   “That sounds like a very pastoral thing to say.”
 
   “Pastoral? I think that means related to the countryside.”
 
   I sighed. “Fine. Pastorly. Is that a word?
 
   “I am a pastor.” He held his hands up. “Guilty as charged.”
 
   I smiled despite my frustration. “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it. “For being rational.”
 
   “Any time,” he said. His own smile widened and he looked as earnest as a schoolboy looking to impress his teacher. “I can be rational any time, any place. For you.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that. So I said nothing.
 
   “So whenever you need me,” he continued, “I can be rational. Or if we are out somewhere, I can be rational then, too. Anywhere.”
 
   The weird vibe was back and confident, calm Declan had suddenly been replaced by a guy who seemed anything but.
 
   I didn't say anything, because I couldn’t. What was I supposed to say? Thanks for offering to be rational in public with me?
 
   His cheeks burned red and he stood up. “I should go.”
 
   Despite the awkwardness of his declarations, I wasn’t sure I wanted him to go. He was company. He was a friend. And he clearly cared about me.
 
   I stood, reluctantly. “Okay. Thanks for coming by.”
 
   “Of course. Anytime. I mean, not anytime. I don't want you thinking I'm going to be coming by all the time,” he said quickly. “I just mean...”
 
   “I got it,” I said gently, trying to put him at ease. He was clearly flustered, and clearly cognizant of how much he was rambling.
 
   He hustled himself to the door, waved a quick goodbye, and nearly jogged to his car.
 
   I watched him back down the drive, a goofy smile on my face.
 
   Because I was absolutely sure now that Declan Murphy, the sweet pastor who baked me cookies and checked in as often as he could, had a crush.
 
   On me.
 
   


  
 

TWENTY SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I needed to clear my head after Declan left. The events of the day had muddled all of my thoughts, and I hoped that maybe some fresh air and some sunlight might help get things in order. I changed into some yoga pants, a T-shirt, and a zippered jacket, and headed outside.
 
   As I moved west, in the direction of the sinking sun, it occurred to me that I hadn’t walked the entire property since I'd moved in. I'd stayed mainly near the house, tending to boxes and burning bungalows. But I'd purchased a lot more than just the house.
 
   The pastures surrounding the house and lining the driveway were a mix of clover and grasses, all in desperate need of a good trim. Bumblebees buzzed the clover and the tiny purple wildflowers that sprouted a little taller. Crickets chirped and a fly buzzed near my head as I walked down the drive, the gravel crunching beneath my feet. A squirrel scampered up a tree, its bushy tail swishing back and forth as it turned to study me before launching up to a higher branch. 
 
   It was still hard for me to get my head around the fact that this was all mine. I'd only owned homes before, never property. A house, a front yard, a backyard. Always less than an acre. And with the row house I’d moved from, there hadn’t been a yard at all. I’d had shrubs out front that a landscaper had taken care of, and a brick paver patio just large enough for a small table and a grill. Now, I had multiple acres, and it felt like I'd bought a park. 
 
   Or a farm.
 
   I smiled. I had bought a farm.
 
   I could picture cows grazing in the pasture, their soft brown eyes glazed over as they munched mouthfuls of grass. Maybe a horse or two, black horses like the ones I’d longed for as a little girl after reading The Black Stallion and Black Beauty. It really was like being a kid again, playing with plastic animals and fences and buildings, arranging and rearranging the pieces until they made sense. Only I had the opportunity to do it for real.
 
   I walked past the barn, just off to my left, its big doors bolted shut and then past the guesthouse on my right, resisting the urge to peek inside either of them. I hadn’t touched it since moving in, knowing I didn’t have furniture to put inside of it. That would be a project for a later date. With two unmarried kids and no grandchildren to speak of, I knew I wouldn’t be needing it any time soon. I purposely avoided looking at the spot where the bungalow had once stood, focusing instead on the pond just visible in the distance. I headed toward it, ignoring the gnats that swarmed as I approached the water’s edge. The water was clear, cattails and reeds of grass blowing in the slight breeze. The boathouse was just to my left, down a narrow dirt path. It was another building I hadn’t explored, one I knew I wouldn’t be needing any time soon.
 
   After an hour of walking, my head was clear, I felt energized, and the stress that had invaded my body was gone.
 
   Until I saw Gunnar Forsythe sitting on my front porch.
 
   He was on the top step, his elbows on his knees, looking down at the steps. He had on jeans and a red long-sleeve shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. One of his work boots was tapping a steady rhythm against the steps.
 
   “Are you lost?” I asked.
 
   He looked up, surprised by my voice. “Oh. Hi.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I was hoping we could talk for a second.”
 
   I shook my head. “Not interested,” I told him. “I did my talking already.”
 
   He pushed himself off the steps and ambled down from the porch.
 
   I did my best to not notice how good-looking he was.
 
   He came up to me and shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. “I came over to apologize.”
 
   “Not necessary and not interested.”
 
   “It is necessary and I don't care if you're not interested,” he said, frowning. “I'm going to apologize anyway.”
 
   “I've got things to do,” I said, walking past him. “Save your breath.”
 
   “Rainy, would you just hold on for one damn second?” he said. “Please?”
 
   The ‘please’ did me in. Because he said it with such sincerity, such conviction. 
 
   I went up the steps to the front door and turned around. He'd pivoted with me and was looking at me.
 
   I stared at him. “You’ve got thirty seconds,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.
 
   He nodded, the frown lessening a bit. “Fine. I am sorry for not telling you I was the one who’d put the offer in. It was a bad move on my part.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. That felt like the understatement of the year. “You think?” 
 
   “I…” He sighed and thrust his hands deeper into his pockets. “I just didn’t want things to be weird between us.”
 
   “Weird? So you thought lying to me was a better move than telling me the truth? How is that less weird than you telling me you’d put an offer in on my place?”
 
   “It was a bad move,” he said again. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want that to be between us. I didn’t want you to think I had some ulterior motive in coming over. In being your friend.”
 
   “Friends don’t lie to each other.”
 
   “True,” he admitted. “But I didn’t think it would ever come up. I made Len an offer the day the place came on the market and he refused. Didn’t take long for his answer to come back. So as far as I was concerned, it was a done deal. He refused and I moved on. I wasn’t going to mention it to you because it didn’t matter.” He pulled a hand free and ran it through his hair. “And then when you asked…I don’t know. It just felt like a weird thing to mention, especially because you seemed kind of freaked out by it.”
 
   “Well, I was even more freaked out when I found out it was you.” His thirty seconds were up, but I wasn’t putting an end to the conversation. Not yet.
 
   “I know. I should have told you. I shouldn’t have danced around your question. I never denied it was me, but I didn’t tell you the truth, either. And for that, I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath, then slowly expelled it. “Will you forgive me?”
 
   I thought back to the conversation we’d had while Mary inspected my burned-down building. He was right: he’d never told me outright that it hadn’t been him. He’d answered my questions with questions of his own and then, when I’d asked him if he knew about the offer, he’d said it was a prime piece of property that lots of people were interested in. 
 
   It didn’t absolve him completely, but maybe I was being a little too harsh. 
 
   I stole a glance at him. Both hands were back in his pockets and his hazel eyes were locked on me, a hopeful expression on his face. He was looking for forgiveness. Asking for it. 
 
   I sighed.
 
   I was pretty sure I was going to give it to him.
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   Gunnar left with promises to set up a chicken coop for me sometime in the next few days. Since we’d never gotten around to taking care of that the last time he’d brought his old coop around, it seemed like a good peace offering. A fresh start after the messiness of the last couple of days.
 
   So the next morning, after a breakfast of yogurt and granola, I decided to head into town early so I’d be available for when he brought the coop by, whenever that might be.
 
   My only stop for the day was The Bank of Latney. 
 
   Trudy greeted me by name as soon as I walked through the double doors. Considering no one at my bank in Arlington had ever learned my name after banking there for close to three decades, this came as a bit of a surprise. But then I remembered. Small town. Everyone knows everyone. And everyone knows everyone’s business.
 
   “How are you, dear?” she asked, concern etched across her wrinkled forehead.
 
   “I’m fine. And you?”
 
   “I mean the fire,” she said, lowering her voice. “I was so sorry to hear about that.”
 
   “Oh, that.” I nodded. “Yes, it was quite the surprise to come home to.”
 
   “Do they have any ideas what might have caused it?” She narrowed her eyes. “You weren’t burning trash out there, were you? There’s an ordinance against that.”
 
   “Burning trash? I have trash pick up every Tuesday…”
 
   She nodded. “Well, sure, but lots of people do illegal burning.”
 
   “They do?”
 
   She glanced around. “Indeed,” she whispered. “Sheriff Lewis doesn’t take too kindly to that. Not with all the open land around here. Why, last time a trash burn got out of control, it nearly wiped out the town. Burned thirty acres or so before Gunnar and the rest of the firefighters got it under control.”
 
   I filed that little bit of information away. “Good to know,” I said. “But, no, I wasn’t burning trash. I wasn’t burning anything.”
 
   “Hmm,” she said, tapping her pen against the desk she was sitting behind. “Well, I wonder how it got started, then.”
 
   “You and me both.” I smiled. “Listen, I’m actually here to see Walter.”
 
   “Oh?” She raised her eyebrows. “But you just saw him a couple of days ago.”
 
   I didn’t know there was a limit to the number of times a person could see their banker. “Well, yes, but I had some questions for him.”
 
   She waited for me to elaborate, which I refused to do. Instead, I simply smiled wider and waited.
 
   She pressed her lips together, clearly disappointed that I wasn’t going to provide fodder for her to gossip about. “Well, I’ll see if he’s available, dear. You just sit tight.” She picked up the phone and pressed a few buttons. “Mr. Rey, Ms. Rainy Day is here to see you. She wouldn’t say why.”
 
   I frowned. The way she said it made it sound like I was upset about something.
 
   “Yes, sir. I’ll let her know.” She hung up and returned her gaze to me. “He’ll be down momentarily. Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Tea?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   “Not a coffee drinker? Don’t like tea?” she pressed.
 
   I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I thought about lying and telling her I was deathly allergic to caffeine. I was sure that little tidbit would make the rounds through town before I stepped out of the building.
 
   “I’m just not thirsty,” I said instead, taking the high road. 
 
   Walter Rey appeared a minute later, his polished loafers soundless on the tile floor. His hair was gelled down, perfectly parted, his red tie knotted expertly at the base of his throat. He shook my hand and the spicy scent of his aftershave washed over me.
 
   “Ms. Day,” he said, smiling. “What a nice surprise.”
 
   “Rainy,” I said. “Thank you for seeing me. I’m hoping you can help me with some account stuff.”
 
   He quirked an eyebrow, still smiling. “Account ‘stuff?’ Why, certainly. I’m an expert at account stuff.”
 
   I followed him to his office, my sandals clicking rhythmically behind him, and sank into the same chair I’d sat in only days before. He sat across from me, his leather chair squeaking as he adjusted his tall frame.
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Well, I’d like to move some more money into my accounts. Both checking and savings.”
 
   He beamed. “Wonderful. I assume from your existing bank in Arlington?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “A wise decision,” he said as his fingers glided across his keyboard. “How much are we looking at transferring?”
 
   “Two hundred thousand dollars.”
 
   His fingers stilled. “Two hundred thousand?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   I hadn’t made the decision lightly. But as I’d sat in the living room the night before, making a list of all the things I wanted to do to the property, I knew I needed money on hand, money that was easily accessible. And yes, with online banking and credit and debit cards, I could have a bank in Switzerland if I wanted and it would be okay. But I was old-fashioned and I wanted to know that my bank—and my money—was really, truly close by. It wasn’t my entire life savings—I’d keep some of it in my Arlington bank—but it was a good chunk of it.
 
   “Well,” Walter said, adjusting his tie, “we can certainly do that.” He paused. “Is this a time-sensitive transfer?”
 
   “What?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “Do you need the money right away? If so, we could do a wire transfer but that will cost—”
 
   “No, I don’t need it right away,” I said, shaking my head. “Within the next couple of days is fine.”
 
   He nodded. “An ACH transfer can accomplish this. We’ll just need your routing number and checking account number.” He paused again. “And I assume you have that amount in your Arlington account…?”
 
   I frowned. “Why would I be trying to transfer it if I didn’t?”
 
   “Of course, of course,” he said. “Now, like I said, the money won’t be available right away. Unfortunately, we’ll have to put a hold on the funds until your old bank clears the transaction.”
 
   “I’m clearing the transaction,” I said. “Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “It’s just for protection,” he explained. “Yours, really, against fraud. If someone illegally accesses your account and transfers money, the bank you’re pulling from has the ability to reverse the transaction.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, still bewildered. “But I really am pulling the money. And I’m the owner.”
 
   “Of course,” Walter said, smiling. “It’s just the way things work.”
 
   My bewilderment morphed into irritation. I just wanted my money, period.
 
   “So,” he said as he thumbed through a sheaf of papers. He pulled one out and handed it to me. It was a form to fill out, authorizing the transfer. “I heard about the fire.”
 
   “What a surprise,” I muttered.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said. I opened my purse and dug out my checkbook. “Yes, there was a fire. Burned a building to the ground.”
 
   He nodded. “That’s a shame. Are you transferring money to rebuild? We have some excellent home improvement loans here at the bank, if you choose to go that route.”
 
   “I’m not really sure what I’m going to do.” I wasn’t about to tell him that my insurance company had denied my claim. 
 
   “Fair enough,” he said. He pushed at his glasses, readjusting them. “I understand you spoke with Len the other day, too. Did he have any information about the building or what might have caused the fire?”
 
   I stopped writing mid-sentence. It was an odd question. I wasn’t surprised that he knew I’d talked to Len Konrath—nothing surprised me about the meddling, nosy townsfolk of Latney—but why on earth would he think we discussed the fire and its potential cause?
 
   “Not really,” I said truthfully. “He mentioned he did the wiring in the building but that he had a permit and that someone had helped him. Chuck someone.”
 
