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    Chapter One


    “Order up!” Hardy Barnhart slid a plate of eggs and bacon through the pass-thru separating the kitchen from the front counter of our restaurant, Maple Gap’s new hotspot, Your Goose Is Cooked. As his boss and wife, I felt it my duty to take him to task. We had customers who’d been waiting far too long for their breakfast to appear. I leaned down until I could see Hardy through the narrow opening.


    “It’s about time, Hardy Barnhart. What’d you do, go out back and slaughter the hog to get the bacon? You’ve kept Dr. Cryer waiting for twenty minutes. This is the second time today I’ve had to make excuses for your slowness.”


    He watched me with wide eyes, looking mighty cute in that apron. Grizzled gray-black hair, dark cocoa eyes with long lashes that our babies had inherited, and that saucy smile I knew, oh, so well. “It was that omelet that messed me up.”


    Honestly. This man. As if I hadn’t practiced with him at home. We’d gone through a dozen eggs while he learned to eyeball the proper set of the eggs and the quick flick of the wrist that produced a perfect omelet semicircle.


    “Got to make sure the eggs are almost set before you use your spatula to halve it, else it won’t work.”


    Hardy wiped his hands down the front of his apron. “Took me three times to get it right.”


    At least he was trying. Trying my patience. “Next time, just you call me back there. No use in everyone having to wait so long for you to have practice time.”


    Hardy grinned, not a spark of sorrow in his skinny hide. “So fire me.”


    “You’re fired!”


    His grin got wider as his hands moved down to tug on the strings of the apron double wrapped around him. “Good. I’m going home and taking a nap.”


    I huffed again, balanced the cup of coffee, a glass of orange juice, and the bacon and eggs on my tray and carried it to table six, where Dr. Lansford Cryer sat across from Carl Baereum. A doctor and an undertaker, respectively. But Dr. Cryer is a dentist-doc, not a doctor-doc.


    “I just fired the cook, Dr. Cryer.”


     He let out a hoot of laughter. “How many times does this make, LaTisha? Four?”


    I frowned. “I lost count. You’d think he’d have learned his lesson by now.”


    “I think you’re soft on him,” Carl chimed in. “Seems he feels the same way about you too. You’re the only couple I’ve seen who can’t stay mad at each other for more than a minute.”


    This from a man fresh out of divorce court. “Been married too long. Time is too short to stay mad. If anyone should be knowing about that, it’s you, Carl.” I slid the plate of food in front of him. “I’ll get your ketchup.”


    He unfolded his napkin and swiped it across his nose. A solemn fellow, Carl always wore the requisite funeral home director clothes. A crisp black suit and conservative tie. Handsome thing in a sober kind of way. “Flossie wanted her freedom.”


    That would be Flossie Baereum about four months ago; now it’s Flossie Monroe, maiden name in place. If I missed my guess, Carl wasn’t too happy about the whole divorce thing, not that I asked. I try to stay out of where my nose isn’t needed.


    “Thanks, LaTisha,” Dr. Cryer eyed his plate like the hungry bachelor he was. “William’ll be back tomorrow, right?”


    I rolled my eyes at that. William Seymour, my full-time cook, had off on Mondays. “He better be, I’ll be good and ready to put my feet up. At least the lunch crowd is content with soup and sandwiches.” Hardy could at least grill chicken and pile on cold cuts without problem.


    I shoved through the swinging batwing doors separating the dining room from the kitchen and stopped short. As if speaking his name had conjured him up, William Seymour himself stood in the middle of the kitchen. On his day off. I can tell you I wouldn’t set foot into this restaurant on my day off. If I had one. But something about the crazy look in William’s eyes made me snap down on the cheery greeting about to leave my lips.


    William motioned me closer, as if he had something he wanted to whisper in my ear. Which I knew he could, but the rest of the town didn’t think possible. You see, William’s reputation as a recluse was bolstered by the fact that he didn’t speak. To anybody. Ever. So the rumor that had circulated through Maple Gap, Colorado, for going on three decades was that William Seymour, age forty-six, was deaf.


    I knew different.


    When he had come in, application for the job as cook in hand, I’d put him to the test. To my surprise, he demonstrated his ability to make béarnaise sauce for a succulent peppercorn sirloin roast I’d made up earlier in the day. Like everyone, I’d heard the rumor he was deaf, and knew it to be a fact he never spoke, but I did wonder why all of a sudden he’d come into Maple Gap looking for work, when he’d supported himself by selling his artwork online for so many years. William reminded me of my son Shakespeare, who liked his music and his composing far better than he liked people.


    As far as the job of cook was concerned, William’s deafness wasn’t an issue; he’d be reading his instructions off my order pad anyhow. But after watching him for a few days, I got suspicious. Orneriness got hold of me, and I decided to put the long-standing rumor to the test.


    So one day, I did. While William carefully sliced a beef roast, I picked up my biggest pot, and sent it crashing to the floor right behind him.


    He jumped and glanced my way.


    I flashed him my brightest smile.


    He still never spoke, preferring to write his thoughts, so I went along with the whole charade. It wasn’t my business to hang him for his foolishness. If the opportunity presented itself someday I might set him straight, but until then…


    Now, though, standing here all wide-eyed and pale, William just looked desperate. Scared even. He darted for the dry-erase board I kept by the prep area and scribbled madly. The words formed in his strong, bold strokes. I HEARD SOMEONE HIRING SOMEONE ELSE TO KILL THE MAYOR.


    I eyed that boy hard, then leaned in close to take a whiff. Someone in Maple Gap was hiring a hit? “You been drinking?”


    William flinched, rung his ear with his index finger, and pointed at the board.


    Right.


    Keep the secret.


    I plucked a ketchup from the bottles on an overhead rack, pointed at William to tell him to stay put, and darted out to deliver the bottle to table six before I forgot. When I skedaddled back to the kitchen, William was busy writing on the dry-erase board with one hand, mopping sweat from his brow with the other. As I steamrolled up to him, he moved his hand so I could see what he’d written.


    I HEARD TWO MEN TALKING IN THE MEN’S RESTROOM OF THE GRAB-N-GO. I GOT NERVOUS AND WAITED. WHEN I THOUGHT THE GUY WAS GONE, I OPENED THE DOOR AND THERE HE STOOD, SO I DID WHAT I ALWAYS DO …


    Which meant he pretended he didn’t hear a thing.


    … BUT HE SAW ME!


    I pulled out my order pad and wrote: PEOPLE AROUND HERE THINK YOU’RE DEAF, REMEMBER? WHAT DID THIS GUY LOOK LIKE?


    William ran a finger under his tight collar and grunted. He picked up the marker again.


    YOU FOUND OUT I COULD HEAR, WHAT IF SOMEONE ELSE KNOWS IT TOO? WHAT IF HE SEES ME WORKING HERE? I watched as his hand formed a few more letters to make out the words HE LOOKED, but the bell above the restaurant door signaled another patron. I pulled a frown, torn between wanting to get more information from him and running this restaurant.


    I scrubbed aside his hand and scribbled a quick note: wE’LL TALK LATER. YOUR HOUSE?


    His eyes got real wide and he slowly erased the board and wrote his reply. AFTER CLOSING TONIGHT.


    


    


    


    Chapter Two


    At the sound of Lester Riley’s voice honking out a greeting, I scrambled back into the dining room and glimpsed the councilman taking a position next to Doctor Theo and Carl at table six. So much for waiting to be seated. I grabbed a menu out of the holder, my mind ablaze at Hardy. If that man hadn’t pulled his shenanigans, I’d have been out here where I was supposed to be and could have shown Lester to his seat.


    I cruised over to the entrance of the restaurant, reminding myself that if Hardy had been in the kitchen when William arrived, he might have left without telling me what he’d overheard.


    The flames of my anger fell to a low simmer as I butted the door open and landed my eyeballs on Hardy’s backside. Nothing like an eyeful of wild plaid pants clinging to the bum of my beloved to give me a headache. After all these years, I still couldn’t peel plaid polyester pants out of Hardy’s wardrobe without him screeching like a plucked peacock. His hind end wagged back and forth, his head stuck underneath the hood of our car. Old Lou, as we referred to our ancient Buick, was groaning more than normal. Hardy was thinking they were Old Lou’s version of the death rattle.


    “What you doing out there?” I barked. “You’ve got a kitchen to run.”


    He didn’t respond. It took me a minute to remember his iPod, which also explained his hind end waving around. I got up real close, tapped his shoulder, and pointed to my ears.


    He popped out his earbuds and straightened. “You having problems with your hearing?”


    I crossed my arms and huffed. “My ears are just fine, thank you very much. You need to haul carcass back into that kitchen before the lunch rush. Now get!”


    He grinned. “You fired me.”


    “Well, I’m rehiring you.” I glanced at the sight of Old Lou’s exposed engine. “Why are you fooling with this thing? You don’t know a thing about cars.”


    “I know how to keep an engine finely tuned.” He flashed his gold tooth and waggled his eyebrows, striking a little pose.


    “Honey, that engine died long ago. You think I can’t tell the difference between the purr of a Mercedes Benz and the cough of a Model-T? Now get yourself back into that kitchen before I pull the choke on your Ford.”


    Hardy pooched out his lip as if hurt, but I knew that amused gleam in his eye. He reached as high up as he could, fingers stretching hard, and caught the edge of the hood, letting it slam downward. “Think it’s time to hand her over to Lionel. He’s been wanting to buy Old Lou for years.”


    Lionel had been the only mechanic in Maple Gap for as long as I could remember, so he knew Old Lou almost as well as Hardy and I. “What use does he have for a car that won’t start?”


    “He’s got a soft spot for antiques. His first car was like Old Lou, and he courted Martha in a car just like it.”


    We’d buried Martha almost fifteen years ago. “Antique?” Now why did it bother me to hear Old Lou called an antique? Sounded too much like the knickknacks and furniture Marion Peters used to have in her antiques shop—broken down and covered in dust. The implication being if my car was old, then I was really old. And here I’d just called Hardy a Model T. Who was I kidding?


    I heaved a sigh. No time to fret over age. “I’ve got something else on my mind.” I pulled Hardy close to me and started to whisper, but he got this look on his face and flashed his gold tooth again.


    “You better fold your tail in, Mr. Peacock. I’ve got murder on my mind.”


    Hardy frowned. “Been killing me for years.”


    I glanced over at the funeral home next door to my restaurant and pointed. “If you don’t hush, Carl’s gonna have him a fresh corpse for the seven o’clock viewing this evening.”


    “You’d miss me.”


    “No I wouldn’t, I’ve got good aim. Now you going to listen to me or not?”


    His eyes crinkled at the corners. I made sure no one was around and got down real close to Hardy’s ear and began relaying all William had told me and the plans for our meeting tonight. Hardy scratched his jaw and mulled over the latest puzzle. “I think I remember where he lives.”


    “’Course you do. You and I took over soup and carrot cake that time his momma was so sick years ago. Remember? Caleb squawked because Lela was allowed to carry the cake and he wasn’t, but when you gave it to Caleb, what did he do first thing?”


    “At least it landed in the grass and not in the flower garden.”


    “And those two couldn’t hardly wait for me to get the grassy frosting scraped off so they could eat the cake while I made a fresh one.” I smiled at the memory of my babies waiting expectantly to tear into the cake they’d dropped by accident. You ask me, I think they plotted out the crime beforehand.


    I opened the door of the restaurant and shooed Hardy inside. I hustled to pick up a nice salad out of the cooler for Lester Riley, and added a tall glass of iced tea with three slices of lemon to my tray.


    Lester saw me coming. “Hail the future town councilwoman.”


    “Um-hm, and you’re needing to be replaced if you can’t even read my sign that says please wait to be seated.” I set the salad and tea on the table and slid it in front of him, then handed over the menu tucked under my arm. “And you can stop shaking that political limb, I’ve got no interest in politics.”


    Lester took a big gulp of tea and pouted down at the salad. “Just because you lost all that weight doesn’t mean the rest of us need to starve.”


    “It’s good for you. And the liver and onions you always get is going to make you a client for that boy behind you.” I nodded over at Carl Baereum. “Quicker than you want, if you keep it up.”


    Dr. Cryer, overheard our exchange and leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, Lester, wasn’t your wife just fussing at you over your blood pressure? A few pounds never hurt. LaTisha’s a good example of that.”


    Lester groaned. Dr. Cryer and I shared a grin while Lester picked up his fork and dug into the pile of romaine and arugula topped with tomatoes, cucumbers, green peppers, carrots, and a few crumbles of blue cheese. I waited for his reaction.


    Ever since being diagnosed with diabetes, I’d learned to be more careful. Not that I had a choice. But the diagnosis made me realize I was digging my grave with my fork. I started to make small changes, then bigger ones, even doing some regular exercise. Almost twenty-five pounds later, I felt the change from the top of my head down to my toes.


    My new respect for vegetables is the reason I piled them on top of the salads sold at the Goose. I’d spent an entire week experimenting with different herbs and spices to make up my own salad dressings. Some people can’t stomach the thought of chewing lettuce and carrots without a good dose of flavor to wash it down.


    Lester crunched in sober contemplation, his grumpy look morphing into delight. “This isn’t bad. What kind of dressing is it?”


    See what I mean? “Sweet Herb. It’s got garlic, thyme, marjoram, basil, vinegar, and honey, so it’s sweeter, though not near as spicy, as your opponent.”


    Lester sat back in his chair, hooked a thumb through the shoulder strap of his overalls and jerked his head to indicate table six. “They’ve got me all set up to give a speech after Mayor Taser on Thursday morning. Mayor Riley has a nice ring to it.”


    Knowing Carl Baereum and Mayor Taser went back so many years and remained such good buddies, I had to assume the idea for Lester to make a speech came from Dr. Cryer, also part of the city council and a staunch supporter of Lester in the race for mayor.


    “It’d be good for the town to hear your humility. It’ll give them an idea of what a windbag Mayor Taser has become. Anything is better than another term with Eugene as mayor. I’d think the whole landfill thing would have helped some citizens wake up.”


    “He thought it would be good revenue for Maple Gap.”


    “Now I ask. How is having a landfill right on the corner of town limits going to help Maple Gap? Money isn’t everything.”


    It had been a fiasco. Most of Maple Gap had turned out to protest Eugene’s plan to let the land go to Aidan Abbett, a new guy in town, for a landfill.


    “And what’s up with all these new faces on his campaign committee?”


    Lester hooted. “So you have been paying attention to politics!” He took a long pull of his tea. “But only kind words for our mayor, please, LaTisha.”


    I gave him the look I’d made famous with my children. “Honey, for him, those are kind words.”


    “You’re still mad that he got Marion’s old building tore down and built that strip mall in its place.”


    “You are right about that.” While I was off trying to get Hardy’s momma settled in at Bridgeton Towers Assisted Living and Nursing, a judge removed the historical status of the building owned by my former employer, Marion Peters.


    Marion, who had wanted to sell the building but couldn’t because of its historical status, had received her wish for it to be taken off the historical list posthumously. But when finding her murderer also uncovered a hidden treasure of historical status, the council reinstated the historical status. Everyone got uptight about the whole thing.


    Mayor Eugene Taser had shed some salt for the crowds of angry citizens who wanted it to remain a historical site, but he sure was quick to get the building torn down and build a new strip mall after the judge’s ruling.


    We now have a brand new strip mall with a jewelry store and two vacant storefronts.


    “What does Maple Gap need with a jewelry store?”


    Lester scraped his salad plate and stabbed another bite. “Now, LaTisha, that new building is generating more taxable dollars to help the school not feel such a pinch. You know what a soft spot you have for the local school.”


    I got rather obstinate on this subject. “And I’m sure there are other ways to raise money without stripping the town of its history or moving a landfill in here. A subdivision would be a better solution. Bring in taxes and children.”


    Lester’s eyes took on a gleam. “I don’t disagree, but your passion is one of the reasons you’d be a good candidate for the council. Think about it. You could generate a lot of great ideas. We need you.”


    


    


    Hardy and I drove out to William’s place after we closed the restaurant. Somehow Lionel had managed to work his magic on Old Lou and got her chugging again. She still had real issues, issues she reminded us of with every grump and groan as we traveled the unpaved roads to William’s house.


    We’d been swallowed up by trees half a mile back. Not that I minded. The woods had a presence all their own, a certain serenity that softened the hard edges of life. Though I much preferred being around people.


    Hardy pulled the car up to the house and stopped. William’s motor scooter let us know he was home. Boy never owned a car as far as I knew. I did wonder how he carried groceries and things though. Those saddlebag thingies on the back of the scooter didn’t look like they would hold much.


     Hardy and I stood next to each other looking over William’s cabin. “It’s creepy if you ask me,” Hardy whispered. “You don’t reckon he’s dead in there, do you?”


    “Sh!” I hissed at him. “You’re talking crazy.”


    “It sure is quiet.”


    His house was small. A log cabin. Kind of what you’d expect from someone like William. I could hear the scratching and low clucks of chickens.


    I gulped. Hardy might be on to something. What if William’s hit man had already found him? Those guys had to cover their tracks and mercy wasn’t a quality they were known to have in great abundance.


    I glanced at Hardy. His steps had slowed, and I saw the whites of his eyes as they darted around the yard, then over at me.


    Mwwwoooo!


     Hardy and I jumped into each other’s arms, hearts pounding against one another. I waited for something to happen. Something bad. When nothing did, I opened my eyes; Hardy still had his shut tight.


    I shook him off and stood up. “This is pure foolishness. If he’s got chickens, he’s probably got a cow. Get on up there and knock on that door.”


    His eyeballs peeled open and he smacked his lips together. “Momma taught me to let age come before beauty, so you first.”


    I thwacked him a good one on his shoulder. “You best move that body up those steps real fast before I start giving you your last rites.”


    Hardy leaned in, got up on tiptoe and landed one on my cheek. “That’s the only last rite I want. If there’s a body in there, I’m gonna die for sure.”


    He bounded away from me and up the steps, lifting his hand to knock. No creaky hinges for this door to go along with the horror scene Hardy and I had worked up in our minds. We both sure were glad to see William standing in the doorway, though. His eyes roved the yard in back of us. I could almost smell his fear. He didn’t crack a smile, but motioned us inside. Not that he smiled a whole lot anyhow, but it might have been nice if he’d squeezed one out for company.


    The quiet of the place gnawed at me. Hardy stood staring up at the mounted head of a bear, a deer, a wild boar, and what looked like an elk or moose or something. Made me dizzy to have my head cocked back like that, so I turned my attention to the kitchen. William’s momma never had been one much for company, and despite my food run that one time she’d been ill, I’d never seen the inside of the house before. I’m always curious about a person’s kitchen. You can learn a lot by the decor and the way an individual organizes his space.


    William’s kitchen both surprised and pleased me. When he saw what I’d laid my eyes on, the smile cracked through and he nodded his encouragement. Stainless steel refrigerator, small, but what do you expect for one person? A propane cooktop and professional-looking wall oven. William even had flour sprinkled across his counter and bread dough rising in some sort of basket thing. Had a fancy dishwasher too. Not that I knew much about brands, but I knew good quality when I saw it. That’s why I’d married Hardy.


    William pulled out a chair for me at the table and crossed the kitchen. He tucked a towel around the dough in the basket.


    “What you got there, William?”


    His eyes traveled the room before settling on me briefly. He seemed nervous. Whatever caused him not to want to talk out loud stoked my compassion, but also tested my patience. “Talk, boy, it’s just Hardy and I.”


    “I’m a little rusty.” His first words came out squeaky and grinding, reminding me of someone working an unprimed pump handle. “I-I don’t like to talk much.” He swallowed hard and licked his lips, taking a serious swallow of his drink. I’m guessing the pump needed to be primed a bit after not being used for so long.


    “Well it’s a lot easier than getting arthritis doing all that writing.” I tilted my head at the dough he’d just tucked in. “What’s up with that?”


    William’s eyes crinkled though the smile didn’t reach his mouth. “Artisan bread making.”


    “Come at me again?”


    “Art-i-san bread making. Have you ever baked your own bread?”


    “Big Sky Grocery is my bread emporium.”


    William shook his head and pulled another towel covered something or other toward him. He pulled out a large serrated knife, tossed back the cloth, sawed off a slice of bread, and held it out to me.


    “You know I can’t eat that stuff.” I held the slice feeling like apostle Paul when that snake squiggled out of the fire and bit hold of him. Diabetic classes had pounded in the horror of white flour.


    “It’s whole wheat,” William murmured, never taking his eyes off the just sliced loaf.


    Ah, wheat I could do, so I nibbled the edge, then took a nice big bite. “Good bread. Why not buy it?”


    William covered the loaf and slid it back into its place. “It helps me relax, and there’s nothing like homemade bread.”


    “Big Sky works for me.”


    His brows rose, though he didn’t make eye contact. “Have you ever looked at ingredient labels? With this, you know what you’re getting.” He tapped the newly snugged bread dough. “This will be a cinnamon raisin oatmeal.”


    Whatever problems he had talking before, his pipes were primed and flowing now. Being passionate had a way of doing that. I took the last bite of the bread. It truly was delicious. “Why don’t you open a bakery?”


    William’s eyes, focused on the counter, grew round. I could see his Adam’s Apple bob. “I could never do that. It’s expensive.”


    “You start baking a storm for the Goose and see how it goes.” I could tell he liked the idea by the way his entire expression sparkled. “One thing though-”


    “It has to be healthy.”


    I beamed sunshine. “That’s right.”


    We needed to get on the subject of the hitman. I wanted to know everything. William must have sensed the change in topic coming, because he pulled out a fancy coffeemaker and motioned me to a chair. A couple of trips to and from the refrigerator and the thing started whirring. William was a true foodie, not that I’d missed that after tasting his béarnaise sauce, but it hadn’t crossed my mind for one second that he might have such an elaborate setup in his own home.


    When he delivered a steaming cup of something that smelled delightful, I frowned. I was pretty sure he knew I didn’t drink coffee. Or tea for that matter. Makes me burp.


    William pointed at the cup he’d set in front of me and motioned for me to take a drink. I did. Hints of chocolate melted on my tongue and swirled with sugar and the mellow taste of coffee. A mocha. And this one made my taste buds groan with pleasure. Guess it wouldn’t do any good to remind William that chocolate and sugar weren’t on my list of could-have foods. He was showing off, having fun, even if his expression showed no emotion. I sipped again. The flavor was far beyond my own mix. I sipped sparingly and smiled my pleasure. Whatever it took to get this boy to sit down and start spilling his story.