   “Windegard,” Walter supplied helpfully. “He was a client here.” I was pretty sure most of the townspeople were, considering it was the only bank in town. “Fell over dead of a heart attack a few years back. Sad.”
 
   At least I had confirmation Len hadn’t been lying about that. And then, because Walter was proving to be rather helpful and talkative, I decided to let another detail slip. 
 
   “He mentioned something about an uncle, too. Willie, I think?”
 
   Walter glanced up. “Willie Konrath?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Len mentioned his uncle Willie?”
 
   I nodded, suddenly uneasy.
 
   Walter let out a low whistle. “Well, I’ll be gol-darned.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Len hasn’t breathed a word of that man in years.” He squinted at me from behind his glasses. “You sure he brought up Willie?”
 
   I squirmed in my seat. I had a sinking suspicion that I was going to get caught in my lie. So I avoided answering the question. If Gunnar could do it, so could I. 
 
   “Did they not get along?” I asked.
 
   Walter chortled. “Not get along? You could say that again.”
 
   “I had no idea…”
 
   Walter leaned across the desk, as though he was about to share a secret. “There was always bad blood between those two. At least that’s the story. Rumor has it they had some sort of falling out. Over a woman.”
 
   “Wasn’t Willie Len’s uncle?”
 
   “Yes, but they weren’t far apart in age. Len’s own brother was quite a bit older than Willie—think those two were only five or six years apart in age. I’d have to ask Trudy. She would know.”
 
   “That’s okay,” I said quickly. The less people who knew I’d been snooping, the better. I scrawled the remaining information on the form and slid it across the desk. “I think this is everything you need.”
 
   “Poor Len,” Walter said as he picked up the paper. “Just a series of mishaps for that man.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Trouble has followed him around like a storm cloud for as long as I can remember. Female troubles. Family troubles. Money troubles.”
 
   I thought about what Davis Konrath had told me in the restaurant, that his father had needed to sell the farm. And just like that, the guilt settled back in. But then I thought about the bones on my property, the bones that were apparently being considered a homicide. Willie Konrath’s bones. The anger boiled back up.
 
   I was a mess. I needed answers.
 
   I glanced at Walter Rey. 
 
   He might have the answers I wanted.
 
   But I wasn’t sure I wanted to deal with the consequences that came with asking him—or any other town person, for that matter.
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   I didn’t ask Walter Rey any more questions. It felt like I’d already dug a deep enough hole by asking about Uncle Willie.
 
   But the hole got deeper the moment I stepped out of the bank.
 
   Sheriff Lewis was leaning against the hood of his squad car, toying with his pipe. He nodded at me and then, with some effort, pushed himself into a more upright position and headed my direction.
 
   He tipped his hat with his free hand, a gesture I was unfortunately becoming accustomed to. “Morning, Ms. Day.”
 
   “Sheriff,” I said coolly. After his veiled accusations and learning of his connection to the Konrath family, he wasn’t exactly my favorite person.
 
   He popped his pipe back into his shirt pocket, and I wondered if he ever actually lit it or if it was just something for him to hold. 
 
   “How are you this fine April morning?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   He chuckled. “Just like the morning. Fine is a mighty fine word, isn’t it?”
 
   “Sure.” I glanced down the street at my parked car. A delivery truck was idling just behind it and a man was unloading a dolly stacked with boxes, presumably to deliver to the hardware store I was parked in front of. “Listen, I have some other errands to run…”
 
   He held up a wrinkled, age-spotted hand. “Just need a minute of your time.”
 
   I was tempted to hit the stopwatch feature on my phone to time him but I plastered a patient smile on my face and waited.
 
   “The other day, we were chatting about the…uh…incidents that have taken place on your property.” He pulled his pipe back out and passed it from one hand to the other. “And we talked a little about your previous life in…where did you say you came from?”
 
   “Arlington,” I said, my eyes narrowing. “And we did not discuss my previous life. You accused me of bringing a body with me and burning down a building to cover up a crime.”
 
   He at least had the decency to blush a tiny bit. “Now, I did not—”
 
   I cut him off. “Yes, Sheriff Lewis, you did. Maybe not in so many words, but the implication was there.” I took a step closer to him. “Well, instead of you asking me about my past, maybe I should be asking you about yours.”
 
   His bushy white eyebrows pulled together. “What’s that?”
 
   “You heard me. I know whose bones were found on my property.” I waited a beat, watching as his eyebrows drew into a deep V. “Willie Konrath. You know, your best friend’s uncle.”
 
   The splotchy color on his cheeks deepened. “Well, now—”
 
   “I think it’s time for you to tell me what you know.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Because the way things look to me, you and your buddy Len have a lot more explaining to do than I do.”
 
   He shoved his pipe back into his pocket and straightened. His lips were pressed together so tight, they looked like a single line drawn on his face. “Listen here, Missy,” he began, his voice cracking, his eyes hard. I almost expected steam to come out of his ears. “Len is as good as they come. He has nothing to do with what’s been going on out there on the farm.”
 
   “Easy for you to say,” I said. “And easy for you to figure out that the best way to help your good friend is to pin these ‘incidents’ on the newcomer to town.”
 
   “Why….why…” he sputtered, and this time I expected him to erupt like a geyser. “I am the sheriff in these parts. You…you can’t just go around accusing people of stuff like this.”
 
   I smiled. “Hmm. I can’t, but you can?”
 
   He opened his mouth to say something, but a young woman with a toddler in tow walked past, nodding and smiling at the sheriff. She gave me a curious look and I knew her next stop in town would be to ask who the woman was talking to Sheriff Lewis. And then I wondered what the rumor mill in Latney would spit out this time around. I wouldn't have been surprised to hear that I was now supposedly offering sexual favors to the sheriff in order to avoid all the trouble I'd supposedly caused. 
 
   They moved past and I fixed my gaze on him again. “So now that we know the remains found on my property belonged to a Konrath, that pretty much rules out my involvement in anything. But you know what it doesn’t do?”
 
   The hand that reached for his pipe shook ever so slightly. It was subtle but it was there, and I noticed.
 
   “It doesn’t get you or your friend off the hook.” I hitched my purse up on my shoulder and fixed him with the brightest smile I could muster. 
 
   “There is no hook. You don't know what you're talking about.”
 
   “Well, you sure tried to hang me on one, didn’t you? I think you better start looking for answers somewhere else, Sheriff. Because if you don’t, I will.”
 
   “Are you threatening me?” he growled. 
 
   “Nope,” I said. “Just stating facts.”
 
   “These aren’t facts!” he announced, so loudly that the woman who just walked by turned to look back in our direction. 
 
   “We’ll see about that, won’t we?” 
 
   If eyes could shoot daggers, I’d be impaled on the bank wall.  
 
   I offered one last smile. “Have a good rest of your day, Sheriff. And do let me know what you find out about poor Willie Konrath and whomever is responsible for burning down my bungalow.”
 
   


  
 

THIRTY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I needed a beer when I stepped into the Wicked Wich. 
 
   My confrontation with Sheriff Lewis had taken more out of me than I’d thought. Either that or I was simply hungry. But I felt light-headed, my pulse was racing, and my throat was as dry as a desert in summer. 
 
   I hadn’t meant to be so hostile. And, normally, I wasn’t a confrontational person. But all of my buttons had been pushed in recent days and seeing him had been the switch that had launched the attack. 
 
   Part of me felt bad. I didn’t like rocking the boat, especially in a new town where I wasn’t sure anyone would actually come to my rescue if I capsized. But I also didn’t like accusations being flung my way; unsubstantiated, wild ones that had the tendency to make my blood boil.
 
   Dawn was behind the bar, stuffing napkins into a silver dispenser. Her short hair was pinned back with a slew of bobby pins and she wore another bar t-shirt, this one gray instead of black. She raised her eyebrows when I walked in, but said nothing.
 
   “You serve beer this time of day?” I asked, sliding on to a stool. 
 
   “We’re open, aren’t we?” 
 
   I was about to order one, then changed my mind. With as little as I’d eaten over the last few days, the alcohol would go straight to my head. And then who knew what might come out of my mouth?
 
   “I’ll just have a soda.”
 
    “A diet whatever?”
 
   I almost smiled. “Yeah, that.”
 
   She scooped ice and filled the glass with soda, then slid it across the bar. “You eating, too?”
 
   The yogurt I’d had for breakfast hadn’t exactly filled me up and my mouth watered at the idea of a thick, juicy burger. By the looks of things, Mikey, the wonderkid chef, was already on the grill, flipping a couple of burgers for customers who’d come in for an early lunch.
 
   “Sure. A burger whatever.”
 
   Dawn nodded and left me alone and I sipped my drink and tried to focus on one of the flat-screen TVs. It was tuned to a 24-hour news station and someone was being interviewed but the volume was muted so I had no idea what was being said. It didn’t matter, though, because what I could hear—voices in the restaurant—made me swivel around on my stool.
 
   Two men were tucked in one of the booths, half-eaten plates of food in front of them. Two men who had been there during my last visit to the Wicked Wich.
 
   Davis and Len Konrath.
 
   I shouldn’t have gotten up. I should have stayed put and tried to read the lips of the people on the television while I waited for my burger.
 
   But I rarely did what I was supposed to do.
 
   I grabbed my soda, swallowed a mouthful, then set it back on the counter with a loud clank. Dawn was nowhere to be found but Mikey must have heard because he looked my direction, a quizzical look on his face. 
 
   I took a deep breath and ignored my racing pulse as I headed toward their table. 
 
   Len and his son were deep in conversation—something about grills—when I cleared my throat.
 
   Both heads turned in my direction. Len grunted. Davis smiled.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t Miss Rainy Day,” Davis said, his gray eyes warm, his mouth curving into an even wider grin. “How are you?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to respond, especially when he was still smiling at me, his expression open and friendly. 
 
   “I…I’m fine,” I stammered. 
 
   “Then what are you doing over here?” Len growled. “Can’t you see we’re having a conversation?”
 
   “Dad,” Davis chided, frowning at the elderly man sitting across from him. “Be nice.” His eyes met mine again. “We were having a rather heated conversation about grills. He’s a charcoal man, and I’m trying to convince him gas is the way to go.” He paused. “What kind of grill do you have?”
 
   “Uh…a George Foreman?” I said. And then, when his brown furrowed, I added, “You know, one of those electric ones? I guess it’s not really a grill…”
 
   He nodded and picked up what remained of his burger. “Ah, I know the ones. Well, yeah, that really can’t be considered a grill, now can it? More of a griddle, like the one Mikey uses here.”
 
   “Right,” I said, just because I didn’t give a hoot about grills or griddles. I shoved my hands in my pockets and tried to act casual, even though my heart was beating like a jackhammer. “So, did you hear the news from the medical examiner?”
 
   Davis exchanged a quick look with Len. “No?” he said, sounding a little bewildered.
 
   “The bones on my property were identified.”
 
   “Oh?” Davis said. His burger was arrested halfway between his plate and his mouth, as if he were waiting for me to elaborate before taking a bite. 
 
   “You didn’t know?” I found this hard to believe, considering how tight Len was with Sheriff Lewis. 
 
    Davis shook his head, still looking puzzled.
 
   “Willie.” When his expression remained blank, I added, “Uncle Willie. Willie Konrath.”
 
   Davis’ eyebrows lifted in surprise but he didn’t respond because Len let out something that sounded halfway between a sigh and a growl. 
 
   “Here you go with those darn accusations again.” Len’s face was screwed up in irritation, his gray eyes like steel. “You don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, Missy. Or who you’re messing with.”
 
   I stood my ground, despite the fact that the old man looked like he wanted to stab me with the steak knife he was using to cut his burger. 
 
   “I think I know exactly who I’m messing with,” I said, hoping my voice sounded level and even. “A man who might have killed his own uncle, planted the body on my property, and then burned a building to the ground to hide the evidence.”
 
   “Why, I oughta—”
 
   “Must be nice that you’re so friendly with the sheriff,” I continued. I wondered if Len actually did attack me if Dawn would be nice enough to call for help. But then I remembered who would probably respond—Sheriff Lewis—and hoped instead that she or Mikey or one of the other patrons eating lunch might be trained in emergency trauma services. 
 
   Len leaped to his feet, shaking a bony fist at me. “You are crazy, you know that? One sandwich short of a picnic, you are.”
 
   “I’m crazy?” I’d been called lots of things in my life, but crazy wasn’t one of them. “What other explanation is there?”
 
   Len stared at me, a scowl on his face, his eyes trained on me as though he really was looking for a loose screw somewhere. 
 
   “My uncle has been dead for years,” he snapped. “Years!”
 
   “Well, clearly,” I said. “It was a pile of old bones in the bungalow, not a dead body.”
 
   He jabbed a finger in my direction. “You ever think about how he got himself dead?”
 
   Got himself dead? Now there was a combination of words I’d never heard strung together before. 
 
   “Well, I’ll tell ya,” Konrath fumed. His cheeks were red, his eyes like liquid silver. “He went and gave himself a heart attack having sex. That’s how he done killed himself.”
 
   My mouth dropped open. 
 
   “And everyone in these parts knows it,” he said. There was a tremor in his voice as well as his hands. “So don’t go accusing people of things you know nothin’ about. You hear me?”
 
   He brushed past me, his steps a little unsteady. “And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop interrupting our lunches.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

THIRTY ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I was an idiot.
 
   For multiple reasons, but the one I was fixated on after Len Konrath stormed out of the Wicked Wich and I’d returned to the bar like a puppy that had just been scolded, was simple: I’d jumped the gun.
 
   Not once had I given any thought to how Willie Konrath might have died. Not once had I thought about the fact that I had discovered bones and not a body. I’d heard the name, made the connection and instantly pounced.
 
   And had been dead wrong.
 
   I stared at the burger sitting in front of me. By the looks of it, it was slathered in barbecue sauce. Thick slices of bacon peeked out from underneath the bun, as did a thin layer of deep fried onion rings. My mouth should have been watering. Instead, I felt slightly sick to my stomach. 
 