    William grabbed another cup for himself and one for Hardy, who ambled in and slid into the chair beside me. While William poured two more cups, Hardy put his hand behind my neck and started to massage. His warm fingers felt good. Real good.


    “You’ve got yourself and nice place, William.”


    William slid a mug in front of Hardy, then settled in his chair, took a sip of his drink, and fidgeted.


    “We’ve got to report what you’ve heard to the chief. He’ll know what to do.”


    His head was shaking before I ever finished the sentence. “No. Please. You figured out the whole thing with Marion, now you’ve got to help me. Just you.”


    I huffed a breath, not liking this at all. But William wasn’t someone who trusted easy, I could tell that. Even without the pressure of what he’d witnessed, I knew him to be an anxious sort.


    Hardy and I exchanged a look. He was trying to warn me to go gentle.


    I leaned forward a bit, studying the slow rocking of William’s body, wondering how best to approach the subject. Best to just come out with it. “What did the man look like?”


    William squeezed his eyes shut, his rocking stopped. “It’s muddled.” I wondered if he was trying to block out the mental image. That’s when his leg got to cranking. “He was wearing black or dark brown. His shoes were fancy. Loafers, I think they call them. He looked mean and mad. No one I recognized.”


    That William would focus on the man’s feet didn’t surprise me. “What color eyes?”


    His leg bounced faster, then stilled. He shifted in his chair. “Dark,” he shrugged. “Black, maybe brown.”


    The trauma had either robbed him of his memory, or he truly hadn’t focused enough on the man to supply an accurate description. This wasn’t working too well. My brain hurt as I considered and rejected ways to pull more concrete answers from him. To concentrate.


    He rubbed his hands together and put them between his legs, starting the gentle rocking motion again, a different man than the one exalting over bread dough. “Hired men don’t take chances,” he mumbled. “What’s to stop him from killing me?”


    That’s when the idea popped into my head. Hardy cleared his throat and I met him eyeball to eyeball. For years we’d communicated this way, knowing what the other was thinking without ever having to say a word. He gave a little nod to me, and I knew he and I were chugging on the same track this time too.


    


    


    


    Chapter Three


    It took us an hour of feeding the cow and chickens and waiting on William to pack before we were able to leave his house. He remained quiet the entire trip. Pensive. I wanted so bad to take that boy in my arms and reassure him, but a little warning voice told me to give him space.


    We got William settled in my office, slash, guest room, just as the phone started ringing. Our weekly check-in with our grandbabies always resulted in a lot of babbling idiocy from Hardy. Not that I didn’t engage in the same foolishness—anything to coax a smile or hear a giggle. Then Hardy set the phone on the table next to the piano and played a Bible song while I sang to Arianna. After Arianna came Bryant, then Jack. “We’re going to have some great ball games at reunions,” Hardy declared.


    I rolled my eyes. “They’re barely walking and you’ve already planned a tournament.”


    We called the two who were still single and the other who was getting close to the altar. Shakespeare didn’t answer his phone, and we left a message with Lela.


    Caleb answered, though. “I’m headed out, momma. Mahry and me are going for pizza.”


    “That’s good. You take care of my future daughter-in-law.”


    “Momma!” Ah, the power of being the one person who can make her boy blush.


    As I hung up the phone from that conversation, I sagged back in my armchair in blissful silence. Hardy plucked out a happy tune on the piano that flowed into a slower beat. I rested, my eyes shut, running over the prospect of enlarging our family yet again. Now to get Shakespeare and Lela happily settled and my momma’s heart would be content.


    The music stopped. Hardy plucked up the cordless phone. “Need to talk to Bryton.” He puffed out his chest. “Man talk.”


    “You’re one man short.”


    Hardy shriveled, but his eyes sparked. “You know Bryton wouldn’t like you talking about him like that.”


    Having said his piece, he left the room. Curious, Hardy wasn’t the type for solo conversations. Maybe he still had basketball games on his mind.


    William ambled into the room, his hair disheveled, his eyes downcast. “Could I get a drink?”


    I pushed myself vertical. “No need to ask. You help yourself to whatever’s in that refrigerator.” I led the way into the kitchen and yanked on the freezer door to reveal individual containers of soups, clearly labeled. “Hardy has a dentist appointment for some new teeth, so I’m stocked up on soups that will be easy for him to eat. You help yourself.” I slammed the freezer and cracked open the refrigerator. “Don’t need to feel any shyness about raiding the refrigerator, just try to beat Hardy to the kitchen and you’ll be sure to get a bite.”


    I opened various cabinet doors to show him plates, glasses, then waved a hand at the stove. “It’s all yours.”


    William assessed my kitchen with a longing I understood, wringing his hands together as his eyes darted this way and that.


    “Why don’t you show me your bread making skills? I’ll get the oven to heating.”


    If there had been any hesitation, William lost it. As soon as I landed the flour on the counter, he shook his head. “We need unbleached flour. Whole wheat. Maybe Shiny has some high protein.”


    I let him take control, prompting him to write up a list. When Hardy reappeared, I sent him to Big Sky. “And don’t be taking all night to get back.”


    “I won’t. I look forward to keeping you warm tonight.” He flashed his tooth. I swung a swat at his bottom but missed when he scooted fast and shut the door.


    Hardy got back within a half hour, set his sacks down and retreated to the piano. By this time, William had lined up all the things he needed to get started, modifying when I didn’t have an oven peel, though parchment paper had been on Hardy’s list.


    As William stirred up his poolish, which I figured to be the basis for his bread, I noted his complete concentration on the task. I had to stop him to ask him to explain. I wanted to throw in a few questions about the mystery, but hated to see him tense up, so I let him play with the dough and knead it into a silky ball. As it rested, William sat down at the table, his eyes on the clock. It was getting real late.


    “You feeling better now?” I slid out the chair across from him and sank down, reaching to yank up a knee-high that was sagging.


    William tapped the side of his water glass. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come. What if he comes after you and Hardy?”


    


    


    I slid out from underneath Hardy’s arm in the night and sat up in bed, churning over the events of the day and the prospect of a mystery to solve. Hardy snuffled and turned on his back, usually a position that meant he’d start snoring, but he surprised me when he blinked awake. “What time is it?”


    “Not time to get up, that’s sure and certain.”


    He propped himself on an elbow. “What’re you doing awake?”


    “I’m awake because I’m not asleep.”


    He wrapped his hand around my upper arm and tugged. “Come here, baby.”


    I slumped down beside him, breathing in the scent of his warm skin and wondering for the umpteenth time what I’d do without him.


    “Missing Lela?”


    Our youngest. She’d come home briefly after being fired from her dream job a few months back. Dream job gone nightmare. But she’d posted her résumé and e-mailed everyone she thought might have a lead for a good job, and finally landed one. She’d moved out a few months ago.


    “No. Guess I got all the missin’ out of my system when she left for college the first time. I’m thinking too much about this whole thing with William.”


    “He seemed to relax some tonight.”


    I burrowed down deeper in the covers. “Your playing always does that. Never heard that song before, you make it up?”


    “It’s a new one I’m working at.”


    I sighed. “Who do you think hired the hit on Mayor Taser?”


    “Half the town could have. Kind of useless for him to run for mayor again. No one likes him.”


    “Our undertaker does,” I reminded him. “They’ve been good friends for years.”


    Hardy shifted around and settled his head into the crook of my arm. “You think William will cook breakfast for us?”


    I chuckled and ran my hand over his head. Hardy thought of his stomach 24/7. “I’m not letting that boy do the cooking for me. He can move in here, but I’ll make my own meals.”


    He snuggled closer. “Good. I’d miss your cooking.”


    We fell into silence, Hardy’s breathing deep and even. I thought he’d fallen asleep when he piped up. “His description of the hit man could have been any man with dark eyes and hair.”


    Heat started rolling between us and I flung back the covers, all the while considering William’s written vague description of the hit man-for-hire. “Who in Maple Gap is going to do anything but dream of knocking off Mayor Taser?”


    “Eugene’s not so bad. His wife, now … her I can see raising a few eyebrows.”


    A few eyebrows was putting it kindly. Betsy Taser knew how to rankle people, especially other women. I wondered how she got along with Flossie Monroe, Carl’s ex. Wouldn’t surprise me one bit if Betsy had been the one to encourage Flossie to divorce Carl so she could have a turn with the man. “You think she’s had it with Eugene?”


    “Could be.”


    From the sound of Hardy’s voice, I could tell he was almost out. “I’m not at all sure it’s a good idea to keep this from the chief.”


    “You think I don’t know that?”


    Hardy’s lips poofed out on an exhale. I nudged him. “If anyone comes into the restaurant that looks like he could be the guy, be sure to say something.”


    “I’ll come running. Need someone to protect me.”


    I decided to slide in one more burning question. “What’d you call Bryton for?”


    His words were a mumbled mess I couldn’t figure out. After a few minutes, his breathing evened out and I knew he was gone. I ran my hand down his cheek where the moonlight hugged his dark skin. I sorely hoped bringing William into our home didn’t put us all in danger.


    


    


    


    Chapter Four


    Hardy managed to mess up while taking two orders during the breakfast rush. Since breakfast was the easiest meal for me and Hardy to handle, I had told William not to come in until time to prepare for lunch.


    “He’s allergic to orange juice,” I reminded Hardy as he returned with the OJ he’d slid in front of Shiny Portly, owner of Big Sky Grocery. “Throw it out and get the milk.”


    “How do you know he wanted milk?”


    I tapped my head. “Got it all up here safe and sound.”


    “Is that why you had to ask me where your shoes were this morning?”


    I glared at him.


    He saluted me with the orange juice, then threw back his head and gulped it down. A sleeve across his mouth served as a napkin. “No use letting it go to waste. He hadn’t even touched it.”


    “If you’d do that to the dirty plates, I wouldn’t need a garbage disposal.”


    He ran his hands down his sides and smirked. “Don’t want to lose my slim figure.”


    As if he’d gained more than five pounds in all the years we’d been married.


    The electric bell alerted us to another customer. Chief Chad Conrad sidled up to the bar area and perched on one of the high-backed stools. No suspended vinyl-covered stools for this restaurant. When Hardy and I redecorated, we’d done away with booths and put in tables and five bar stools to surround the curved counter.


    “Good morning, LaTisha. Hardy. What are you two stirring up this morning?”


    “Special of the day is grits, with grain waffles and fresh blueberries on top,” I slid a menu to him. “Got pomegranate juice if you want something other than your usual.”


    I turned over the coffee cup in front of the chief and poured some of the Lisa’s Winter Wonderland–flavored coffee my patrons loved so much, reminding me that I needed to order more from the coffee store I’d found online. Chief inhaled the brew and reached for the sugar.


    “She working you hard, Hardy?”


    “You don’t know the half of it.” Hardy picked up a clean glass by the bottom and flicked his wrist, sending the glass into the air. It landed upright in the palm of his hand, ready to be filled with the milk Shiny was waiting on. I rolled my eyes.


    “Neat trick,” Chief observed.


    Hardy beamed. “Talent just oozes from my pores.”


    “It’s blood gonna be oozing from your head if you don’t get that milk over to table three.”


    Hardy put the glass of milk on top of his tray and paused, leaning close to the chief, his voice raised so I could hear every word. “Spousal abuse, pure and simple.”