   How had I managed to work in a private investigator’s firm for 20 years and still made such a rookie mistake? Granted, I’d just been the office manager, but I’d seen enough cases come through those doors to know that what I’d just done was inexcusable. Mack Mercy would have never jumped to conclusions—well, at least not publicly. Pacing the office or shuffling papers around his desk, muttering under his breath or out loud to me…sure. But to a client or a potential suspect? Not ever.
 
   I sighed and picked up my drink.  The ice cubes had already melted, which meant watered down soda. I took a sip, anyway.
 
   “Sorry about my dad.”
 
   I looked up and into Davis Konrath’s gray eyes. His smile from earlier was gone, replaced with an expression that looked suspiciously remorseful.
 
   “Sorry about your dad?” I set the glass back down, trying to place it directly back onto the ring of water it had left on the bar. “He wasn’t the one spouting off accusations.”
 
   A small smile tugged at Davis’s lips. “Well, maybe not that time,” he admitted. “But he’s been known to do that before. As evidenced by the first time you met him.”
 
   I sighed. “I’m sorry. I had no right to accuse your dad of anything. I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   He sat down on the empty stool next to me. Dawn reappeared from the back, holding a rack filled with clean glasses. After a cursory glance in our direction, she set the rack down and started restocking the shelves, the glass clinking as she moved them to the shelves.
 
   “Well, you’ve had a lot going on,” he said. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Not enough to go around accusing people of murder. And arson.”
 
   He chuckled. “That’s debatable. You’ve moved to a new house. A new town. You’ve found a dead body on your property. And then a building of yours went up in flames. It would be enough to set anyone on edge.”
 
   His voice was calm, reassuring, and I took comfort in it. As much as I firmly believed that I’d acted like a hysterical person, it was nice to hear someone taking my side. Not validating my actions, per se, but at least lending credence to my feelings and behavior.
 
   Because he was right. It had been hard, all of it. The move, acclimating to the new town and the people who lived there, and then the unexplained incidents at the house. 
 
   “So I think you get a pass on that,” Davis said, bringing my focus back to him. “This time, anyway.” He grinned.
 
   I picked up a French fry and studied it. It was still crisp but now only lukewarm and I wondered how it would taste. “Regardless if I get a pass, I still feel bad.”
 
   “Don’t.” It was one word, firmly spoken. 
 
   I bit into the fry. It was cold, just like I thought it would be, but the salt tasted good and I popped the rest of it in my mouth. “And I’m…I’m sorry about your uncle.”
 
   He waved a hand in the air. “I never met him. Happened way before I was around.”
 
   “And did he…” I felt the heat rise in my cheeks as I played Len’s words back in my mind, the way he said old Uncle Willie had met his demise.
 
   Davis chuckled again, louder this time, and I felt my cheeks heat even more. “Afraid so. Although,” he said, giving me a quick wink, “I’d figure there are worse ways to go.”
 
   I was afraid I was going to spontaneously combust from embarrassment. This was not a conversation I wanted to be having. “Right, well, I hope you’ll let him know that I’m sorry. I’d…I’d tell him myself, but he’s not here and—”
 
   “I’ll tell him,” Davis said. He rested his elbow on the bar and leaned back a little on the stool. “And, just so you know, he’s pretty well-versed in heated conversations and accusations. What you just did there? Believe me, he’s seen far worse.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe.” He might be a crotchety old man, but I didn’t think anyone else had accused him of felony crimes.
 
   Davis drummed his fingers on the bar. His nails were neatly trimmed, and this surprised me for some reason. I’d expected hands like Gunnar’s, tanned and calloused, with dirt embedded under the nails. Farm hands. Working hands. 
 
   “You didn’t witness the confrontation with Gunnar Forsythe,” Davis said.
 
   My eyebrows shot up. Weird that I’d been thinking about my neighbor only seconds before Davis mentioned him. “Oh?” 
 
   Davis nodded. “Now that wasn’t a pleasant exchange.”
 
   I reached for my burger, mostly so that I could pretend to be occupied so it wouldn’t look like I was hanging on his every word. I took a tiny bite of the lukewarm burger. The barbecue sauce was tangy and sweet, the bacon hickory smoked, the burger itself seasoned perfectly, and I instantly regretted not having bitten into it sooner.
 
   “How so?” I asked once I’d washed down the bite with a sip of soda.
 
   “Oh, there were some heated words back and forth. From both of them,” he added. “As you’ve probably noticed, my dad isn’t exactly one to mince words.”
 
   I smiled at that. 
 
   “But Gunnar wasn’t happy that the property he so desperately wanted wasn’t coming to him.” He made a face. “I don’t know if you’ve learned this about your neighbor, but he’s sort of used to getting what he wants. In all areas of his life.” His eyes lingered on me and I felt my pulse quicken at the innuendo. “So when Dad flat-out denied his offer for the farm, Gunnar was pis—not happy,” he said, correcting himself. 
 
   I should have told him that I’d heard far, far worse out of Mack Mercy’s mouth.
 
   “They shouted at each other for a good fifteen minutes. Maybe longer. Got so bad we were about ready to call the sheriff in. Especially when he started tossing out threats.”
 
   I licked a dot of barbecue sauce off my finger. “Threats?” I repeated.
 
   Davis’s fingers drummed a little harder on the counter and his knee bounced up and down. “Yep. Like I said, Gunnar wasn’t too pleased about losing out on the farm. Was convinced it would be a done deal, especially with the amount of money he was offering. But Dad wasn’t having it. Not over his dead body.”
 
   “So he just refused the offer? Is that even legal?” Capital Cases did next to nothing with real estate issues so this was one particular area I had no knowledge of. 
 
   Davis shrugged. “No idea. But once Dad makes up his mind, it’s a done deal. You’re better off trying to get a pig out of mud than getting him to change his mind.”
 
   It was a phrase I’d never heard before so I just nodded and took another bite of my burger. 
 
   “Anyway,” he said, his fingers finally stilling, “Dad ended up ripping up the check right there. Well, he spit on it first and then ripped it up. And Gunnar, he wasn’t too happy. Told him he was gonna get that farm, no matter what. Some way, some how.”
 
   The piece of meat I was swallowing lodged itself in my throat and I grabbed my soda, swallowing a mouthful in hopes of clearing my trachea.
 
   Davis glanced at his watch and grimaced. “Looks like I need to get going. Got an appointment over in Winslow, and I should probably run Dad home before I go.” He stood. “You okay?”
 
   I forced a nod. “Yes,” I said, my voice over bright, even to my own ears. “Thank you for sitting with me. Thank you for not hating me after I attacked your dad. I really am sorry.”
 
   He smiled. “I could never hate you, Rainy. You’re innocent in all of this, and I’m sorry your introduction to Latney has been so rough.” He fished his keys out of his pocket. “But I’ll make it up to you. I’ll figure out a way. Take you out to dinner, if that sounds like something you might like to do.”
 
   The son of the man I’d accused of arson and murder was basically asking me out on a date. And I had no idea how to respond. 
 
   “Uh…that would be…nice.”
 
   “Good,” he said. He twirled his keys before regripping them in his hand. “I’ll be in touch.”
 
   “But you don’t have my number.” 
 
   His grin deepened. “But I know where you live, don’t I?”
 
   Before I could respond, Davis Konrath winked one last time and then sauntered out of the restaurant. 
 
   And I was more confused than ever.
 
   


  
 

THIRTY TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t stop thinking about men.
 
   Grizzly Len Konrath, who I’d verbally assaulted. Sheriff Lewis, who had ignited every angry fiber in my being. Poor, dead Uncle Willie, who apparently really had died during sex. Davis Konrath, an unexpected source of comfort, despite the fact that I’d maligned his father and interrupted their lunch on more than one occasion. And Gunnar Forsythe, my neighbor, who I was regarding with more suspicion than ever.
 
   Declan Murphy crossed my mind, too, as did Mack Mercy and Walter Rey and Dawn’s husband, Martin. But they were bit players, at least in the scenarios flitting through my mind.
 
   I was back at home, measuring the windows in my bedroom for curtains, but my mind was on men. All kinds of men.
 
   My phone dinged and I squinted across the room, trying to read the display. It was displaying a name rather than a number, which meant it was someone I knew, but that was about all the information my middle-aged eyes were going to give me. I sighed and pushed the button to recall the tape measure. It slid back in place with a satisfying swoosh. I stepped off the stepstool and crossed the room, sighing again when I could finally make out the name.
 
   Laura.
 
   “Hi, sweetie,” I said, forcing a sunny disposition and hoping she’d buy it.
 
   “I ran into Mack.”
 
   “What? How?” I glanced at the alarm clock on my nightstand to check the time.
 
   “Why does it matter?”
 
   “Because you don’t just run into Mack. Not ever.”
 
   “Well, I did,” she said stubbornly. “I was grabbing donuts at Mitchell’s and he was there, chatting up some officer.”
 
   Now that was a story I did believe, which meant she was telling the truth. I tried to redirect her. “It’s the middle of the day. Why aren’t you at school?”
 
   “I am,” she said. 
 
   “Where are the kids?”
 
   “They’re at a program in the library,” she said. I could hear the frown in her voice. “And I’m not calling to talk about me, I’m calling to talk about you.”
 
   “What about me?” 
 
   But I knew. If she’d run into Mack, then she’d be up to date on the latest happenings in Latney. Because as good of an investigator as Mack was, he had a hard time keeping his mouth shut when it came to non-confidential things. It was probably his way of coping with the secrets he was forced to live with: keep those sealed tight but then blab every other tidbit of information he heard. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me something else happened?”
 
   I grabbed the pad of paper and pencil I’d set on the bed and recorded the number I’d measured out, hoping I was remembering correctly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “The fire, Mother,” she said sternly. 
 
   “Oh, that,” I said. “Well, it’s being investigated right now so I don’t really have any news to share.”
 
   “Really?” She let out a huffy breath. “Well, how about the simple fact that there was actually a fire on your property? Don’t you think that’s something you might want to tell your daughter?”
 
   “It’s not like there was a fire in the main house,” I pointed out. “It was an abandoned building.”
 
   “Yeah, the same one that had the dead body.”
 
   I made a mental note to look into voodoo dolls. Because Mack Mercy had it coming. 
 
   “Look, honey, I didn’t want to worry you, especially when I don’t know if there’s anything to be worried about.”
 
   She snorted. “Nice try. I know exactly what you’re doing.”
 
   “Do you?” This was news to me, because I wasn’t even sure what I was doing.
 
   “Yes,” she said firmly. “You are trying to keep up with the illusion that everything is going just fine with the move and the house. You don’t want me to know how bad things are, but you also don’t want to admit to yourself that you made a huge mistake in moving there.”
 
   I sank down on the bed. I wanted to refute everything she’d just said, but it was sort of hard to do when there was a part of me that knew she was absolutely right. 
 
   “It’s not like that,” I said, but even I knew my protests were weak.
 
   “Tell me everything. I have ten minutes before the kids are due back.”
 
   I didn’t want to tell her everything. For one, I didn’t want to worry her, but I also didn’t want to admit that she was closer to the truth than she realized.
 
   I dropped the pencil and picked up the tape measure.
 
   “There’s nothing to tell,” I told her. “There was a fire. The sheriff is investigating. The body found was just a pile of bones. There is absolutely nothing wrong.”
 
   “You are lying. I can hear it in your voice.”
 
   “And you, my dear daughter, are paranoid.” I chuckled and hoped it sounded light-hearted and sincere. “I love you, but you have always been a worrier. And I know you’re used to being nearby. You’ve always been able to check in on me and see with your own eyes that everything is fine. Well, now you’re just going to have to trust me.”
 
   There was silence on her end of the phone and for a brief moment I wondered if she’d hung up. “Laura? You there?”
 
   “I’m here.” She paused. “Alright, I believe you. Everything is fine. Latney is fine and the house is fine and the fire and the dead body are fine. Is that what you’re telling me?”
 
   “Yes. That is the truth.” I cleared my throat. “I am fine.”
 
   She muttered something under her breath, words I couldn’t quite catch. “What was that?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, nothing,” she said, sighing. “Just that Mr. Mack Mercy is gonna have some questions he’ll need to answer.”
 
   “Oh? Why is that?”
 
   “Because he led me to believe that life in Latney was anything but fine,” she said. 
 
   “Mack’s job is to look for mysteries to solve,” I reminded her. “So of course he’d blow things out of proportion.”
 
   “And you always downplay things,” she countered. She sighed and I could see her in my mind, twirling a piece of hair, chewing her bottom lip, her eyebrows knit into a frown. 
 
   “Please don’t worry,” I said. “I’m fine. I promise.”
 
   She let out a breath. “Fine. But you’ll tell me if that changes? The minute it does?”
 
   “If it does,” I corrected. 
 
   “Fine, if it does.” Another pause. “You promise, right? You’ll let me know first thing.”
 
   I hated lying. I didn’t like how it made me feel and I wasn’t particularly good at it. 
 
   But sometimes, it was necessary.
 
   Especially with my worrywart of a daughter.
 
   “Yes, sweetie. I promise.”
 
   


  
 

THIRTY THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There was a good possibility I was going to hell after explicitly lying to my daughter and accusing an old man of murder and arson, so I did the one thing that I thought might shift the tide in my favor.
 
   I went to church.
 
   Okay, so the real reason I was going was because I’d promised Declan Murphy that I’d come by for the Sunday service, and I didn’t want to disappoint him. He’d been a good friend during the times he visited. But as I was brushing through my hair on Sunday morning and fighting with the contents of my closet looking for something suitable to wear, I reasoned that there might be some good side effects from my obligatory visit.
 
   Like avoiding a fiery afterlife.
 
   I finally settled on a pair of navy slacks and a white sweater. I grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl on the counter and downed a quick cup of coffee before heading out the door and into the Sunday morning sunshine.
 
   It was already warm, a slight breeze scenting the air with the tangy smell of hay and manure. I wrinkled my nose a little and wondered if I’d ever get used to it. Bees buzzed the dandelions that bloomed in the front lawn, threatening to choke out the grass, and birds chirped loudly from the trees, a chorus of different calls.
 
   It was a peaceful, pastoral scene lain out in front of me, and I should have been filled with solitude and calm at such a soothing welcome to my day.  
 
   I was anything but.
 
   I worried all the way to church. I wondered who would be there and how the service would be. I wondered if Declan would be happy to see me there or if word of my confrontation with Len Konrath would have reached him. Would he be disappointed in me? And if so, would I care?
 
   And then I wondered about the other townspeople. Sophia and Walter Rey. What would they think of the new woman in town, verbally assaulting an old man who’d lived there his whole life? Would Sheriff Lewis be there, ready to arrest me for slander? Was that even an arrestable offense?
 
   But the one person who occupied most of my thoughts was Gunnar Forsythe. I kept replaying Davis Konrath’s words about what he said had transpired between my neighbor and Len. The fight, the harsh words. He hadn’t given specifics, but I hadn’t asked for them. I thought about my conversation with Gunnar on my front porch, when he’d apologized to me and told me he’d been wrong about not telling me about the offer. He’d sounded sincere, and I’d believed him. 
 
   More importantly, I hadn’t pressed. I hadn’t asked questions about how the discussion had gone down. He didn’t have any reason to tell me that his conversation with Len had been contentious. He’d admitted it had been him who had made the offer, and he admitted it had been a mistake not to come clean with that. And I’d forgiven him.
 
   But I couldn’t stop thinking about all the dots that were popping. I’d connected them so many different ways in the last few days, I’d made a mess of them. But I kept coming back to the one that made the most sense, especially considering the information Davis Konrath had shared with me.
 
   That Gunnar Forsythe might be responsible for the bones showing up and the fire that had destroyed the bungalow.
 
   He was a common denominator. He’d been there for both incidents. Granted, he’d shown up after I found the bones, but he hadn’t been far behind me. And, I had to admit, he’d been the one to call me about the fire, had actually partially suited up and tried to save the engulfed building. None of those pointed to him as a suspect when looked at individually.
 
   But when I added in the fact that he wanted the farm, and the news that he’d had a contentious argument with Len Konrath when the old man had refused his offer? The path of those dots got a little clearer.
 
   I started the car and tried to think of something else. I was having a hard time buying that Gunnar would do those things. What would he gain? Would it just be a way to vent his frustration over losing a property he’d desperately wanted? Most importantly, how in the world would he have gotten ahold of a Konrath corpse to plant on the scene?
 
   My phone buzzed from inside my purse and I reached for it, grateful for the diversion. I broke into a smile when I saw the name on the screen.
 
   “Luke.” 
 
   “Hiya, Mom.”
 
   “Well, this is a surprise.” My eyes narrowed behind my sunglasses. “You’re not in trouble, are you? Do you need money?”
 
   He laughed. “Nooo. Why would you think that?”
 
   “Well, you usually call when you need something, or on my birthday or Christmas. Since it’s only April and I just celebrated my birthday a couple of months ago, that sort of leaves one thing.”
 
   He laughed again. “Naw, everything’s cool. I just wanted to say hi and see how the new digs are.”
 
   My eyes were now slits. “Laura told you, didn’t she?”
 
   “Told me what?” he asked innocently.
 
   It was my turn to laugh. “Please. I know your sister.”
 
   “Oh, alright. Yeah, she asked me to give you a call and see how things are going.”
 
   “Things are fine,” I said as I made the turn into town. “Absolutely fine.”
 
   “Any more fires or bones?”
 
   “None,” I told him. “How is San Francisco?”
 
   “Berkeley, Mom,” he said. “Worlds apart, man.”
 
   “You’re doing well? How is the band?”
 
   “Same old, same old,” he said, yawning. “Got a couple of gigs next week that we’re stoked about. Should be cool.”
 
   I glanced at the dash. It was 9:45, which meant it was barely dawn where he was. “Why are you awake so early?”
 
   He yawned again. “Awake so early? I’m just getting to bed.”
 
   I smiled, nodding. This was the kid I knew, the kid I remembered. Completely absorbed in his hobbies—in this case, music—and always marching to the beat of his own drum. I envied him that, even though it had always managed to exasperate me when he was a kid.
 
   “Maybe you should get to bed?”
 
   “I will,” he said. “Just needed to check on my favorite mom.”
 
   “I’m your only mom.”
 
   It was our routine, the same way we always ended his brief, infrequent calls.
 
   “Well, even if you weren’t my mom, I’d still choose you.”
 
   “Right back at you,” I said, reciting my lines.
 
   “Love you, Mama.”
 
   He clicked off before I could respond. Just like always.
 
   By the time I pulled into the church parking lot, I had five minutes to spare before the 10 am service started. The lot was almost full, an odd assortment of weathered pickup trucks and older model sedans filling the spaces. There was a sleek silver Mercedes, which I immediately pegged as belonging to the Reys, and a couple of minivans that hinted at a younger generation who might be attending that morning.
 
   Declan was standing in the church foyer, dressed in his black shirt and collar, his reddish hair carefully combed down. He wore a friendly smile as he greeted his parishioners, shaking hands and making small talk. His eyes lit up when he saw me and I breathed a quick sigh of relief. Either news of my run-in with Len hadn’t gotten to him or he hadn’t cared. I was good with either.
 
   “Rainy,” he said, pumping my hand up and down. His palm was warm, slightly sweaty, but I didn’t pull away. “Glad you could make it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t miss it,” I told him, returning the smile. 
 
   His grin widened. “It’s always nice to see a friendly face.” 
 
   I glanced around. The foyer was emptying as people entered the sanctuary to take their seats. 
 
   Organ music filtered toward us, rising in crescendo, so I had to raise my voice a little to be heard. “Ditto,” I said. I glanced around the foyer. “Is it normal to greet people before the service? I thought that happened afterward.”
 
   Declan nodded. “I like to do both. Provide that personal connection.” He leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Especially with being new and all. People are still getting used to me.”
 
   He smelled like aftershave or cologne, and I breathed in his manly scent, surprised that he would take the time to slather some on. And then I felt like an idiot, because why wouldn’t he? He was a pastor, not a monk…something he had made perfectly clear during his clumsy, not-so-subtle flirtations.
 
   He reached behind him, grabbing a book from a small stack piled on an old oak side table. “Here,” he said, thrusting it at me.
 
   “What’s this?” I asked.
 
   “A Bible.” He smiled. “Compliments of St. Simon’s.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t need—”
 
   He held it out until I had no choice but to take it. “I insist,” he said. “It’s a gift from me, and a gift from the Lord.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flush. Who was I to decline an otherworldly gift? “Okay, well, thank you.”
 
   He checked his watch. “I should probably head in.” He motioned toward the sanctuary. “After you.”
 
   I put the Bible in my purse, readjusted it on my shoulder because of the extra weight, and took a deep breath before heading into the sanctuary. It was a simple, pleasant space, with whitewashed floors and white pews. Stained glass windows lined the sides of the tiny church, and a rustic wooden cross was mounted directly in front of the white pulpit. A wood organ was positioned off to the side, where a plump, silver-haired woman pounded the keys. To the left, another woman, equally ancient with tight white curls and sporting thick glasses, was peering at a book perched on a music stand. She began to sing, her voice clear and sweet, and I was taken aback at the strength of it.
 
   “That’s Mabel,” Declan whispered. “She’s a ninety-two year-old powerhouse.”
 
   That, she was. 
 
   I found an empty spot on a pew midway to the pulpit and slid onto the wooden bench. A young family sat to the left of me, a couple with two children under the age of five. The boy and girl glanced at me, clearly curious about the newcomer, but the mother gave me a swift once-over and then turned her attention back to the hymnal propped in her lap. The man ignored me completely.
 
   I reached for my own hymnal and tried to find the song Mabel was singing. When that proved fruitless, I scanned the room to look for familiar faces. The sheriff was easy to find, as was Gunnar. Both were toward the front of the sanctuary, on opposite sides of the pulpit, their heads down. Martin and Dawn Putnam were also there, which was a little surprising. I wondered if the Wicked Wich closed on Sundays or if they opened late or if maybe Mikey, the cook, was left to open the doors.
 
   I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to my right. Sophia Rey smiled at me. “Have room for one more?”
 
   Maybe I’d been wrong about the silver Mercedes in the lot. If Sophia was just arriving, that hinted that the luxury car belonged to someone else. I slid closer to the two kids, who immediately recoiled and practically leaped into their mother’s lap. 
 
   Sophia sat down next to me, adjusting the skirt of her black and white polka dot dress. “Thanks,” she whispered. “Walter had business that ran late so I came without him. Almost didn’t make it in time.”
 
   The song concluded and Declan stepped to the pulpit. He smiled at the congregation, but it was a shaky one, and a fine sheen of sweat had sprouted on his brow. Each tiny bead on his forehead was visible under the can lights mounted directly above him.
 
   “Welcome,” he said, his voice squeaking. “It is always a pleasure to see new and old faces here. Familiar, I mean. And faces that have not been here before that are attached to bodies.” His cheeks flushed and he cleared his throat, a bashful smile on his face. “God has blessed me with a tremendous ability to be awkward in my words at times.”
 
   The congregation laughed and that seemed to set him at ease. He spoke for a few minutes about how a community could be invigorated by new faces if the older ones welcomed them and showed them the way. It was a riff on loving one's neighbor as thy own self and I couldn't help but think he was speaking about me. But he managed not to ramble on too long and the message seemed to be well received by the people sitting in the pews.
 
   He moved to some of the formality of the service and there were hymns and prayers offered up for those in need. It had been decades since I'd been to a Sunday service and I felt a bit out of place, not knowing the routine of things. The actions were familiar to me, but not so much that I felt like I knew what I was doing. I hoped that I wasn't sticking out like a sore thumb.
 
   Finally, it was time to give peace and shake hands with the people seated next to us. I turned to Sophia first, grateful that I was sitting next to someone who actually knew me. We might not be true friends, but she was a familiar face, and I appreciated that. The two kids sitting on the other side of me limply shook my hand, as did the mother and father. I turned to shake the hands of the people behind me, some elderly folk who looked to be the same age as Mabel, and was greeted with polite shakes and even more polite smiles. Satisfied, I turned back around to face the altar. Sheriff Donny Lewis was staring at me, barely masked anger visible in his expression. 
 
   I shrank back a little, the backs of my knees bumping into the bench. Sophia noticed.
 
   “Are you alright?” she asked.
 
   I nodded quickly.
 
   She glanced at Sheriff Lewis, then back at me. “He’s shooting some daggers your way, now isn’t he?” she asked in a low voice.
 
   So I wasn’t imagining things. I nodded again. “I’m not his favorite person,” I explained.
 
   She clucked a little as we sat back down. “I can imagine.”
 
   Inwardly, I sighed and wondered just how much she’d heard about the recent events. Of course she knew about the bones and the fire, but had she heard about my heated conversations with the sheriff and with Len?
 
   “I’m sure seeing you is a reminder of the farm,” she said, keeping her voice soft.
 
   I frowned. “What?” 
 
   “The farm,” she said. She picked up the Bible and the hymnal and stacked them on her lap. “He’d been talking about buying it from Len.”
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   I straightened. Sheriff Donny Lewis had wanted to buy my farm? This was news to me. 
 
   “He was?” I asked. The kids sitting next to me turned in my direction and I lowered my voice to a whisper and leaned closer to Sophia. “When? Why? And why didn’t he buy it?”
 
   Her brows furrowed. “I…I don’t know. He’s been talking about retiring for some time now. He came in to see Walter about a loan, said something about wanting to buy Len’s property, but…” She trailed off.
 
   “But what?” I pressed.
 
   She squirmed a little. “It’s probably confidential information,” she said, her cheeks turning a shade of pink that only managed to make her look even more beautiful. “I’ve probably said too much already.”
 
   I absolutely agreed, but I wasn’t about to let it go. Mabel stepped back to the music stand and the organist hit the keys, our clue to stand. I did so dutifully, positioning myself as close to Sophia as possible. I knew it was confidential information, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try to get it out of her.
 
   “Donny wanted to buy my farm?” I kept my mouth as close to Sophia’s ear as possible. “He and Len are best friends. Why wouldn’t Len work with him to make it happen?”
 
   Sophia shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Unless he didn’t have nearly enough money,” I said, voicing my thoughts out loud, hoping for confirmation. “If he was close, Len could have waited. Could have worked out some sort of deal.”
 
   “I don’t think Len was in a position to wait,” Sophia said. 
 
   “Money troubles?” I perked up. “So he needed to sell the farm?”
 
   Sophia shook her head. “I don’t really know. And I probably shouldn’t say anything more.”
 
   “But that doesn’t make sense,” I mumbled. I wasn’t talking to Sophia anymore; I was talking to myself. “If Gunnar offered him more, and Len needed the money, then why wouldn’t he take it?”
 
   I didn’t get a response, and I didn’t expect one. 
 
   The song ended and people filed out of pews and back into the foyer. I followed, my head swimming with possibilities. A table had been set up at the far end of the hall, with coffee carafes and plates of donuts and sweet breads. I was tempted, considering all I’d had for breakfast was a banana, but I also wasn’t keen on spending more time in a room with the sheriff, especially after the looks he’d given me during the service.
 
   I tapped Sophia on the shoulder. “I think I’m going to go,” I started to say, but she reached for my hand and pulled me close.
 
   “Not yet,” she said, smiling. “I want to introduce you to a few members of the Latney Ladies Society. They’ve been asking about you.”
 
   I cringed, wondering just what kinds of questions they’d been floating, but I let her pull me toward a small group of women. 
 
   Sophia was the most glamorous of the bunch, which made me feel oddly at ease. By the looks of them, they were ordinary women, just like me. 
 