    I snorted. “Spousal abuse of the pure and simple, is more like it.” I flicked my hand at table five where Dr. Cryer had taken a seat. “Get that to the table before I fire you.”


    Hardy shuffled off, his smile fixed, gold tooth flashing. Which reminded me he had an appointment with Dr. Cryer this afternoon. Dentures.


    “How many times you fired him so far?” Chief spooned sugar into his coffee and stirred.


    “Too many to count. He sure swims in the vinegar, doesn’t he?”


    Chief made a strange sound in his throat and put his coffee cup down so fast it splashed. I handed him a paper napkin that he choked into for a full minute before a laugh popped out of his throat. “You’ve got a way with words, LaTisha. And I dare say Hardy’s not the only feisty one at your house.”


    My house. William. I wondered if Chief already knew about William moving in with us, or about the hit man. My guilty conscience was burning a hole in my head. Telling Chief would be betraying William, but Hardy was right, it sure felt wrong not telling him. I had a different method. “William told me he saw a new face in town yesterday.”


    “Told you?”


    He’s a sharp guy. “Scribbled it to me in a note. Whatever.”


    Chief cracked open the menu, his eyes flicking back and forth over the selections. “Old or young?”


    “Younger.” A guess, but what else did I have to go on? William would have noticed gray hair. Wouldn’t he? I picked up a glass and pressed it against the ice dispenser, then filled it with Dr. Cryer’s favorite raspberry tea.


    He snapped his menu shut. “I’m not in the mood for breakfast. I’ll take the Maple Gap.”


    “That be on white, wheat, grain, or a wrap? Toasted or no?”


    “Wheat. Toasted. Leave off the onions, but load me up with pepper relish.”


    My special pepper relish had the whole town forgetting all about needing slimy mayonnaise and high-sodium ketchup. I’d started growing the peppers in Hardy’s greenhouse, then chopped and stirred around different types of peppers until I was satisfied with the flavor and consistency of the relish. When I introduced it to the folks of Maple Gap as a condiment for the Maple Gap club sandwich, I’d run clean out of relish that first day. So I began to can the stuff. Hardy grumbled the whole time about having to wear rubber gloves and pick out the pepper seeds. Now that I think on it, maybe I could sell the relish online and raise money for our school. That would certainly show Lester Riley a thing or two.


    I scribbled Chief’s order on my pad of paper, ripped it off, and snapped it on the circular rack we used to hold orders, considering the problem of keeping up with the demand for the pepper relish and selling it for profit, watching as Hardy’s hand—all I could see from my angle—yanked the paper off the rack.


    Hardy popped out of the kitchen and slipped two more orders onto the ring. “Almost forgot to put them up there.”


    “Why didn’t you just put them on from back there? You had them with you.”


    “Didn’t want to mess up the system.”


    “You’re falling behind.”


    Hardy stroked his jaw. “Just don’t have your way with the scraper thingie.”


    “It’s called a spatula.”


    “See, I don’t even know the names of things.”


    This man. I decided I’d fill those orders myself and was about to disappear through the swinging doors to the kitchen when Hardy snatched up two glasses at once, doing his little flip-trick. He was showing off. “Take that tea to Dr. Cryer while I work on these orders.” He nodded and filled one glass with OJ and the other with milk, I locked in on the cocky grin splitting his face.


    “Chief Conrad,” his voice boomed, and that in itself let me know I was hot on his trail because Hardy’s not a loud sort … unless he’s up to no good.


    I lasered down the length of him, radar on, and detected that I-know-something-you-don’t glint.


    He got real close to the chief. “Seems our longtime buddies have had a falling out. I was asking Carl Baereum about the mayoral race, expecting him to take up for his good buddy Mayor Taser. Instead he got hot. Said he was done with the likes of Eugene Taser, that Maple Gap would be better off if Mayor Taser was a cold body in a wood coffin.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Five


    Hardy’s news made me perk up a mite too much. I felt Chief Conrad’s eyes hard on me.


    “Something wrong, LaTisha?”


    I immediately pulled some napkins from the dispenser and fanned myself. “Powerful hot in here.” Was, too, probably more because my conscience was heating up. “You wanting to know about hot flashes? They come on a body real fast-like and squeeze all the moisture out.”


    Chief’s head swiveled to Hardy, looking a little lost at the swing in topic.


    Hardy had that look on his face that questioned my sanity. “Only hot flash you’ve ever had was that time you testified in church about burning your ni—”


    “You hush.”


    Hardy raised his eyebrows at Chief Conrad, who did his best to cover a smile.


    And this is the downside of small-town living. Everyone in Maple Gap had heard that testimony and remembered how I stuttered to cover my slip of the tongue. “I meant baby bottle nipples and you know it!”


    Hardy slapped his leg and bent double. I felt the heat climbing up my neck, setting my face on fire all over again.


    “Thought Pastor Haudaire was going to have a stroke,” Hardy grunted out the words.


    Chief hid behind his cup of coffee; it looked more like he was trying to bury his face in the mug.


    “What’s going on over there?” someone yelled from the dining room. Sounded like Dr. Cryer’s voice.


    “Nothing to worry your head about,” I hollered back. Every eye in the place was on us now.


    Hardy straightened long enough to catch a breath and wheeze out, “Remember LaTisha’s testimony at church?” He bent back double and kept right on guffawing like a hyena.


    “Oh!” I heard Dr. Cryer let out his own cackle. Before I knew it, there was a chorus of laughter behind me. I wasn’t about to turn around. I decided, instead, to squelch the fire of Hardy’s fun and hope all the little fires would drop to a smolder.


    “You have an appointment with Dr. Cryer in thirty minutes.”


    He kept right on laughing.


    “He’s gonna be pulling that last tooth out.”


    His laughs faded to a strange cackling giggle.


    “He told me his assistant would be out and for me to wear rubber gloves and bring my best pliers so I’d have me a good grip.”


    Hardy choked out one last laugh, then went ramrod straight. His cocoa eyes rolled to me. “You told him to put me out, didn’t you?”


    I raised my brows. “If you don’t stop laughing at me, he won’t need to put you out, I’ll do it myself. For free. Then I’ll yank that tooth.”


    I could see the bulge of Hardy’s tongue as it ran over his gold front tooth. “Can I use this tooth in the dentures?”


    Don’t ask me what he loved so much about that gold tooth. “How am I supposed to know? The whole set should be dipped in gold. Cost enough. Now get those drinks delivered and get to cooking before I put you in the deep fryer.”


    Hardy held up his hand to admire his dark chocolate skin tone. “I’m already grilled well done.”


    Chief Conrad let out another laugh at that, while Hardy whisked up the tray of drinks. Chief finally stopped kissing his mug, though I saw the smirk tug hard on his lips. “So, LaTisha, what was this about a new face in town?” He took a hard slurp of coffee.


    I was feeling mighty ornery, I can tell you that. “That’s for me to know and you to find out.” I crossed my arms and gave him a mulish stare.


    “We have someone new in town?” Dr. Cryer asked as he approached the counter, tea glass in hand. “You get the chance, recommend me as the town dentist, won’t you, LaTisha?” The man didn’t miss one beat as he slid onto the stool next to the Chief. He raised his voice for Hardy’s benefit as that one disappeared into the kitchen. “I’ve got a nice new set of teeth for you, Hardy. As soon as we get that last tooth out we’ll try them on.”


    “Can’t wait,” came Hardy’s mumbled reply.


    Dr. Cryer leaned forward and slapped a fiver onto the counter. “That’s for Hardy. He makes a great waiter.”


    Hardy rang the bell to let me know Chief’s sandwich was ready. The Maple Gap looked mighty good. The pepper relish dripped off one corner, a pretty red against the turkey and ham piled high.


    “You’ll be breathing fire with all that,” I cautioned as I slid the plate in front of Chief Conrad.


    His eyes were already glued to the platter. “I love hot food. Regina’s always mixing up salsa, trying to get just the right amount of heat.”


    “How’s she doing? I haven’t seen her in a while.” Regina Rogane-Conrad, newly married, or at least the most newly married woman we had in Maple Gap, ran Wig-Out, the hair salon. “She heard any good gossip?”


    “Things have quieted some since Eugene announced his plans on the landfill. Shame. That’s good ground out there.”


    It truly was good ground and right beside the school, making me wish they could hang on to the property, but money was tight.


    Chief munched the huge bite he’d taken. “Besides, I don’t put much into all those ladies chatting around, Regina’ll tell you that.”


    I had to snicker. “Do you good to be listening. No one knows people like women know people.”


    “Meaning men aren’t as tuned in?”


    “You’re tracking with me. Gossip might be wrong, but there is usually some level of truth mixed in, or mixed up, depending on how you look at it. If you can figure out the personality of the person spilling the gossip, then you’ll know how much is truth and how much is made up.”


    Chief picked up his sandwich for another bit. “I’m listening.”


    “If you’ve got someone who has low self-esteem, like my Lela had for a while there in her teen years, then you can guarantee whatever gossip they drop is going to be riddled with a little spice because they want people to think they know more than they truly do.”


    “To make themselves feel important.”


    “Regina, now, she’s a lot like my Shayna, got herself a good head. Not low in the self-esteem department. Shayna says things straight out. Never had time for anyone who didn’t tell the truth. Regina’s like that, and having listened to women’s lips all these years, she’ll be your inside track to what is more truth and what’s fairytale.”


    Chief cocked his head sideways. “You not only majored in police science, but you’re getting your degree in basic humanity.”


    “Honey, I’ve got my doctorate in that. If anything’s taught me to tune in to people, it’s those seven babies of Hardy’s and mine.”


    Chief took a swig of coffee, dabbed his mouth, and narrowed his eyes. “So this little speech, LaTisha. Is there something you’ve caught wind of that you’re trying to figure out? Or is this type of information just free to the poor, uninformed male masses?”


    “Free information.”


    When he took a bite of his sandwich, I decided to make my escape to the kitchen before he dug too deep and I buried myself. On my return trip from the dining room to deliver some plates, Chief snagged me into another conversation.


    “You know, LaTisha, with all those new people in town, it’s not so strange that William saw someone he didn’t recognize. Right?”


    Chief was messing with me. His slow words and that final question bled me dry of courage. I struggled not to blurt out everything I knew and grovel at his feet for forgiveness, which is not like me. I don’t grovel. Ever. Too hard on the knees. But my too-quick promise to William, and the haunting idea that Mayor Taser’s death could well be on my head, had me spinning some big circles. “You finish up that sandwich and get. Go find yourself a criminal to lock up.”


    Chief lifted his sandwich in salute and made short work of the last bite. I watched him chew. Swallow. “You going to join the force?”


    That was a good one. “When the department starts getting some decent money. If I joined, it would short change Mac and Nelson. I don’t think you can afford to do that even if Nelson’s gone part time.”


    “We’ve talked about moving to the attorney’s office and letting them have our side.”


    The attorney’s offices shared the same two-story brick building as the police station, but the police station took up two-thirds, the rest being the attorney’s side. “Harvey does a lot of work in Denver, he can probably afford the bigger side.”


    “Order up!” Hardy barked behind me.


    And with that, I snapped back to the job of delivering orders. I slipped plates onto my tray, eyeing the quality of the food, satisfied at what I was seeing.