   She made quick introductions and I tried to catch and catalog names with faces. Becky, Megan, Vivian, and a couple of others. The faces seemed vaguely familiar, as if I'd seen them around town. Or maybe lurking in windows as I'd passed by.
 
   They made small talk, asking polite questions, purposely avoiding mentioning the bones and the fire. It was a foregone conclusion that they all knew about it; after all, it was Latney.
 
   Sophia had excused herself and came back with two cups of coffee. She handed one to me. 
 
   Becky, a short, dark-haired woman with thick eyebrows nodded to her right. “Looks like you have a couple of admirers,” she told me.
 
   “Admirers?” I turned to look.
 
   Sheriff Lewis and Len Konrath were huddled by the donut table, each of them holding a raised glazed donut, their eyes on me. Davis Konrath stood just to the left of them, sipping a cup of coffee, his eyes also fixed on me.
 
   I averted my gaze. “I don’t think they’re admirers.”
 
   Megan laughed, a cross between a snort and a squeal that sounded sort of like a pig. “Oh, honey, you have no idea.”
 
   I shot her a quick look. I really didn’t have any idea what she meant by that comment.
 
   I drained the lukewarm coffee and looked around for a trashcan. “I should probably go,” I said. “It was nice meeting you all.”
 
   They murmured goodbyes and I headed for the door. Declan was talking with an elderly gentleman and he made eye contact with me and I knew what he was doing. Telling me to wait. But I’d had enough of church for one day. I gave him my best apologetic look and kept walking.
 
   “Rainy, wait.”
 
   Martin was loping toward me. He caught up and planted himself directly in my path. 
 
   “Hi, Martin.” I glanced around for his prickly wife, but she was nowhere to be found.
 
   He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. They were dark blue, neatly pressed, and it looked as though it was the first time he’d worn them. “Morning.” He smiled. “Haven’t seen you in a couple of days. How are you?”
 
   Crappy. Confused. Tired. 
 
   I pasted on a smile. “I’m fine. You?”
 
   “Good, real good,” he said. “Finally got that tractor working.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’s good,” I said. I glanced around. Len and the sheriff were still watching me, and the Latney Ladies Society had formed some sort of huddle, their eyes darting in my direction. I peered over his shoulder. “Where’s Dawn?”
 
   “Ladies room,” he said. Martin’s gaze moved to the group of women studying me, and his expression softened even more. “Kinda hard being the new person, I guess.”
 
   I snorted. “Kind of?”
 
   “They’re just curious,” he said, smiling. “Harmless, I promise.”
 
   I wasn’t sure the sheriff was harmless. His badge meant he could do a lot of things I wouldn’t be too happy about. And I was pretty sure Martin’s own surly wife wasn’t harmless, either.
 
   “Maybe,” I said. “I just don’t like being the center of attention.”
 
   He nodded. “Understandable. But all this will die down. Pretty soon you’ll just be one of us. Like Declan,” he said, nodding at the redheaded pastor who was still having his ear talked off by the elderly man.
 
   I wanted to point out that, according to Declan, he still felt like the odd man out, but I didn’t want to get into an involved conversation that would keep me from my main objective: leaving the church and getting back home. 
 
   “I’m sure you’re right,” I said instead. 
 
   Martin nodded, seemingly satisfied that I was agreeing with him. “Like I said, it’s just harmless curiosity. We got good people here in Latney.” He paused, his expression darkening a little. “Well, mostly good people.”
 
   “Mostly?”
 
   He glanced at the sheriff and Len, then turned his attention back to me. “Mostly,” he confirmed. “Except for that Davis Konrath.”
 
   “Davis?” I repeated the name, not sure I’d heard correctly.
 
   Martin nodded and I turned to look at the man in question. As if on cue, Davis offered a smile and a half-wave. 
 
   I would have been just as surprised if Martin had told me not to trust Jesus. I’d had nothing but nice interactions with the younger Konrath. “What about Davis?”
 
   Martin scowled. “He’s bad news.”
 
   “Davis?” I knew I sounded like a broken record, but I was truly confused. “Bad news?”
 
   Martin nodded. “Trust me.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   Martin looked a little uncomfortable, but he continued. “Just always been a troublemaker. Got into fights and vandalized property in high school. Only reason he didn’t end up on probation or in jail is on account of his dad being friends with the sheriff.”
 
   Considering Davis was close to my age, high school was decades ago. And I couldn’t think of a single person who, when push came to shove, hadn’t been a little bit of a screw up as a teenager.
 
   “Okay, well, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. 
 
   “You do that,” Martin said. He shoved his fists deeper into his pockets. “I like you, Rainy.”
 
   I felt the heat in my cheeks. Martin was married. To Dawn. Who was already not my biggest fan.
 
   “You seem like a nice person,” he continued, smiling warmly at me. “You’re here for a fresh start and you’ve had some tough things going on. You need some friends and I just wanna make sure you end up with good ones. That’s all.”
 
   My pulse tried to return to normal. He wasn’t hitting on me. Thank goodness.
 
   “Thank you, Martin,” I said, and I meant it. Like Davis, he’d been nothing but kind to me, no ulterior motives, and I appreciated that.
 
   “Welcome.” He winked. “You take care, and if you got any tractors that need repair, keep me in mind. I’ll give you a good rate.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   But even as I said it, I knew it would be the last thing I would be thinking about. 
 
   I wasn't thinking about tractors.
 
   I was thinking about old bones and arson.
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   I was almost to my car—and freedom—when another voice stopped me in my tracks.
 
   “You really gonna leave without saying hello?”
 
   Gunnar Forsythe had followed me out of the church and into the parking lot. I squinted into the sunshine, trying not to notice the way the sun shone on his hair, the streaks of blond and silver lit like a halo.
 
   “Sorry,” I said. “I…I’m sort of in a hurry?”
 
   He grinned. “Hot date?”
 
   “Yeah, with my bedroom.” And then, because that could be construed in a million different, awkward ways, I added, “I’m peeling wallpaper today.”
 
   He chuckled. “Definitely a hot date. You want some help? I’m pretty good at stripping things.”
 
   “Yes. I mean, no,” I stammered, my cheeks surely the color of tomatoes. 
 
   He leaned against the trunk of my car and folded his arms across his chest, a grin on his face. He was dressed in a clean pair of jeans and a soft, olive green polo that brought out the green in his hazel eyes. “Well, which is it?”
 
   I cleared my throat. “I appreciate the offer, but I think I’m going to tackle it myself. Or at least try to. Maybe I can call you if I think I need help?”
 
   He studied me for a minute. “You still mad at me about the farm?”
 
   His question unsettled me, because I didn’t know how to answer it. Of course I was angry that he hadn’t been forthcoming about his interest in my property, and I was upset that someone else had to tell me. But he’d already apologized and I’d accepted it. I was trying to move on, even though I still had questions about his potential involvement in what had happened on my farm. The information Davis had shared had only added to my confusion and suspicions, but I didn’t know what to do with that, didn’t even know if there was anything to do with it. I knew what dots were on the page, but I still wasn’t sure I could connect him to any of them.
 
   And I knew something else. 
 
   I was attracted to him. I liked his directness, and I liked the way he looked at me. He was interested in me, I was sure of it. And yes, he might have wanted my property before I purchased it, but I was pretty sure he’d shifted his focus a little, because it sure seemed like, right now, he wanted me.
 
   So Gunnar Forsythe in my bedroom was probably not the best idea. Because it wasn’t too farfetched to think we might end up stripping more than wallpaper if he came over and joined me.
 
   “Have to think that hard on it, huh?” he asked.
 
   I blinked. “What?”
 
   “On whether or not you’re still mad at me.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, blinking again. I took a deep breath. “Look, I don’t know what to think anymore.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “How so?”
 
   I pushed at the sleeves of my sweater, hiking them up to my elbows. The sun was warm, the sky almost cloudless now, the air hinting at the humidity that would soon be a permanent summer fixture. 
 
   “It just seems like everyone in this town is keeping a secret.” I thought about everything I’d learned over the past few days, but more importantly, I thought about what I had yet to find out. Because I was fairly certain I wasn’t done learning Latney’s secrets. “And most of the time, it feels like they're keeping those secrets from me.”
 
   “Doesn’t everyone have a secret or two?” Gunnar asked.  He eyed me, a slow smile spreading across his tanned face. “I bet there are things you keep to yourself, maybe a skeleton or two in your own closet.”
 
   My eyes widened and he had the decency to look embarrassed. “Sorry,” he said, the grin still in place. “Poor choice of words, all things considered.”
 
   I couldn’t hold back my answering smile. Gunnar might not have been forthright with me about wanting to buy the farm, but he was charming and funny and had a way of making me want to forget everything that had happened. 
 
   “It’s fine,” I told him. “And it was funny.”
 
   His eyes twinkled. “I can be funny sometimes. And sweet. And a royal pain in the rear.”
 
   I smiled again. “You don’t say?”
 
   He nodded, his expression suddenly solemn. “It’s true. And because you’ve seen that side of me—the pain in the rear side—I feel like I need to make it up to you.”
 
   “You don’t have to make up any—”
 
   He held up his hand, cutting me off. “You don’t want help taking down wallpaper, but I’m gonna come by anyway.”
 
   I stared at him. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Chicken coop,” he said. “I’m gonna build your coop today.”
 
   “You don’t have to—”
 
   “I have a free day,” he said, “and I owe it to you.”
 
   “You don’t owe me anything.”
 
   “Yes, I do,” he insisted. He pushed off the trunk and took a step toward me. “You’ve had a bit of a rough start here in Latney, and I’m gonna make it up to you. Well, at least my part in all of this. You want chickens, I’m gonna build you a coop. That old one I was gonna set up for you has some rotten wood. Wouldn’t last but a year or two with the winters we’ve been having. So I’ll build you a coop and we’ll go from there.”
 
   He was right about two things: my first week in Latney had been rough, and I did want chickens. 
 
   I took a deep breath. My handsome neighbor wanted to do something to make those things better for me, even though he hadn’t been altogether truthful in the beginning, and even though I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure that I trusted him.
 
   I stole a quick glance at him, at his thick biceps and his dimpled, lopsided grin and his green-gold eyes that were currently sizing me up, and felt my heart hiccup inside my chest.
 
   Who was I to stop him?
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   Stripping wallpaper was probably my least favorite thing in the world, right up there with root canals and giving birth. So even though I wasn’t in any hurry to start, I did want to get home so I could hopefully sneak peeks out my bedroom window and watch Gunnar put my chicken coop together. Maybe he’d go shirtless for the job; it was warming up, after all. And maybe I’d get up the nerve to invite him in for some iced tea or lemonade. I didn’t let myself imagine much more after that because I feared that my life might become a made-for-TV movie if I let my mind start working like that.
 
   A loud horn blasted as I rounded the curve to my farm, and I swerved to the right. It blasted again, and I glanced in the rearview mirror. A huge blue pickup truck was bearing down on me and I pulled over to the shoulder, irritated that this guy was in such a hurry that he was acting more like a DC cab driver than a country farmer.
 
   The pickup screeched to a halt directly in front of me.
 
   “What the—?” I muttered, a sliver of apprehension mingling with my exasperation.
 
   Dawn Putnam hopped out of the driver’s side and slammed the door shut. She marched toward me, a murderous expression on her face.
 
   I debated whether or not to get out of the car and quickly decided that was the best option. I didn’t want her towering over me, and I didn’t want to be trapped in my car if I suddenly had to make a run for it. 
 
   “Dawn,” I said, trying to keep my voice as neutral as possible.
 
   “Don’t ‘Dawn” me,” she spat. 
 
   “What seems to be the problem?” But I already knew. 
 
   “Why were you talking to my husband?” she practically screeched. 
 
   “At church?” I kept my eyes on her. “Because he came over to say hello?”
 
   If she were a vampire, I was pretty sure her teeth would be sunk into my neck already. “I’m aware,” she seethed. “I saw the two of you.”
 
   She made it sound like we’d been caught making out in the broom closet. “Yes,” I said evenly. “You did. We were talking. He wanted to know how I was doing. Because he’s kind and friendly. Which I have to say is about the opposite impression I've gotten from you.”
 
   Dawn’s frown stayed planted on her face.
 
   I should have been afraid of her. She had a horrible temper and she’d been inches from running me off the road. But, like my encounter with Sheriff Lewis, I was done with being bullied, especially by a jealous wife. 
 
   “Look, I don’t know what your marriage is like or what’s gone on in the past,” I said, keeping my eyes locked on hers. “I don’t know if he’s given you reasons to be jealous in the past or if you really are just borderline psychotic. But I will tell you this: your husband is one of the few people in this town who actually appears to be a decent human being. Which is more than I can say for you.”
 
   She practically snarled at me. “Why—”
 
   But I wasn’t done. “So I don’t care what you think of me or what you need to say to your husband but do me a favor and leave me out of it. Because I’m not interested in your husband and I’m definitely not interested in being your friend.”
 
   “I don’t need friends.”
 
   I nodded. “Then that would explain a lot. Keep doing what you're doing because it's working.”
 
   Dawn deflated a little and I couldn’t tell if it was because my words were hurting her or because her anger was subsiding. Either way, I felt a little bad. I wasn’t a mean person, but I was certainly acting like one. And it had been surprisingly easy.
 
   “I…I might have overreacted,” she said. 
 
   Might have? I almost laughed, but decided a better tact might be to keep quiet and let her speak.
 
   “I don’t like it when he talks to other women,” she said. 
 
   “I noticed,” I said dryly. 
 
   “He’s gone a lot, you know,” she said, running a hand through her short hair. “And it’s…hard.”
 
   “Has he given you a reason not to trust him?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. Because if he did, he knows he’d be missing a couple of body parts, courtesy of me.”
 
   I knew exactly what body parts she was talking about. “Well, I don’t know what he does when he travels, but I can tell you that he has been nothing but friendly with me. And by friendly, I mean just that. Nice. Not flirtatious. No innuendo. I think he's taken pity on me and I appreciate that. The friendliness, not the taking pity.”
 
   Dawn swallowed. She was still breathing hard, and a muscle twitched in her jaw. “I still don’t like it.”
 
   “Well, I don’t like being run off the road by jealous wives.”
 
   She glanced at the pavement and toed the loose gravel with her shoe. “I wasn’t gonna run you off the road.”
 
   “Could have fooled me.”
 
   One corner of her mouth quirked up into something that resembled a smile. “I’m like a Doberman.”
 
   “All bark?”
 
   “Mostly bark,” she corrected. “And sometimes I bite.”
 
   At least she was honest; I’d give her that. “Well, quit barking at me,” I told her. “And you don't have to bite. We chatted about being new in town. How he fixed the tractor.”
 
   She frowned. “That was it?”
 
   “Yes. That was it.” I paused. “Well, we talked a little about the Konraths, too. Davis.” I figured I’d better tell her everything, just to come clean. I didn’t want her thinking I was hiding anything.
 
   She wrinkled her nose. “Why?”
 
   “Oh, Martin just told me that he was bad news. Something about the trouble he got into back in high school.” 
 
   Dawn nodded, her usual frown back in place. “Got that right. He’s nothing but trouble.”
 
   “Still?” I asked. “I don’t know. He seems pretty nice to me. Was sorry about what was going on with the farm and stuff.”
 
   Dawn kicked at the gravel again. “Don’t you believe a word he says,” she said, her voice laced with venom. “That man knows nothing but lies.”
 
   I cocked my head. “You know him well?”
 
   She blew out a breath. “You could say that. Dated for a couple of years back when we were kids. He couldn’t tell the truth to save his life.”
 
   I was starting to think her distrust of men was deeply rooted. And that her and Martin’s feelings about Davis were probably a little slanted. 
 
   “Well, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Not that I plan on spending much time with him.” I thought about Davis’s offer of dinner and wisely decided not to mention that. It just might set Dawn’s head spinning, Exorcist-style. 
 
   “You don’t want to,” she said sharply. I jerked my head up and she tried to soften her tone. “That family is just plain weird.”
 
   I was pretty sure most of the people in Latney were odd—possibly from another planet—but I was curious. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Just are,” she said. “Anyone who moves dead bodies has a screw loose.”
 
   I stiffened. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me,” she snapped, and I had to remind myself that she wasn’t necessarily angry at me but with the world in general. “That family digs up dead bodies. Every last one of them.”
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   My first instinct was to sit so I could fully absorb the news Dawn had just shared, but we were standing on the gravel shoulder of a county road and I was pretty sure I’d end up with rocks in my underwear if I tried. So I did the next best thing. I leaned against the side of my car.
 
   “They do what?” I asked.
 
   “You hard of hearing?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. “How old are you, anyway? Fifty? Sixty?”
 
   I swallowed back my irritation. “I am not hard of hearing,” I said, refusing to answer her question about my age. “I’m just having a hard time…understanding.”
 
   “I thought you were one of those liberated, educated women.” She said this as if it were a bad thing. 
 
   “I am a liberal, educated woman,” I countered. “Which is why I’m having a hard time understanding why someone would dig up dead bodies. What do they do, go in and rob cemeteries? Steal things out of coffins?” I’d worked for a private investigator and my imagination was running wild.
 
   She shot me a look of pure disgust. “Why on earth would someone do something like that?”
 
   “You just said they dig up—”
 
   “Dead bodies,” she finished. “Yeah, they do. Their dead bodies.”
 
   My head was spinning. “What?”
 
   Dawn heaved a sigh. “That property of yours, the one you just bought? There was a cemetery on it, back out behind the pond. You been out there?”
 
   I shivered and shook my head no. I’d seen the pond, sure, but I hadn’t ventured down the makeshift trail on the far side of the water, the one that led past the boathouse and through the woods. Marcia, my real estate agent, had mentioned that the trail went to a clearing, but it had become overgrown over the years. I’d put it on my list of things to explore later, when the weather was warm and I’d taken care of the millions of other things on my To Do list. But now Dawn was telling me that there was a cemetery back there. Wasn’t that something a real estate agent should disclose to a buyer? Were there rules about letting people know they were buying property filled with dead bodies?
 
   “Len wasn’t crazy about leaving his people behind,” Dawn said. 
 
   “His people?”
 
   Dawn rolled her eyes, clearly thinking I was one can short of a six-pack. “You know, ancestors.” 
 
   “So…so he dug them up?”
 
   She nodded. “Well, technically, no. Davis did the digging. They tried to hire out but no one would touch it. And, well, I don’t think Len was willing to spend much money. So Davis offered to do it—for a fee, of course— and rented a backhoe and did it himself.”
 
   “What…what did they do with the…remains?”
 
   She lifted an eyebrow. “No idea. I’m sure they’re somewhere on his daughter’s property. She has space. Not sure if they’ve buried ‘em or what. And I don’t really care.”
 
   “Do you know…” I swallowed. “Do you know if Willie Konrath was buried there?”
 
   “On your farm?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She shrugged. “No clue. But where else would he be? He lived here and died here, so stands to reason he’d be buried on the family’s land.”
 
   I nodded again, but inwardly, I was feeling like the biggest heel ever. The dots on the page were suddenly becoming crystal clear.
 
   There had been no crime. 
 
   Old Uncle Willie’s bones had been dug up on purpose. 
 
   And accidentally left behind. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

THIRTY EIGHT 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t like being wrong. And I didn’t like admitting it. 
 
   But, getting back in my car and making the rest of the drive home, it was the only thing I could think about.
 
   I’d been wrong about so many things. Wrong about my neighbor. Wrong about the sheriff. Wrong about Len.
 
   And, yes, there were still things that didn’t quite add up, things I was still questioning. Why hadn’t Len or Davis come clean about the bones? Why not just tell me what they’d been doing? Because if they had, the mystery would have been solved right then and there.
 
   But maybe they had been embarrassed. Or maybe they’d needed a permit or something (did permits for exhuming human remains exist?) and didn’t want it to get out that they hadn’t gone through the proper channels. Or maybe they’d simply forgotten Uncle Willie hadn’t made the final move. I could envision a pile of human remains in that old, abandoned bungalow, just waiting to be transported to their new forever resting place.
 
   I shivered again. The idea of digging up bones creeped me out. But this was the country, and there were a lot of things I didn’t understand about country life. Maybe this was another one to add to the long, long list.
 
   I pulled into my driveway and was surprised to see Gunnar already there, unloading chicken wire and wood from the bed of his truck. I swallowed my disappointment at the sight of his dark gray t-shirt: abs would have made me feel a little better, or at least served as a nice distraction.
 
   He grinned at me as I stepped out of the car. “What took you so long?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to tell him I’d almost gotten run off the road by the local tavern owner and then had a discussion about bones and bodies. “Uh, I had a quick errand to run.” I glanced at the pile of wood in the driveway. “That’s a lot of wood.”
 
   He unloaded one more piece of wood, then wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “You need a lot of wood to build a good coop.”
 
   “You know you don’t have to do this, right?”
 
   “Least I can do,” he said. He reached into the bed of the truck and pulled out a tool belt, then strapped it around his waist. “Gotta prove I’m one of the good guys, don’t I?”
 
   “You don’t have to prove anything.”
 
   He slotted a hammer in the tool belt and grabbed a box of nails. “Well, I’m going to,” he said, winking at me. “That’s a promise.”
 
   I swallowed hard. I was pretty sure I’d been wrong about Gunnar, too. He didn’t have any nefarious reasons for not telling me about his offer on the farm; I was sure of it. It was exactly what he’d said: he didn’t want those details to get in the way of our being friends. And what had I done? Gone and assumed the absolute worst about him.
 
   And he wasn’t the only one. My stomach filled with dread as I catalogued the other people I’d accused of planting bodies and killing people and starting fires. The sheriff. Len Konrath. 
 
   I couldn’t explain the fire, but after finding out about the cemetery, I was beginning to wonder if there was a simple explanation for that, too. Maybe Gunnar had been right; maybe there were some oily rags that had spontaneously combusted. Or maybe the can of lighter fluid I’d found out back had tipped over and the sun had hit a piece of grass that ignited a spark that caused the whole place to go up in flames. It sounded far-fetched, sure, but no crazier than a family moving their dead ancestors and accidentally leaving one of them behind in an abandoned bungalow.
 
   “Rainy?”
 
   I startled. While I’d been lost in thought, Gunnar had stopped ten feet away, watching me.
 
   He eyed me curiously. “Everything okay?”
 
   I nodded, probably a little too eagerly. “Yes, everything’s fine.”
 
   “Good.” He pointed to the right of the house, to a small patch of lawn that abutted a long line of trees. “Thought we’d set the coop up there to start, right along the shelter belt.”
 
   “Shelter belt?”
 
   “The trees there. They were planted to protect the house from the wind. We can put the coop there so the birds are protected from the heat during summer and the wind come winter. They’ll get a little insulation being so close to the house, and you won’t have to trek too far to take care of them. Sound good?”
 
   He’d put way more thought into the care of my future chickens than I had. “Yes, that sounds perfect.”
 
   With a satisfied nod, he hefted a couple pieces of lumber and began moving them to the far side of the house.
 
   I trotted after him. 
 
   He turned to look at me. “You stripping?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “The wallpaper,” he said as he set the boards against the side of the house. “Still doing that or wanna help me out here instead? I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t enjoy your company.”
 
   I blushed and tried not to stammer. “Oh, um…I was actually thinking of running another errand real quick.”
 
   The idea had come to me suddenly. 
 
   “An errand?”
 
   “Yes.” I dug my keys out of my purse so that I’d be less inclined to change my mind. “I need to pay Len Konrath a visit. You wouldn’t happen to know where he’s living now, do you?”
 
   


  
 

THIRTY NINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Gunnar did, in fact, know where Len was living. After giving me a confused look that I knew was an invitation to tell him what my errand consisted of—an invitation I refused—he gave me directions. Considering the town was small and I knew where all the landmarks were that he mentioned, I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be hard to find.
 
   “You okay going on your own?” he asked. He was back at the pile of wood by the truck, picking up more pieces. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. “I won’t be long.” I smiled. “And then I’ll help you.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “No stripping?”
 
   I bit back a chuckle. “Maybe some other time.”
 
   His answering grin was slow and sexy and melted my insides. “Hmm. I’d like to be around to see that.” And then, with a wink, he added, “Wallpaper removal has always fascinated me.”
 
   This time I couldn’t quell the giggle that threatened to escape. He laughed, too, and with a wave, sauntered back to the side of the house with another load of wood.
 
   Going to visit Len Konrath had been a spontaneous decision, but it felt like it was the right thing to do. I’d done and said some things I wasn’t proud of, and I knew the one thing I could do that would begin a reset on my time in Latney would be to apologize to the man I’d been hardest on. Was he a crotchety old man who probably should have told me that the bones I’d found were there because of his ridiculous idea to move his ancestors’ remains? Yes. But I shouldn’t have flown off the handle, and I definitely shouldn’t have accused him of arson or murder. We’d both said hurtful things, but I wanted to be the bigger person and offer up the first apology. Hopefully, that would set in motion a whole chain of events and Latney would end up being the happily ever after I’d hoped it would be.
 
   Konrath’s daughters' place was just outside of town, the last right before the road that went through downtown turned back into a two-lane county highway that led to the next small town. Tiny brick homes lined both sides of Ash Street, framed by towering maples and smaller dogwoods that were losing the last of their white blooms. Soon, the brick homes gave way to empty lots and the road curved sharply to the left and suddenly I was in farm country, where green pastures teeming with black and white spotted cows greeted me. Gunnar had said to drive past the dairy farm and that Darla and DeeDee Konrath’s home would be right after.
 
   He was right. A white, two-story clapboard house stood at the end of a short, gravel driveway, and a wooden sign mounted above the listing front porch proclaimed “Konrath.” I was at the right place.
 
   I pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. There were two cars in the open garage—an old Chevy Malibu and an even older Dodge Dart. Bicycles lined the side of the house, all different sizes and in various stages of disrepair. Some were missing seats, others handlebars and chains. Flowerbeds bordered the cracked concrete sidewalk that led to the front door, with pink and red tulips holding on to their buds in the brisk spring breeze.
 
   I climbed the steps to the front porch and pushed the doorbell. Nothing sounded. I tried again. And then, determining the bell was dead, I knocked. 
 
   And waited.
 
   The curtains at the front of the house were pulled so I couldn’t see inside. I leaned closer to the door, hoping to hear sounds of someone inside, but there was only silence.
 
   But I wasn’t convinced no one was home. The garage was full of cars, and it was open. Maybe they were out back? No harm in checking, I thought.
 
   I wandered past the garage and the graveyard of bikes and into the back yard. It was choked with weeds, clover and dandelions strangling what little was left of the grass, and there was a large garden that looked to have been recently tilled. A rusty, sagging trampoline housed a large orange cat, who barely opened one eye to glance at me before readjusting himself in the beam of sunshine he was laying in. There were no wooden crosses marking a new cemetery, no mounds of fresh dirt, and no stack of coffins waiting to be lowered into the ground.
 
   “Hello?” I called out, a little tentatively. 
 
   A crow cawed in response, startling me. There was a large shed just behind the trampoline, more of a small pole barn, and its doors were open. I headed that direction, thinking maybe someone was in there. After all, it was a Sunday in spring and the garden had been tilled—maybe everyone was spending the day outside, getting ready to plant seeds and take care of all of the other lawn chores the property seemed to so desperately need.
 
   But the shed was empty, too. Well, at least of people. There were shelves of tools and empty planters and plastic sand buckets and deflated pool toys and bags of birdseed and tools propped on racks. A weed whacker lay on its side, charging, and a red gasoline can sat next to an ancient, grass-stained mower. Someone had clearly been in here recently, doing exactly what I envisioned: preparing for yard work on a nice spring day. Whoever it was, though, was clearly not around.
 