    Chief got up and slipped some money under the rim of his plate. He caught me looking, with a definite twinkle in his eyes. “I’ll be sure to keep look out for any unsavory strangers in town.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Six


    When William showed up and took over, I made a quick exit, dragging Hardy down Gold Street toward Dr. Cryer’s office. It was like pulling a recalcitrant mule. Sasha smiled at us through the window of her boutique as she dressed her mannequin in another one of her creations.


    “Pick up your feet.”


    Hardy’s eyes rolled around in his head like he’d drop over. I kept tugging anyhow. We’d crossed the street and were closing in on the school when I’d had enough.


    “You best get those feet stepping real quick-like, Hardy Barnhart.”


    “I want to keep my tooth.”


    “We’ll stuff and mount it for you. Now get on with you before I pick you up and carry you down this here street for all to see.” Not hard, since I outweighed him, even after twenty-five pounds.


    “Just because you got your degree in police science doesn’t mean you have a right to abuse citizens. I’m not disturbing the peace.”


    “You’re disturbing my peace.” I exhaled, long and hard, and gave a pull. Hardy came rocketing toward me. In a fast movement, I crouched and locked my arms around his knees and that’s when it happened. My pantyhose ripped out. I felt the give from one cheek to another, and I’m not talking eyeballs, nose, mouth, cheeks. I straightened real fast. Hardy stared up at me, eyebrows hiked high.


    “Don’t think those hose got the memo on the twenty-five pounds.”


    “You hush up! If it wasn’t for your foolery it wouldn’t have happened.”


    “What made you think you can still pick me up?” His chest swelled out as if that would make anyone think he was more than the hundred thirty pounds he was.


    “I might be old, but I can still haul your carcass around this town.”


    He crossed his arms over his chest, a spark in his eyes.


    “You want to have it out right here?”


    Then we heard it. The giggles. Mrs. Freeburn and her little group of children were lined up to get on the bus, watching us with wide-eyed amusement.


    “You and Hardy having a good day, Mrs B.?” Chris Freeburn, first grade teacher, grinned, her hand turning little heads away from us and directing them toward the doors of the waiting bus.


    “Mighty hot out here,” I fanned with my free hand, pasting on a nice smile, my voice dripping brown sugar. “You and the children off on a field trip?”


    I heard the clack of a window slide down and a little face poked out a rear bus window. “Hiya, Mrs. B.”


    “Well hello there.” I forced a laugh. “Mr. Barnhart’s taking a field trip to the dentist.”


    The little nose scrunched up. “I don’t like the dentist either.” Clack-clack-clack, the window hacked upward.


     Mrs. Freeburn smiled and gave a wave through the emergency door window.


    “Wish I could go on that field trip.” Hardy said as the bus pulled away and we resumed our walk. “Those children probably think we’re crazy, all voices raised and you stooping down like that before your hose gave way. Like some weird geriatric shuffle dance craze.”


    “And who started this Mr. I’m-Gonna-Drag-My-Toes?”


    “Just don’t want to go.”


    “Should have thought of that before now. You’ll be asleep for the whole thing.”


    “That’s not what bothers me. It’s the waking up and the pain afterward.”


    For that, I could sympathize. Still, did he have to behave worse than a rebellious teenager? We walked in silence for a while. Hardy’s hand brushed mine, his fingers searching for my mine. “’Tish, I’ve been thinking …”


    I frowned, not quite ready to enter the forgiveness zone. “That’s a good sign.”


    “Do you realize our fortieth anniversary is around the corner?”


    “If I don’t get some divorce papers cranking first.”


    I lumbered up the steps of Dr. Cryer’s office and yanked the door open for Hardy, moving aside so he could enter first. “Take a deep breath. Doesn’t it just make you feel all warm inside to inhale that smell?”


    Hardy made a face. “You get those papers together and I’ll sign them first.” He went straight for the armchair, a stack of hunting and fishing magazines beside it. I went to the reception window. Molly, the receptionist, wasn’t in, so I jotted down Hardy’s name and sank down in the loveseat adjacent to his chair.


    “Now what’s this talk about our fortieth?”


    Hardy’d picked up a magazine with a picture of a huge deer on the front. I knew he was about as interested in hunting as he was in hearing the details of his grandbaby’s birth via C-section.


    “We should do something special.”


    “That we made it this far is special enough for me.”


    “I want to go somewhere.” He flipped a page in the magazine. He held up a picture of thick woods with mountains in the background and a deer in the foreground. “Do something we’ve never done before.”


    “You’ve never hunted deer before.”


    “I hunted you.” His eyes warmed as he met my gaze.


    “Got more than you bargained for.”


    “I got everything I needed.”


    I picked up the magazine and stared at the picture of those mountains. Maybe it would be nice to plan something big. Only: “How do you think this is going to happen with us needing to manage the Goose?”


    “Can’t William do it?”


    “By himself?” I shut the magazine and set it aside. No use dreaming. “He barely talks to us, let alone everyone that comes in to eat, and there’s no way he could handle serving and cooking.”


    Hardy frowned hard. “Maybe we could do a party.”


    “For ourselves?”


    The receptionist appeared in the doorway, a huge smile splitting her face. “Why, Hardy and LaTisha, it’s so good to see you both. Daddy so enjoyed that apple pie you sent over.”


    “He over his gout?”


    “Back on his mail route.”


    “When is he ever going to retire?”


    Molly’s smile went wide. “Funny, he wonders the same thing about you.”


    At the overripe age of forty-five, Molly still lived at home, in the same pink-and-white room she’d maintained since birth. She’d even commuted back and forth to Denver for the six months it took her to complete her training as a dental assistant. Molly was a good girl. The only thing I had against her was she was voting for Eugene Taser. Working as treasurer on his campaign. Must be the pink-and-white bedroom colors messing with her head.


    I hoofed to my feet and stared down at the top of Hardy’s head. He didn’t move a muscle. Probably praying for mercy. Or for God to strike him dead. I patted his head and pulled him to his feet. “You stop your worrying. I’ll be right there beside you the whole time.”


    Molly kept up her cheerful chatter. “Everything will be fine, Mr. Barnhart. You’ll be real happy with your new set of teeth. Why, you’ll look even more handsome than you do now.”


    That lit his fire. He sent me a sly glance and picked up his pace. “That’d be hard to do, but I’m guessing LaTisha can handle me looking even more handsome.”


    “That’s what you kept telling me. Seven babies together says a whole lot, but we’re not doing any Sara and Abraham.”


    Hardy obediently sat in the chair and Molly stuck that paper napkin chain around his neck and punched the rotating armrest into the down position. “Dr. Cryer will be in shortly. He was taking a call from a jeweler in Denver. The lady who wanted to buy the necklace from his mom wanted her own appraisal and cleaning done.”


    Alena Cryer’s diamond and sapphire necklace had been her pride and joy, though she never got to wear it much in Maple Gap. She’d been set to sell it, and even found a buyer, when her sudden death had delayed things.


    Molly set up Hardy’s last x-rays in the viewer and snapped on the light. “I know Dr. Cryer hates to part with it now that his mom’s gone. It’s been in the family for three generations.”


    “She did look mighty funny with that thing around her neck at the county fair, and her decked out in overalls.”


    Molly held up a finger. “Before I forget, Daddy wanted me to ask you if he could buy a few pints of your pepper relish. He’s developed a real taste for it.”


    “I could show you how to make it.”


    Molly shook her head. “No time. You should stock some in the Goose. It would be a big seller.”


    We were discussing price when Dr. Cryer arrived. I knew right off something was weighing in his mind. His usual jovial greeting never found lift-off. As a matter of fact, it didn’t make it to the launching pad. Instead he stood inside the doorway seeming rather distracted. I guessed his phone call hadn’t gone well, or maybe he had indigestion.


    Molly handed over a pair of gloves and blurted out, “Was the appraisal not what you’d hoped?”


    He blinked at her voice. His unfocused stare went straight to Hardy, then me. Without a response, he moved to the chair and started laying it back. When he had Hardy situated to his liking, he finally cracked a smile. “Nervous, Hardy? I’m sorry for my quiet, I’ve had quite a shock. The lady buying Mom’s necklace says her jeweler is telling her it’s a fake.”


    “A fake!” Molly gasped.


    I digested that news for a minute. “Let Aidan have a look at it.” Aidan Abbett was Maple Gap’s newest business owner, only five months into his new building in the strip mall that used to house an antique store and a music shop.


    “Aidan was the first person to appraise it for Mom. She’d already made arrangements with this woman to purchase it before she died.”


    I sat in the chair in the corner. “And this Denver guy is telling you it’s a fake?”


    Dr. Cryer tied a mask around his mouth. “‘A very clever fake,’ were his exact words.”


    “Trot it on over to Aidan and hold his feet to the fire. Could be that fancy jeweler in Denver made a copy and is pocketing a tidy little profit. He just might be in on something with the lady who is purchasing the thing.”


    “Having the piece appraised in Denver was what the buyer wished.” Dr. Cryer snapped on one of the gloves, working the material down his fingers and over his hand. “It seemed only fair, so Mother agreed.”


    “Who was the last to appraise it before Aidan?”


    “In Denver, about three years ago. Mom got it in her head to travel the world and almost sold the necklace to do it, but I talked her out of it. Open up, Hardy.”


    It was real enough then, why not now? “Did she ever wear it anywhere other than the county fair that one time?”


    “You can close now, Hardy.” Dr. Cryer sat up straight and nodded to Molly, who slipped out of the room. “Actually, she wore it to the county fair the year before she got it appraised because I told her it wasn’t a good idea to flaunt such a thing, especially with its age; the clasp could have broken at any point. After that Mom stored it in my safe here at the office.”


    Molly returned with a covered tray, set it down, then put the mask on Hardy’s face for the laughing gas. It’s a good thing too, because Hardy’s eyes were so bugged, I thought he was going to have a heart attack. I scooted my chair closer and held his hand.


    I knew that Dr. Cryer had had it on his mother during the funeral, not that the purchaser would ever know that, but then neither did Dr. Cryer have any way of knowing his mother would die so suddenly, and it had only seemed right for her to wear her prized possession at the viewing.


    Molly moved to the other side of Dr. Cryer. She pulled the tissue off the tray of tools, apparently satisfied that Hardy, in his current state of nearly nighty-night, wouldn’t panic at the sight. The rigor mortis-tight pressure on my hand had gone limp as a one-legged pirate.


    I decided it was time to retreat when Dr. Cryer began probing Hardy’s mouth. I snuck out the door and back to the shabby armchair in the waiting room.


    Three magazines later, I realized just how late it was getting and how much William would be stretched. No help for it, I was going to have to leave Hardy to the happy gases and scoot back to the Goose. I’d bake him a pie and he’d be forgiving real quick-like. I scratched a note for Molly letting her know to call me on my cell phone when Hardy was done. I headed back to the restaurant. In spite of a few dark clouds on the edges, sunshine spilled on my shoulders and I inhaled the sweet peace of my small town. The laughter of the young children from the playground put a smile on my face. A feisty seven-year-old in my Sunday school class came running when she spotted me.


    “Mrs. Barnhart! Can I have a chocolate cake?”


    I ground to a halt outside the fence “Sure you can, honey. I’ll bring it with me Sunday.”


    “Do I have to share?”


    I leaned in close to the wire mesh separating us like I was going to whisper a secret. She giggled. “I’ll let you have the whole thing this time, but your momma might make you share with your brother.”