   I sighed. I wanted to find Len Konrath and do what I’d set out to do: apologize. But it looked like I wasn’t going to find him there. 
 
   I knew it wasn’t the end of the world. I could apologize tomorrow or the next day. But I was sort of an impatient person, and I wanted to do it now. I took one last cursory glance around the large shed, unsure of what I was looking for. It wasn’t as though someone was going to be hiding behind the pitchforks or crouched under the shelves of tools. 
 
   The can immediately caught my attention. I stopped. Turned. Stared at it.
 
   It was a can of lighter fluid. The same brand as the one that I’d found behind my burned down bungalow. 
 
   I stepped closer. Yes, same label, same design. 
 
   The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. 
 
   Don’t jump to conclusions, I warned myself. So what if it’s the same lighter fluid? 
 
   But even as I tried to talk myself out of my suspicions, I felt the questions bombarding me. Because even though I had an explanation for the bones found in the bungalow, the questions surrounding the fire still lingered. And this felt like a pretty big piece of evidence.
 
   A shadow crossed in front of the door and I sucked in my breath.
 
   “Who’s there?” A voice growled.
 
   I glanced around with wide eyes, knowing one thing for certain.
 
   I was trapped.
 
   


  
 

FORTY 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hello?” My voice sounded as meek as a mouse.
 
   Davis Konrath stepped into the shed. His expression wasn’t unkind, but it wasn’t friendly, either.
 
   “Rainy? What are you doing here?” He was dressed in jeans and a red t-shirt covered in oil stains. His hands were streaked with oil or dirt, I couldn’t tell which, and it looked like he’d just come in from the garage or yard. Except I hadn’t seen him in either place.  
 
   I stepped to the side, for some reason trying to put myself between him and the can of lighter fluid. It was silly; he wasn’t the one I was suddenly worried about again. It was his dad. “Um, I was looking for your dad, actually.” And then, because I didn’t want to come right out and accuse his dad once again of something awful, I said, “I came by to…to apologize.”
 
   He wrinkled his brow. “To apologize?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, for being so awful to him at the Wicked Wich the other day.” 
 
   He smiled. “I told you, that isn’t necessary.”
 
   “I know, but I just felt bad,” I said. That statement was true. I had felt bad. But now? Now I wanted to know why the same kind of lighter fluid that might have been used to burn down my building was also in a shed on this property.
 
   “He’s a tough old guy,” Davis said. “He’s handled a lot worse. Besides, he’s not home. Darla and DeeDee took him and the kids to Winslow for lunch. There’s a place out there, Boone’s, that has the best BBQ this side of Charlottesville.”
 
   “Kids?” I asked. “Are they yours or…?”
 
   He chuckled. “Nah. Darla’s divorced, so she and the kids moved in here. DeeDee lost her husband a few years back—motorcycle accident—and was happy to have the company. And then Dad moved in and well…I guess you could say they’re one big, happy family now.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “I mean, do you live here, too?”
 
   His expression clouded. “No.”
 
   There was something in his tone that made me perk up. It had only been one word, but it was loaded with anger and accusation. 
 
   “No?” I asked. “I thought you lived here in town.”
 
   “I do.” He toed the cement floor with his weathered work boot. “Rent a room back in town for now. Hoping to get a place of my own soon.”
 
   “Oh.” I’d had no idea.
 
   “Say,” he said, shifting a little closer to me. “I saw you talking to Martin at church today.”
 
   I frowned. “Yes, we’ve chatted a couple of times. Nice guy, very friendly.”
 
   “He kept looking at me while he was talking to you,” he said. His eyes narrowed. “He wasn’t talking about me, was he? Spreading lies?”
 
   I stiffened at the tone of his voice and the accusation in his eyes. This was not the Davis I’d spoken to before. This man wasn’t friendly or kind: he was angry.
 
   “Talking about you?” I asked, not answering the question. “Why would he do that?”
 
   “He’s had it in for me since high school,” he said, folding his arms across his chest. “Ever since Dawn and I dated.”
 
   So Dawn had been telling the truth about that. 
 
   “Oh,” I said, shaking my head. “Nope, he was just making sure I was doing okay with everything.” I took a deep breath. “Well, I should probably get out of your way. Looks like you’re busy with some projects and I need to get back home, too.”
 
   I readjusted my purse and took a step back, trying to pivot so Davis wasn’t directly in front of me. My heel hit something metal, followed by a dull thud and the sloshing of liquid. I whirled around and gasped.
 
   “Oh my goodness,” I said, watching as the lighter fluid spilled onto the concrete floor. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to—”
 
   Davis moved in quickly, lifting the can back into a sitting position. He grabbed a ratty, threadbare towel from a shelf and threw it over the growing puddle.
 
   “It’s fine,” he said, reaching for another towel. “It’s just lighter fluid. Dad doesn’t use it, anyway.”
 
   “Still. I feel terrible…”
 
   “Don’t.” He dropped the second towel and used his foot to put it in position. “I bought it for him because he insists on using a charcoal grill instead of gas, but he’s old school and won’t touch the stuff. Doesn’t believe in it. Foolish, if you ask me. This stuff makes anything burn beautifully.”
 
   My heart was hammering inside my chest and I forced a couple of deep breaths, trying to steady my pulse. Because suddenly everything was crystal clear.
 
   Len Konrath wasn’t responsible for the bones or the fire on my property.
 
   Davis was. 
 
   


  
 

FORTY ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “It was you,” I said softly.
 
   “What?”
 
   I swallowed and looked at Davis, my eyes wide. I hadn’t meant to say the words out loud. “N-nothing,” I stammered. “Uh, I need to get going.”
 
   He took a step back, but he wasn’t doing it to get out of my way. Instead, he planted himself in front of the door. 
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” he announced, his eyes as hard as his voice.
 
   “I’m not thinking anything,” I said, forcing a smile. “Except that I need to get home. Gunnar’s waiting for me.”
 
   “Gunnar?” He frowned. “Gunnar Forsythe?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, we…we have a date.” Davis didn’t need to know we were building a chicken coop, not going out for dinner and drinks. “He knew where I was going, knew I’d only be gone for a half hour or so. He’s probably getting a little worried.”
 
   Davis smiled thinly. “If he’s working outside, he’s lost track of time. Trust me. That man doesn’t abide by a clock to save his life.”
 
   I realized with a sinking heart that this was probably true. If Gunnar was focused on building that coop, it would be the only thing he was thinking about. And even though he knew where I was headed, we’d never discussed a return time. 
 
   Maybe I should've just stuck to stripping.
 
   “I didn’t set fire to your building to hurt you,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   He chuckled. “Come on now, Rainy, stop pretending. You and I both know you’re smarter than that. I figured that out as soon as that little accident didn’t send you running. I thought it might be a little easier, but you proved tougher than I thought.”
 
   “Look, I really think—”
 
   “I don’t really care what you think,” he said.
 
   I stepped back a little, careful not to land in the soaked towels. He moved closer to me, but was still positioned between me and the door.
 
   “I didn’t do it to hurt you,” he repeated, his voice soft. But there was no regret, no apology there. “I just wanted to scare you. Same thing with the bones. Figured you’d see those and they’d spook you and you’d go running back to the city you came from. Country life isn’t easy for you soft city folk.”
 
   I bristled at his comments but said nothing. All I was focused on was finding a way to escape. 
 
   “But you surprised me, Rainy Day.” He grinned, and it was like a Joker smile and I suddenly wondered how I’d ever even had a passing thought that he was handsome. “You weren’t spooked at all. Which left me right back where I was at the beginning of all this.”
 
   I couldn’t help myself. I had to ask. “Which was…?”
 
   “Homeless.” He sucked in a breath, then slowly expelled it. “You see, that farm of yours? It belongs to me. Been in my family for years, and I always knew it was gonna be mine some day.” He snorted. “But then good old Dad decided to teach me a lesson. Told me nothing came for free anymore, or even for cheap. If I wanted the farm, I had to buy it.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said. “Wouldn’t he want to keep it in the family?”
 
   A scowl crossed his face. “You would think so. But Daddy didn’t take kindly to me spending some of his money…a few investments gone bad. Said he needed to sell the farm so he could retire. He offered me first dibs but he knew I didn’t have that kind of cash sitting around. It wasn’t a real offer, more of a slap in the face.”
 
   “So you thought you could just run me off.” It wasn’t a question; he’d already admitted as much.
 
   “Guess that didn’t work, now did it?” His smile returned and my stomach twisted and turned. “So the question is, now what are we gonna do?”
 
   It was a fair question. 
 
   Because a man whose sanity I questioned was staring at me with an evil grin plastered on his face, contemplating my future, and I was trapped in his shed with no possible way to exit.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you, Rainy,” he said. He inched closer and I tried to recoil, but I was quickly running out of room behind me. “I like you. But I can’t have you blabbing about what happened all over town.”
 
   “I…I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Oh, that’s easy to say, now isn’t it?” He nodded as if he were agreeing with himself. “But when people start asking questions? When Gunnar asks what you were up to today, what are you gonna tell him? And how about Martin? Or the sheriff? Or my dad? They don’t know the truth, and the last thing I need is to give my dad one more reason to want to disown me.”
 
   “Maybe you should have thought of that before you set fire to my property,” I muttered.
 
   His eyebrows raised. “You’re probably right,” he said, nodding. “I didn’t think things through. But this time?” He looked around. “I think we have all the pieces in place so that people won’t be asking many questions.”
 
   I stilled. 
 
   “Your car is in the driveway. You told Gunnar you were coming here. Everyone knows you had run-ins with my dad. Maybe you were poking around the shed, looking to cause trouble. You stumbled and knocked over a can of lighter fluid. And, bummer for you, there was an open flame.” He glanced at a shelf directly behind me and I turned slightly, my eyes zeroing in on a propane lamp.
 
   “I’d just been out here earlier, testing some of the camping equipment for my sister. Her kids love to camp, and summer’s almost here. It was just bad luck that the lamp was lit.” He produced a booklet of matches from his jeans pocket. “And that you stumbled into the shelves and knocked it over.”
 
   My eyes widened as he pulled a match from the booklet. He had it poised, ready to strike. 
 
   “I was outside working on the chainsaw. Other side of the house, which is why I didn’t see you. I tried to save you, but it was too late.”
 
   “No one is going to believe that.” My voice shook and I knew he could hear it, too.
 
   “It’s the only version they’re going to hear,” he said. 
 
   He stepped closer and my heart jack-hammered because I knew I had to make a decision quickly. Try to run or try to keep him from lighting that match. Those were the only two choices because I couldn’t think about the third alternative: being burned alive.
 
   I gauged the distance between me and the door. I was five feet away. With any luck, I could make it. But Davis was in front of me, and all he had to do was reach over me to grab the lantern and light it. I had to decide.
 
   And suddenly, standing there with my purse on my shoulder, I knew what I could do. It was a long shot, but it was better than trying to run and better than doing nothing.
 
   Slowly, I shifted so my purse was in front of my stomach. To him, it probably looked like I was hugging myself, preparing for the inevitable. With my free hand, I reached into my bag, my fingers closing around the thick object I was looking for. 
 
   And just as Davis reached for the lantern, his eyes cast upward as he searched the shelf for it, I whipped out the Bible Declan had given me and whacked Davis Konrath on the side of the head.
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   God is not dead.
 
   Nor was I.
 
   Because the Bible did the trick, stunning Davis long enough for me to knee him in the privates and launch myself out of the shed and into the yard.
 
   I raced to my car, my heart pumping and my breath coming in short gasps, terrified that he would be two steps behind me.
 
   But he wasn’t. 
 
   I yanked open the car door and shoved the key into the ignition with shaking fingers.
 
   Still no Davis.
 
   I jammed the car in reverse, pushed hard on the accelerator, my eyes focused on what was in front of me, and I promptly smashed into whatever was behind me. The sickening thud of grinding metal and breaking glass drowned out my scream.
 
   I opened my eyes and Gunnar was standing outside my driver's side window. He pulled open the door and reached for me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I don't know,” I said. “What happened?”
 
   “I was pulling in behind you and you backed into me. Are you alright?”
 
   I nodded and gasped, trying to find my voice. “I-it was Davis. Davis planted the bones and burned my building. And he tried to kill me!”
 
   “He what?”
 
   “He was going to kill me.”
 
   Gunnar swore under his breath. “Where is he?”
 
   “In the shed,” I said, trying to catch my breath. But I was close to hyperventilating. “He…he was going to burn it down. With me in it.”
 
   He gripped my shoulders. “Stay right here. Do not move.” He straightened. “And call 9-1-1.”
 
   “Gunnar, wait!” 
 
   The last thing I wanted him to do was go in search of Davis. What if something happened to him? I would never be able to forgive myself.
 
   But he was gone before I could stop him.
 
   I sat there in my smashed car, staring numbly out the windshield. I waited for sounds of yelling, for the impact of an explosion as the shed erupted into flames, but there was nothing, just the slow hiss of a radiator losing steam. 
 
   Gunnar reappeared a few minutes later.
 
   I somehow managed to undo my seatbelt and got out of my car. “What happened?” 
 
   “You tell me,” he said wryly. 
 
   “What? What do you mean?”
 
   He ran his hand through his hair. “Davis Konrath was knocked unconscious in the shed.” He held up the Bible that I'd apparently dropped in panic. “By a Bible. It was next to him and I saw the imprint on the side of his face.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. I started to giggle. It was the stress, working its way out of me in the most awkward of ways.
 
   Gunnar reached for me and wrapped me in a hug. I stayed there in his arms, laughing and crying and soaking his shirt.
 
   “I didn't know you carried a Bible with you,” he said.
 
   “I don't,” I told him. “Not usually.”
 
   “Not usually? So today was Bible carrying day? Because it's Sunday?”
 
   “No. No. It's...a long story.”
 
   “Then I guess there's just one thing to say.”
 
   “What's that?”
 