    This put a pout on her lips. “Luke’ll eat it all!”


    Mrs. Holbraker, her teacher, spotted us. “Lindsey, it’s time to go in.”


    “Aw.”


    I chuckled at her reluctance and waved at Mrs. Holbraker. When I glanced up Spender Avenue—the base of the T onto Main Street—I couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointment when I saw the new strip mall and Aidan’s jewelry store. It pulled a sigh from me. With a murder having occurred in the old building, maybe it was better for us to have a shiny new building like this one. At least it didn’t dredge up the ghosts of homicide.


    


    


    


    Chapter Seven


    William hadn’t wasted time while the restaurant was closed. Like the good employee and cook he was, he had the spaghetti and meatballs simmering for the lunch crowd. Even the French onion and chicken noodle soups were ready and piping on the back burners.


    “Careful with that French onion,” I told him first thing. “You know how it can get bitter if it’s left too long.”


    I immediately set to work shredding lettuce for sandwiches and frying up some turkey bacon for the Maple Gap club and the BLT. While I waited for the bacon to go golden, I plea-bargained with William.


    “You know, William, if something happens to the mayor, you’re going to feel real bad. If I go to the chief, he might be able to offer Eugene some protection.”


    William heaved a sigh. Worry lines edged his gray eyes, and I could see the veil of strain descend on him and I couldn’t help but wonder at his sudden appearance in Maple Gap after all the years of reclusiveness.


    His mother had been kind and shy. Stories had swirled for years among some of the older folk about William. He’d gone to school one town over. Dr. Cryer had known his family, though he’d never worked on their teeth, since William’s family was too poor. It had occurred to me that William could be doing all this for attention, but he’d been alone so many years, a recluse, I didn’t see him having a sudden need to be noticed.


    Some said it was the fever that twisted his mind and took his speech, others had suggested his father’s reputation as a strict disciplinarian had gotten out of control. Apparently drunken rages were not uncommon. Still others said his mother was mental, keeping him locked in his room for hours on end while she cavorted with men.


    Such a wide variety of stories didn’t give my mind any rest. First thing I needed to do was discover William’s background for myself. And I preferred the story from his own mouth.


    I removed the bacon to drain on some paper towels. William worked some dough with his hands; there were chunks of what looked like green and red peppers and onions in the dough that he kept having to press back in as he kneaded. Only it wasn’t any kneading like I’d ever seen. It was more like he was stretching the dough and folding it. Then he flipped it over and tucked it in to one of those baskets, covering it with a blanky. Okay, a kitchen towel, but it was just so funny to see the way he snugged that dough in under that towel.


    “You going to sing it a lullabye?”


    Faint humor flashed across his expression, then dissolved into an etched worry line between his brows.


    “It’s time to trust someone,” I began, keeping my voice soft. “You need to be telling me why you’re so ready to let everyone think you’re deaf.” I spread my arms to indicate the empty kitchen. “The doors are locked and no one is in here but you and me.”


    William’s shoulders sagged. He reached a hand up to lower the blind on the lone window in the kitchen and hauled himself up on a stool at the worktable. I shoved the onions his way and watched as his knife made quick work dicing.


    “Heard a lot of stories about how you got to be so you couldn’t talk.”


    His lips curved up into almost a smile. “They weren’t true.” He swallowed hard and licked his lips. I went out to the drink dispenser and got him a glass of water. If the water would loosen his tongue and keep him going, then I’d fetch him a gallon if I needed to.


    He took a long swallow of the water. “It became habit not to talk. Kids made fun of me for everything in school. My clothes, my hair, that I was poor. Teachers too. They wanted me to be still. To pay attention.” He stretched his back and resumed chopping. “I asked my mom why no one liked me. What was wrong with me.” He shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but I knew that kind of hurt cut deep.


    “Then I started painting,” he continued. “My mom encouraged me to pour my heart into it. So I did. I got real good, but she always told me never to show my work to my father.”


    “Rumor is your father drank,” I spoke gently, finishing off a tomato and starting on another.


    “I don’t know. He didn’t come home much.” William’s knife stopped its up-and-down movement and he scraped the chopped onions into a bowl I shoved his direction. He didn’t seem anxious to continue. I decided to give him a rest from the subject.


    “What are you going to do next with that bread?”


    His hands stilled and his clouded expression lifted. “I’m developing the gluten. It helps the bread develop a chewy texture when it’s baked, and keeps the gases that develop during fermentation in the dough.”


    My eyes must have crossed. “Are you speaking English, because you lost me after gluten.”


    William laughed, a hearty, rich laugh straight from his stomach, up through his chest, and out on a resonant bass note that pleased me to hear. “You have a nice laugh, William.”


    His chin sank into his chest, all laughter gone. Time to revert back to our regularly scheduled program. “Tell me more about your father. Did he ever see your art?”


    William resumed chopping the onions, his answer slow in coming. I gave him time, knowing whatever it was, it must have been bad because the worry line was cutting deep. “Yeah. He came home one day. I’d left a couple of my latest pictures on the kitchen table. One was of my mother. Just a pencil drawing.” He put down the knife and did a sort of giggle as he picked up the water and drained the contents. “When he saw it, he exploded. Called me … names. Hit me. I don’t remember much.”


    I felt his father’s rejection hard, like someone had turned me inside out. My babies knew love, but times like this reminded me there was another side of the coin and not all children got the love they deserve.


    He finished the onion and used the knife to shove the bits into the container. “Decided that night that I didn’t need anyone. I’d take care of my mother and we’d be okay. Even though my father had destroyed most of my work, I recreated it over the next few weeks and it did sell. Real well. But she died three years back and I started baking bread and teaching myself to cook.”


    “I’m sorry about your mama.”


    “It got real lonely, Mrs. Barnhart.”


    I set to work slicing a green pepper into strips, using the back of my hand to scratch the side of my face. “You’re a grown man now and there’s a whole world of people who won’t reject you or make fun of you.”


    “But I shake.”


    Shake? At first I didn’t understand, then I saw his knee bouncing and recalled the constant symphony of tics and movements when Hardy and I were with him. “A lot of people have a hard time sitting still. Have you ever thought to ask a doctor his opinion?”


    “They never knew what was wrong with me when my mother took me.”


    “That was years ago; they might be able to figure it out now.” I transferred my sliced pepper to a small plate and pulled over a head of romaine. “Not everyone is mean, William. Kids can be like that, and I’m sorry you had to endure it.”


    “Yours weren’t.”


    I had to stuff down my pleasure at the compliment. “You remember that visit?”


    William ran his hands down his legs and nodded. “When I saw your advertisement for kitchen help, I remembered you.”


    “That was a long time ago. Your mother was sick.”


    A little smile leaked from William. “You seemed like a beautiful angel to me, and your children were so funny. They didn’t tease me at all, but told me how they planned to dump the cake you had them carry—”


    “What!” I let out a snort of exasperation and shook my head. “I was just thinking on that little incident and suspecting they’d plotted something between them.” I hooked a stool with my foot and dragged it closer, feeling the need to get off my feet as I continued ripping salad greens. “I’m guessing I’ll fix their hides by banning them from dessert next holiday.”


    William smiled with his eyes. “I think that visit was the only time I didn’t feel all alone. I mean, I had my mom, but no one else.”


    He checked the clock on the wall and got up to give the soups a stir and check his bread. I finished off one head of romaine and started trimming the stems on baby spinach.


    He returned to the stool, eyes sincere. “It was thinking of you, Mrs. Barnhart. I knew you were the kind of person I wanted to work for.”


    “If anyone doesn’t treat you right. Let me take care of them.”


    A short laugh burst from him.


    “Ring those.” I pointed at the next onion in line. “We need them for the sandwiches and salads.” His knife sliced downward through the round onion, making a perfect rings.


    “Don’t be forgetting about this whole thing you’ve overheard. It could be serious, and I don’t think neither of us want blood on our hands.”


    For a minute he was silent, then: “I think we should say something.”


    From long experience dealing with headstrong teenagers, I’d braced myself for a lecture to convince him of seeing my point of view, but William was neither a teenager, nor apparently headstrong. “Here I was heating up for a debate session and you agree all quick-like. I’m almost disappointed.”


    William got up. “Who’s the doctor in town?”


    “We’ve got two, they alternate between a practice here and one town over. Dr. Alex Icon and Dr. Troy Gordon. Take your pick. Both can help you, William.”


    A stiff nod was his only response. He stirred the simmering spaghetti sauce. I figured he was done talking and would return to silent mode. Finishing off one last pepper, I lumbered to my feet feeling not an ounce lighter than I had a month ago and opened the refrigerator for a salad. Chicken salad. Grilled white breast meat over all those veggies and a crisp mix of arugula, spinach, and romaine. When William turned from the stove, I held one up and raised my brows in question. He shook his head and got down a plate, dishing up some spaghetti for himself.


    Even with the creamy herb dressing I so loved, the salad didn’t satisfy my taste buds. A dangerous place for me because I knew if the food I was eating failed to satisfy, I’d start looking for something that would, which generally meant I’d choose things not good for me.


    William slurped a noodle into his mouth. Reminded me of the time Tyrone proudly sucked a noodle through his nose until it came out his mouth. A cooked noodle, of course. He walked around the house like that grossing out both Shayna and Lela. When Tyrone headed to the front door to wow the neighborhood with his feat, I stopped him.


    “But, Momma,” he protested, talking all funny-like. “The talent show is coming up at school.”


    “You’re not snorting a noodle for the talent show.”


    He shot me a look of teenage contempt. So I shot back. Hunkering down on his level, I pushed my face next to his. “How about I heat you up then you can go out on stage and try to put the fire out?”


    William worked on spinning the noodles around the fork and feeding his face, as I shared the whole noodle story with him. He didn’t say another word, but his eyes sure sparkled. Somehow, deep down, I felt like we’d made a positive step.


    I stabbed another forkful of spinach and chicken. I chewed hard, pushing against the thought of tangy spaghetti sauce and tender meatballs. It got to be too much. I shoved back my salad and pushed to my feet. I took a very small portion of noodles and smothered it with a ladle of sauce and meatballs. William raised his eyebrows at me. I lowered mine at him. He got the message and showed some spirit by bowing his head over his plate and sucking another noodle in lightning fast.


    We ate in silence until William tapped his watch. Time to open up again. I nodded and he hustled out to unlock the front door. He’d just returned to clear his plate when the bell let out a blast of electronic cheer. For just a second, my mind tripped back in time to Hardy slamming the door in Marion’s antique shop the day we found her body behind the counter. As annoying as that bell had been, it sure beat the electronic screech.


    Regina Rogane-Conrad slipped up to the podium, her smile set in stone. “I’m starved. Chad’s meeting me here in twenty minutes.”


    She looked good. Marriage had taken the shadows from Regina’s eyes that’d been there from the first day her momma took sick, only to deepen when momma had to be moved to a nursing facility, where she’d eventually died.


    I pulled out a couple of menus. “When you going to give us some little chiefs? Our police force is lacking numbers, you know.”


    Regina winked at me. “I’d have to close the shop. Where would you get your hair done?”


    I motioned her to follow me to a table for two in the corner. “Now who do you think did it all those years before I ever set foot in Wig-Out?”


    She shot me a bright smile. “Hardy.”


    “Oh, aren’t you full of sass this afternoon.”


    Regina craned her neck toward the kitchen. “Where is your better half?”


    “I know you’re not talking about Hardy. He’s not even big enough to be half of me.”


    “You’re looking great, by the way.” She scanned down the menu and set it aside. “I don’t know why I bother, I’ll have one of your salads and—” She sniffed. “Is that spaghetti I smell?”


    I beamed a smile down on her. “One plate of the lunch special. You let me know if it tastes as good as when I make it. William’s using my recipe, but he might not be doing the pinches here and there of this and that.”


    “So you want me to be an in-house critic?” She handed over the menu.


    “Something like that.”


    Regina spun her wedding ring around on her finger, a worry crease forming between her brows. I almost set my feet to walking away, but hesitated. “You want that salad while you wait, or do you want to chew on what’s worrying you? You keep spinning that ring and you might lose it.”


    “I need to take it by the jewelers to have it resized.” Her lips formed a stiff little smile. “There is something you might be able to help me with.”


    “Spill it out for me, honey. If I can help, you know I will.”


    Regina stared at her ring, twisting and twisting it. “I don’t know. Well, I mean, I know, but I’m not sure what to do or if there’s anything we can do.”


    I perched on the edge of the chair across from her. “Tell me about it.”


    Regina released a sigh. “Betsy Taser came to the shop this morning. She was her usual self.”


    “I’m sure all that community service has brought out her charming, thoughtful personality.”


    Regina laughed. “Sure. All that and more. But she mentioned the Buchanans.”


    My ears perked up hard. Elizabeth and George Buchanan’s little girl had died after a long fight with cancer. Sara Buchanan was dear to my heart and had been a great fan of my cooking. I still ached with the loss of her. “How you meaning?”


    “She got real chatty, talking about health care and hospital bills and how most health plans don’t cover everything. It got me to thinking.” She unrolled the silverware from her napkin and set the fork on the left and the knife and spoon on the right. “What if they’re struggling under bills. It just seems like we should do something, maybe something in Sara’s honor, but I know everyone would be suspicious of me collecting funds after the campaign scandal.”


    I reached to pat Regina’s hand. “That’s nonsense and you know it. This town isn’t like that at all. Besides, if the town holds a grudge, it should be against Betsy Taser for blackmailing you. Eugene doesn’t seem to think the town will hold it against her, else he wouldn’t be running for another term as mayor.”


    She gave a reluctant little nod.


    I patted her hand. “Let me think on it a spell. I’ve had the idea to sell my pepper relish to raise funds for the school, maybe I can figure a way to expand on that somehow. George and Elizabeth are good people and you’re a good heart to be wanting to help.”


    “I’ve had a prime example all these years,” she smiled into my eyes.


    “Trying to sweet talk a free meal out of me?”


    “Sure, whatever helps.”


    “You want a drink to wash that salad down?”


    “Sweet tea.”


    “Coming right up.” I marked the order on my pad as the bell on the door rattled. Lester Riley made his grand appearance in grungy overalls and boots, with a fresh cake of manure still on the heel. I held up my hand before he took two steps inside the door.


    “You leave those feet outside unless you want to mop my floor.”


    Lester’s eyes twinkled. “You need yourself a good boot scrape.”


    I nodded. “Got me one. Outside this here door. You scrape those boots right off your feet and come on in. I’ll fill you up with enough spaghetti to warm your toes right up.”


    Lester’s face brightened. “Spaghetti!” He backed out the door, almost running over Carl Baereum and Chief Conrad. “Out of my way boys, LaTisha’s got something against good, moist earth stuck to the bottom of my work boots.”


    I nodded a greeting at Chief as he held the door for Lester’s exit.


    “Don’t have a thing against good dirt, Lester Riley. You wanting to drag it through my restaurant is what gets me riled.”


    Chief slid into a chair across from his wife, but not before laying one on her cheek. Just the way he ogled her you could tell his brain cells were depleting real quick, and when he covered her hand with his own, I figured I’d better get myself over there fast before they fell into each other. Still, it did my heart good to see love on display in all its finery.


    “Afternoon, Chief.”


    He tore his eyeballs away from Regina. “I haven’t even had a chance to look at the menu.”


    “No need. Take a deep breath.”


    He did. “Ah.”


    “One plate of spaghetti and meatballs and a glass of sweet tea.”


    Chief gave the briefest of nods and returned his attention to Regina. I hid a satisfied smile. Hardy and I had done our best to get the two together and it made me feel sunshine in my soul to see them so happy.


    Lester Riley slipped back inside in his socks, one toe hanging out of a hole. He had the good grace to look ashamed. “Guess I need some new ones. Hate to throw away a pair of warm socks just because of a hole.”


    “Looks like if you cut your toenails you might not get so many holes. You want the counter or a table?”


    “Counter, that way me and Hardy can chew the fat.” He aimed his rear toward the stool, his eyes scanning the area. “Where is the old boy?”


    “Getting teeth.”


    Lester’s eyes lit. “Ah. Fake ones are never the same as real.”


    “I’m guessin’ some are better than none. You ready for your speech Thursday morning?”


    He hiked himself up on the stool and leaned his elbows on the counter. “Got me some good ideas, but I’m not much with words. Say …”


    I set down a coffee mug in front of him, figuring I knew where he was leading. “You want Lisa’s Winter Wonderland or Highlander Grogg?”


    “I’ll try the grogg. Just give me an eyepatch and a peg-leg. Argh!”


    I stared hard at that boy. “You sound like a heaving dog.” The brew sent up a wonderful cloud of scented steam as I poured. Loved the smell, hated the taste.


    “You want to write my speech for me, LaTisha? You’ve always got such a way with words.”


    “Just say it plain, Lester. Flowery speeches aren’t going to win voters. Tell us what you want to accomplish and outline how you plan on accomplishing those things. Leave the big words and double-talk to Eugene. And if you can think up a good way for the school to buy up that property, that’d be a feather in your cap.”


    Lester sipped his coffee and waved away the menu I offered. “No more politics. Bring on those meatballs you were talking about.”


    “Smart man.”


    “I like to get mine while they’re piping hot and fresh,” Lester swiped a hand across his mouth. “And as soon as word gets out you’ve got spaghetti and meatballs, you’ll have yourself a regular stampede.”


    Another jingle and a stream of townsfolk came in. Carl Baereum and Flossie Monroe squeezed through the door at the same time, got stuck, retreated, and tried again, this time with Carl allowing her to precede him. Flossie seemed on edge, eyes darting about, lips a firm line. Carl got stuck holding the door for Betsy Taser as she herded a rather grim Eugene. Pardon. Mayor Taser. Carl, resigned to holding the door for the group, came in last, scowling at Eugene’s back. I’m guessin’ their feud was still on and wondered what, exactly, had fueled the feud.


    “Hello, LaTisha,” Betsy purred.


    I laid a jaundiced eye on her. “Good afternoon, Betsy, honey.” She hated when I called her honey. Knowing Betsy’s airs, I could already feel myself heating toward critical.


    I grabbed up two lunch menus and wondered if the disappearance of the normal mournful expression on Carl’s face as he chatted with Flossie meant something I needed to be knowing about. They were together more now that Flossie had taken up a part-time job at Carl’s funeral home, which was a mighty strange arrangement for a divorced couple, if you ask me. I couldn’t imagine what Flossie did there. Couldn’t imagine what she did working part-time for Betsy’s real-estate venture, for that matter. Wasn’t like Maple Gap had a big roll-over of houses for sale. At any rate, Flossie’d never seemed interested in Carl’s work when they were married, not that I blame her. Made chills roll along my arms just thinking on her job description.


    “Two tables for two each?” I asked, oh, so sweetly.


    “My wife and I, and Flossie is joining us for lunch. Carl’s on his own,” Mayor Taser corrected


    Carl nodded, not once turning his head the mayor’s direction.


    “We’d like a table by the window,” Betsy said. No. She told me.


    Now, last I checked, I owned this restaurant. I started toward the only empty window table and saw a few miniscule crumbs scattered along the surface. I eyed a table in the middle of the room and laid the menus down on the surface. “We’ll get someone to clean up the window table. It’s a might messy.”


    “Don’t you have help?” Betsy asked as she sunk onto her chair, her nose scrunched in distaste.


    “Sure do, honey. Special today is spaghetti and meatballs. Soup is French onion.”


    Betsy leaned toward Flossie who, interestingly enough, sat between Eugene and Betsy. “LaTisha’s salads are divine.”


    I can tell you that felt mighty good. Until I picked up on the next sentence.


    “’Course, you know she was so big she had to lose weight. I’m guessing all she eats is salads.”


    Hardy would have been proud of me, because I smiled so sweetly at Betsy. Near killed me. Moses took up the serpent. I was wanting to take me up a serpent of my own. I prayed more diligently in that minute than I had at every Wednesday night prayer meeting in a year.


    I retraced my steps, snatched up a rag, and got Carl to follow me, settling him at the window seat Betsy had coveted. With a couple swipes of my rag the table was good to go. Carl didn’t notice the daggers shot our way as he took his seat. He accepted the menu and flicked it open.


    “What would you like to drink?”


    “Water sounds good.”


    I made good and sure to make eye contact with Betsy as I passed, sending her my best display of grillwork.


    The crowd descended heavy after that. I hustled hard to get everyone drinks and even went in the kitchen to help William rustle up a grilled chicken club for the mayor while he worked on dishing up four plates of the special, two for Regina and Chad, one for Carl, one for Lester.


    I had delivered the first two piping hot plates to Regina and Chad and waited for the other two plates of spaghetti to appear in the pass-thru. What was taking William so long? I hunkered down to get a gander at what he was up to. He was hunched over the oven pulling out golden loaves of his bread. When he saw me, he pointed to the bread and held up a finger to indicate the bread needed to cool. I nodded and raised my nose to catch the scent of William’s creations while he finished the plates of spaghetti and pushed them through to me.


    When I came back from delivering the spaghetti dishes, loaves of William’s bread, sliced and ready, sat under the heat lamps. He must have caught me looking, because he grabbed my attention and slid a plate with a single piece in my direction. William’s bread had chunks of diced green and red peppers with onions; it was egg-washed and sprinkled with fennel seeds. And it was delicious. Especially because it was made with whole-wheat flour. Healthier. I put every ounce of approval into my smile.


    William seemed pleased with himself as he caught up the order slip and ladled up the French onion soup. He made quick work of slicing the rest of the bread and tucking it into a cloth napkin in a basket for delivery to those who’d ordered salads.


    That’s when his attention shifted beyond me. His expression melted, the smile smearing into a hard frown. It came to me in the time it took me to turn around, that William must be seeing the man he’d overheard calling the hit on the mayor. Why else such a dramatic change in his demeanor. Lester Riley blurted out a greeting to the man right about the time I laid eyes on my newest patron.


    


    


    


    Chapter Eight


    “Aidan! Been looking at that bracelet for my Mary. When you going to have a sale?”


    My thoughts came crashing together in a riptide. I observed the dark-haired, dark-eyed, golden-tanned newbie of Maple Gap and realized I’d been right on in my thoughts at Dr. Cryer’s office. This is who William had tried so hard to describe.