   His arms tightened around me. “Thank God it was your Bible carrying day.”
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   “It’s beautiful.”
 
   I was admiring the chicken coop Gunnar had finished, a beautiful, two-story wooden structure with ramps and nesting boxes and roosts, all surrounded by chicken wire. 
 
   “Eh, it’ll do,” Gunnar said, frowning as he crouched down to study one of the nesting boxes.
 
   In answer, a beautiful black and white Wyandotte clucked and strutted toward us. She was a loaner chicken, one of six Gunnar had given me to “get me started,” as he put it. 
 
   “Thanks again for building it for me,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”
 
   “These girls should start laying as soon as tomorrow,” he said. “Thought it would be fun to see some return right away. We can still get you chicks. We’ll just build a smaller coop for them before we introduce them to the other ladies.”
 
   It was the middle of the afternoon, almost 24 hours after my run-in with Davis. We’d stuck around the Konrath house until Sheriff Lewis showed up. He cuffed a dazed and surly Davis, asked me a few questions, and then told me he’d be in touch. Somehow, Gunnar had gotten his truck working and, after watching the tow truck hook up my car, he’d given me a ride home. After pouring me a full glass of wine, he’d said his goodbyes and left.
 
   And was right back over in the morning, working on the coop as if yesterday had never happened.
 
   “And thank you for coming to look for me yesterday,” I added quietly. “If I didn’t already say it.”
 
   “You did.” His eyes were on the chickens. Another one had joined Winnie, the name I’d given the black and white girl. This one was brown and black, a Rhode Island Red, Gunnar told me. I was just planning to call her Red. “Just had a weird feeling when you left. Glad I didn't talk myself out of it.”
 
   A familiar car pulled into the driveway, a shiny white Prius, and Declan Murphy stepped out from the driver’s side. He offered a wave as he walked across the lawn to join us.
 
   He nodded at Gunnar and then turned his attention to me. “Rainy, I just heard the news. I’m so sorry about what happened yesterday.”
 
   “Thank you. I’m fine. Everything turned out okay.”
 
   “Good, good.” He held out his hands, reaching for mine. “I was worried about you.”
 
   “Gunnar came and the sheriff came and everything is fine now,” I said. 
 
   “And Davis?”
 
   Gunnar spoke up. “We won’t be seeing him around here for a long, long time. Between arson and attempted murder, I think he’s going to be locked up for a while.”
 
   Declan paled. “Attempted murder?”
 
   “You don’t know?” Gunnar asked. When Declan shook his head, he continued. “Davis confessed to Rainy about the arson and planting the bones. And then he was going to set fire to the shed. With Rainy in it.”
 
   Declan gasped. “Oh my word. How awful!”
 
   “It’s fine,” I said quickly. “Everything turned out okay.”
 
   “How on earth did you escape?” Declan looked from me to Gunnar. “Did…did you rescue her?”
 
   Gunnar grinned. “She rescued herself.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know about that,” I said, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks. 
 
   “You did,” Gunnar said. His eyes, full of warmth, were on me. “All I did was get in your way while you were trying to leave.”
 
   “That isn’t all you did.” 
 
   Declan broke in. “How did you manage to escape?”
 
   I turned to look at him and smiled. “I had a little divine intervention,” I said, and told him about the Bible.
 
   His chuckle turned into a full-fledged laugh. “Well, there you go. God does indeed work in mysterious ways, now doesn’t He?”
 
   I smiled and nodded.
 
   I didn’t know what I believed as far as a divine entity. But I did know one thing, standing between those two men, watching my chickens scratch and peck at the grass with my house and my land as their backdrop, the afternoon sun shining and the birds chirping and the wind rustling my hair.
 
   I was right where I needed to be.
 
   I hadn’t made a mistake in moving to Latney.
 
   I was home. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thanks for reading BOUGHT THE FARM!
 
   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.
 
   And if you're already looking forward to Rainy's next adventure, keep reading for a sneak preview of WHEN THE ROOSTER KILLS.
 
   


  
 

Here's the first chapter from the next Rainy Day mystery, WHEN THE ROOSTER KILLS.
 
   ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t hate it.”
 
   My daughter Laura was sitting across from me at the kitchen table, sipping coffee and gazing out the wall of windows that faced the back of the property. It was a beautiful June day, the humidity low after an evening round of thunderstorms the night before. Birds and crickets chirped in unison and the sweet smell of freshly cut grass and clover wafted through the open windows.
 
   “Good,” I said, picking up a shortbread cookie from the plate of treats in front of us. “I don’t hate it, either.”
 
   She turned her attention to the room we were sitting in, scrutinizing the red-tiled floor and wooden cabinets. I hadn’t done much work in the kitchen, loving the rustic feeling of it, and I was suddenly curious as to whether or not she liked it, too.
 
   “The colors in here are good,” she said. “Earthy. Warm.”
 
   I smiled. I thought so, too. It was one of my favorite rooms in the house but, honestly, I was falling in love with every square inch of the house I’d moved into only a couple of months earlier.
 
   Yes, I’d bought it on a whim. Decided, after more than twenty years, to chuck my life in the city, sell the townhome I’d called home for nearly two decades, and buy a property a hundred miles away, smack dab in the middle of nowhere.
 
   Well, Latney wasn’t exactly nowhere. But sitting about thirty miles to the north of Charlottesville, it could pass for nowhere, a tiny little dot on the map of Virginia, one of those pencil-point dots that might make people wonder if it really was still a town or of it had been abandoned long ago.
 
   Latney was very much a town. Small, yes, but with a cute little downtown area, complete with a local tavern and a boutique and its very own bank, and neighborhoods that fanned out from the main drag, housing most of the town’s 2,000 residents. There were other properties, too, within the confines of the city limits, small hobby farms and larger dairy operations. Mine was one of those properties.
 
   “Of course, you haven’t gone through a winter here,” Laura commented. She sipped her coffee, then set the mug back down. It was one she’d given me when she was little, one of those pieces you paint at a pottery place and they fire and glaze it for you. It was pink, and covered with lopsided purple and red hearts.
 
   “Well, no,” I said, biting into the cookie. I’d made them a couple of days earlier, craving homemade shortbread, and they were still as buttery and crisp as they had been fresh out of the oven. “But it won’t be much different than Arlington. Actually, it will probably be even milder, considering I’m further south.”
 
   “Yeah, but this house is older.” She scanned the walls, the windows, her blue eyes drinking in every detail. “Could be drafty. And the pipes could freeze.”
 
   I suppressed a smile. Leave it to my worrywart of a daughter to fret about those kinds of things. Sure, the house was old, and I’d already noticed the A/C didn’t quite manage to cool off the upstairs bedrooms as well as the main floor. And yes, a couple of the windows leaked during the wicked rainstorm from the night before—I made a mental note to ask Gunnar how I should handle that—but I’d expected those things. The house was old and with the charm I wasn’t naive to the fact that a certain amount of work would be required to maintain the house or bring it back to an acceptable living condition. But so far, it was working for me.
 
   I let the smile come through this time. Because it really was working for me. Yes, the first week or so in my new home had been rocky, what with finding the bones and the subsequent fire. I’d gotten off to a rough start with Sheriff Lewis and Gunnar, and a few of the other townspeople, too. But once we’d figured out what was happening, that Davis Konrath was the one responsible for the series of mishaps, life had slowly settled into a sense of normalcy. I’d found a rhythm to my days: unpacking a few boxes at a time, cleaning up rooms, doing minor cosmetic repairs; and I’d made headway with the property itself. I’d found a used ride-on mower and, after a few pep talks and a quick read-through of the owner’s manual, taught myself how to use it. Gunnar had set me up with a few chickens and I’d learned how to take care of them. I’d spread fertilizer on the front lawn and pulled weeds and even managed to clear out a square patch of earth in the backyard for a vegetable garden. Lettuce and radishes were already ready to harvest, and the other plants were growing well.
 
   Life was definitely good, and living in Latney was giving me exactly what I’d hoped for. A new place to call home. 
 
   There was a knock on the kitchen door, followed by the sound of the doorknob turning. 
 
   Gunnar Forsythe, my handsome handyman of a neighbor, stepped over the threshold with a grin. His short brown hair was damp with sweat, as was his forehead. He had a hat in his right hand, some sports team logo that I couldn’t identify.
 
   “Oh,” he said, his eyes moving from me to Laura. “Didn’t realize you had company. I can come back another time.”
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I said, standing. I turned to Laura, who was watching Gunnar suspiciously, as if she expected him to try to lift something off the kitchen counter. “This is my daughter, Laura. Laura, this is Gunnar, my next door neighbor.”
 
   Gunnar offered a wave. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Laura nodded stiffly, her long ponytail barely bouncing.
 
   “Heard an awful lot about you,” Gunnar said. “You’re a teacher, right?”
 
   Laura nodded again.
 
   “She has one more week of school left,” I told him, since my daughter had apparently turned into a mute. “This is her first visit here.”
 
   “How do you like it?” Gunnar asked.
 
   Laura finally spoke. “It’s…nice.”
 
   “It sure is,” Gunnar replied, a friendly, beaming smile sweeping across his tanned face. His hazel eyes twinkled. “And it’s even better now that your mama lives here.”
 
   Laura’s and my cheeks colored in unison. 
 
   “You’re making me blush,” I told him.
 
   “And me, “ Laura muttered under her breath.
 
   Gunnar chuckled, and I wasn’t sure if he heard Laura, too, or if he was just reacting to my comment. “I just wanted to pop in and see how the chicks were doing.”
 
   Laura’s head whipped up and she frowned. “Chicks?” She turned to look at me, an accusatory expression on her face.
 
   I knew exactly where her mind was going, the product of years of being schooled by a feminist mother.
 
   “Real chicks,” I said quickly. “Baby chicks. I bought some a couple of days ago.”
 
   Her expression cleared a little. “You have chicks?”
 
   I nodded. “Gunnar gave me a few hens when I first moved in and I had so much fun with them that I wanted to expand the flock. I have a dozen new ones out in a tub outside.”
 
   Her brow wrinkled. “A tub? They swim?” 
 
   “No, not that kind of tub,” I explained. “It’s a dry tub, someplace to keep them warm and safe when they’re little. They have a few more weeks before they can be introduced to the rest of the ladies.”
 
   She still looked confused, and I realized that my city-raised daughter probably thought I was speaking in a foreign language. 
 
   “I’ll peek in on them when I leave,” Gunnar said. “And I’ll check out the mower, too. See about that engine leak you were telling me about.”
 
   “You don’t have—”
 
   But he cut me off. “Nonsense. I’ve got tools, and I know how to use them.” He grinned, and I still marveled at the way it made his whole face light up. “Nice to meet you, Laura. See you later, Rainy. Save some of those cookies for me, will ya?”
 
   “Sure thing,” I called as he walked back outside, closing the door behind him.
 
   Laura stared at the closed kitchen door. The breeze he’d let it ruffled the red valances and they billowed like sails on a ship. 
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   I polished off my cookie, dusting the crumbs from my hands. “I told you. Gunnar, my neighbor.”
 
   She turned to look at me. Her eyebrows were drawn together, a frown etched on her face. “He feels very proprietary of you and this house. Marching in here unannounced, ordering you to save him some cookies…”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “He is neighborly, Laura, not proprietary. That’s how things are done out here. We’re friends. We look out for each other. Period.”
 
   I could have told her that the way my burly, brawny neighbor looked at me often times left me weak-kneed. That I’d thought a lot about what it would be like to touch those sculpted biceps, to run my hands through his salt and pepper brown hair, to feel those lips…
 
   I swallowed, feeling the skin on my neck and cheeks begin to flush. I shouldn’t be having thoughts like that, thoughts that made my skin heat up. Maybe it was a hot flash—I should be having those soon, right? 
 
   “Mother?” She looked at me expectantly. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I think he has the hots for you.”
 
   I managed another eye roll, even though my pulse quickened at the thought. “We are friends, sweetheart. Nothing more.”
 
   The front doorbell sounded, saving me from saying anything more. I leaped from my chair, grateful for the distraction. This was not a conversation I wanted to be having with my daughter.
 
   Sophia Rey stood on the front porch. She wore a pretty white sundress that accentuated both her curves and her tanned body. Her blond hair had been recently styled, flowing in soft waves to her shoulders, and enormous dark sunglasses hid her eyes.
 
   “Sophia,” I said, opening the door and gesturing for her to step inside. “What a nice surprise.”
 
   She lifted the sunglasses and settled them on top of her head. “I’m afraid this isn’t a social visit,” she began, then stopped, her eyes drifting to the kitchen.
 
   Laura stood in the doorframe, her coffee cup cradled in her hands. The suspicious look on her face had lessened, but she still eyed the woman in my living room, warily, as if she were a suspect she was sizing up.
 
   I made quick introductions. “Sophia’s husband owns the bank in town. She was the one who brought me the scones and bread when I first moved in,” I said, trying to prompt Laura’s memory.
 
   Her expression cleared a little as recognition dawned and she managed a smile. “Nice to meet you,” Laura said. 
 
   It was already going better than her exchange with Gunnar.
 
   “Listen, I don’t mean to interrupt, but I sort of have an emergency,” Sophia said, lowering her voice. 
 
   “An emergency?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, Vivian…well, let’s just say she needs some help.”
 
   I’d met Vivian Sumner a total of two times, both at St. Simon’s. We’d never exchanged more than a few polite words, so I wasn’t sure why Sophia was coming to me. She and Vivian were members of the Latney Ladies Society, a group of women that did…well, I didn’t know what they did, but they were a group and I wasn’t part of them.
 
   “Help?” I repeated.
 
   Sophia nodded again. “Yes.”
 
   I frowned, folding my arms across my chest. “I’m happy to talk to her, but I don’t know how much help I can be…”
 
   Sophia’s eyes narrowed. “Trust me, Rainy. You’re the only person who can help her.”
 
    
 
   WHEN THE ROOSTER KILLS is now available at Amazon!
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