    I waited for Aidan to pull a gun or jump over the counter and push me to the floor as he made a wild run to the kitchen and William. Not that that was going to happen or anything. Shoving me out of the way was going to be like pushing a parked eighteen-wheeler. And guns didn’t scare me. One shot. Bang. I’m in heaven. Hello, Moses, Noah, and Jesus. Let’s talk shop.


    Or … I sucked in a breath as my eyes landed on Mayor Taser’s unsuspecting back.


    My eyes slapped back to Aidan. He didn’t pull out anything. He nodded at me, his dark eyes solemn. “Well, Mr. Lester, not anytime soon.”


    “At least someone waits patiently to be seated,” I said, giving Lester a glare. “More than I can say for most.


    Tucking a menu in front of Aidan, Lester leaned in close to the man. “Can I talk you in to a discount then?”


    That’s when I remembered William and the folly of having seated Aidan at the bar, where he’d have a perfect view into the kitchen. I swung around and lowered my head to catch a glimpse of the cook, fully expecting him to be shaking in a corner of the kitchen. He was nowhere to be found. I’m guessing he scooted himself out the back door. I had to remain calm and level-headed. To think clearly.


    “… into salads, then she’s got some real good spaghetti. ’Course, you can order most anything and it’ll be the best you’ve ever ate.” Lester’s voice.


    I sucked in air and grabbed up a glass. “If you don’t get to be mayor, maybe I’ll hire you as a waiter.”


    “Aw, LaTisha, you know you could use the help, especially with William going out the back door like he did. He sick or something?”


    Thank you, Lester.


    I filled the glass with sweet tea, my eyes hard on Aidan. He stared at the menu. I could detect no hint of interest in the subject. But I’d read enough about professional killers to know they showed no emotion, which was the very reason my heart started slamming.


    I cracked my lips in a smile. “I’ll be right back, honey.” I’d gone exactly five steps when Lester hollered out.


    “You want me to take his order?”


    I made it to Chief’s table and slapped the glass down hard enough to get his attention, before yelling back my answer to Lester. “Sure.”


    Chief let go of Regina’s hand, his smile sagging a bit.


    “Tell William his bread is divine. Do you think he’d—”


    I rolled my eyes at Regina, then fastened on Chief. “Iced tea,” I said, slow, letting my tongue caress each letter. “It’s getting powerful hot in here. Powerful hot. Didn’t want you to die of thirst.”


    “Why, LaTisha,” Regina’s eyes darted between the chief and me. “It’s not that hot. Are you feeling badly?”


    Chief touched Regina’s hand. She went silent.


    He made no move and I could almost see him shift into alert mode, weighing my words, trying to make sense of things. I burned my eyes into the chief’s. “That sun can take a powerful hit on a strange man. Now, I’d better get back to Mr. Abbett at the counter.”


    Chief’s eyes narrowed and he gave an almost imperceptible nod. I knew I had to hurry or Aidan might get suspicious and start shooting. I felt a bull’s-eye growing on my back.


    It was just that moment I heard Eugene Taser behind me. “Betsy will take care of the bill, LaTisha. I’ve got to get back to work.”


    I kept my eyes hard on Aidan. His head turned in our direction ever-so-slightly, and I tensed, ready to spring on that boy and jam his arm behind his back, gun and all. But he didn’t move to do more than glance at the table Eugene had vacated, then bend his head to catch whatever blather was dropping from Lester’s lips. I stiff-legged myself back to the counter as the mayor, who had slipped back to his table, returned and passed behind Aidan.


    “What you wantin’, Aidan?” I huffed out fast-like, trying to distract him from the mayor’s exit.


    “Your hose too tight, LaTisha? You sure are breathing hard.” That from Lester. I shot some fire his way, but Lester happily ran his hand up and down the strap of his overalls, grinning wide, not the least bit intimidated. Maybe I wouldn’t vote for him after all.


    When Aidan twitched to the edge of his stool, I hauled myself up to climb over the counter to body-slam him. Only one problem. No, two. First off, this here body doesn’t have the thrust and lift-off it used to and, two, my waistband got stuck on the knob of the drawer that held utensils. The drawer I took with me, utensils spattering all around my feet, the drawer smacking against the back of my legs. Or leg, really. You see, what really put a cork in my intention to leap over the counter was my left leg. It got stuck. So there I stood, my left heel on the countertop while the rest of me was spewing utensils.


    Aidan’s eyes went round with wonder as he stared a hole through me. I thought I saw a glimmer of smile around his lips, but he turned and left. Lester leaned over the counter, surveying the length of my left leg, and braying like a donkey. I hoped he laughed his head off. Chief and Regina scrambled over my way.


    Regina began to help me edge my leg off the counter while Chief stared between me and a hysterical Lester.


    “Don’t you have some campaigning to do, Lester Riley?” Regina shot at the overwrought councilman. She managed to scrape my heel back enough to free my leg. Good thing, because muscles, ligaments, bone, and tendons were all screaming something fierce.


    “And don’t you have yourself someone to chase, Chad Conrad?” I suggested between the grinds of my teeth, as my leg throbbed like Poe’s tell-tale heart. He nodded, hiked up his belt, and held the door as Flossie beat it out the door. I wondered if she was in a hurry to keep from laughing or if she had other things on her mind. Betsy came to the counter, money in hand. She didn’t hold back at all. “Did you hurt yourself?”


    “Don’t worry your head about me, Betsy. You got enough problems to—”


    “I hope you have a good day,” Regina chirped as she passed Betsy her change. I didn’t know if she was trying to distract me or Betsy as she dropped the change into Betsy’s palm one penny at a time. But it worked. Betsy left without further verbal warfare.


    A few scattered chuckles rained down on me from Lester’s direction. I pressed my hands on the counter and got up close and personal with Lester. “If you don’t stop your laughing, Carl Baereum is going to have new reason to live up to his name.”


    Lester did his best to suck in his laughter and keep a straight face. “That was better than your testimony—”


    “Lester”—I speared him with my eyes—“It wouldn’t be good for a mayoral candidate to be seen sucking uncooked spaghetti noodles through his nose. You feeling me on that?”


    “Yes, ma’am!”


    “Then we’ll be having peace.”


    Lester bent his head to his plate, twirling some noodles around the tines of his fork and popping the bite into his mouth, though the twinkle in his eye was unmistakable.


    Regina stayed with me long enough to get the wave of people from the lunch rush under control. I was mighty anxious to know if Chief was making headway, but couldn’t leave to find out.


    Before she left, Regina had enlisted the help of Lester. I suggested he use the time to get to know the people better and get to glad-handing, which he did with great zeal. When things slowed down, I flipped the sign to Closed, got the food prepped for the evening, checked the chicken noodle soup, put the pork on to roast for the evening special, and left Lester chatting with the last two people in the restaurant.


    Outside of Your Goose Is Cooked, the silence of the town struck me hard in the face. Strange that. Sure, everyone had probably returned to work, but there were usually the sounds of the two buses, or children, or stray pedestrians. I hustled down the sidewalk heading toward the corner to cross over Spender Avenue, intending to check on Hardy first, but sixty feet down the walk, I saw the bumper of a police cruiser hanging out of the alley that separated the corner building, Carl’s funeral home, from the row that housed Wig-Out, Big Sky, the Distant Echo, and the Goose. Twenty-five feet into the alley, Chief Conrad stood beside his car, hands on his hips, following the path of his deputy, Mac Simpson, who was steaming my way and closing in fast.


    “Mrs. Barnhart,” he whispered at me, motioning me to meet him halfway. I came even with him ten feet into the alley, dread tightening my insides as he walked with me toward Chief Conrad.


    “What’s the fuss about?”


    “I’ll let Chief explain.”


    Chief was talking into his radio. He motioned to Mac, who obviously knew what he was to do because he turned and trotted back to the mouth of the alley. I waited for Chief to finish, dread churning my insides as I caught some of the conversation.


    “We’ve got a problem, LaTisha,” he finally put the radio down. “We found Aidan Abbett in the alley. I’m posting Mac as guard. Without getting too close, I want you to look over the scene.”


    “Aidan?” My mind reeled at the words Chief slung at me. My head filled with images of Marion Peters. “You mean, he’s dead?”


    “Shot.” Chief reached out, but I didn’t feel his hand make contact, just heard his voice. “LaTisha? LaTisha!”


    


    


    


    Chapter Nine


    “She’s coming around, Hardy.”


    I cracked an eye open in time to catch Hardy’s reply. “Never thought I’d see the day she took a horizontal dive.”


    Hardy was talking with his mouth full again. He did it to rankle me, knowing I’d told him a hundred times no one wanted to see ground up food in someone else’s mouth. Something gnawed at my brain. Something about the way Hardy was talking. It burst into focus. Ah, he didn’t have a mouth full at all. He had a mouth empty! But why was I on the ground?


    Hardy’s face filled my view. “Better you get on your feet, Carl’s measuring you up for a coffin.”


    He was definitely talking funny. That he could talk at all was a surprise. My head was cushioned in his lap and I was staring up at the sky. I tried to sit up, but Hardy stopped me. His eyes pierced me through. Despite all his fool talk, he was worried. About me.


    “What happened?” I croaked out.


    Chief Conrad knelt beside me. “I caught you before you hit the pavement. Hardy walked up soon afterward. Doctor Gordon is on his way.”


    “I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine.” To prove it, I pushed upward, allowing the chief and Hardy to help me to my feet, and brushed myself off. “How long was I out?”


    “About two minutes,” Chief answered. “Just enough time for Hardy to come speeding down the sidewalk when Mac motioned him to hurry.”


    I took in the scene all over again, aware of the fact that an officer was putting up the yellow tape to cordon off the area where Aidan lay, farther down in that alley and around the bend. Dead. Shot.


    I shuddered.


    Hardy pressed close to my side and I ran my hand over the top of his head; it felt a lot like fuzzy Velcro. “I’m okay,” I assured him. “But you, you need to get yourself home and lay down. I thought you were going to call me to pick you up.”


    “I did. Lester said you left ahead of him. When Lester said you weren’t there, Doc let me walk down here. Good thing too.” His woeful eyes went to the pavement. “Bad news is the surface is cracked where you hit it.”


    I shook my finger in his face so that he went cross-eyed to focus on it. “You better shut your trap, Hardy Barnhart. That crack was there before I went down.”


    Hardy pursed his lips and pretended to study the crack real hard. “Could be. It’s definitely a little wider though.”


    I wheeled Hardy around, aiming him in the direction of the restaurant. “You get yourself into Old Lou and lay yourself down.”


    “I don’t want to lay down. I just woke up!”


    “Then head over and check on things. Get Wil—” A shock jolted my heart into a gallop. “Where’s William?”


    Chief Conrad’s brow creased. “I haven’t seen him.” His eyes got squinty. “Why are you asking about him?”


    I didn’t want to think it. Not gentle William. But Chief had already caught on to something rolling in my head.


    “I think we need to talk, LaTisha.”


    “I’m out of here,” Hardy chirped.


    I scrubbed him down with my eyes. Just like this boy to take off when the heat starts to rise. “I got pork going in the slow cooker. Try not to burn down the Goose.” I pulled him close. “You feeling well enough to handle things?” I was tempted to tell him to close down the restaurant for the evening, but he looked perky in spite of the slight swelling around his mouth. I figured the drugs would wear off soon enough and then he’d be spiraling and looking for his bed, but if he could keep an eye on things at the Goose …


    Hardy grinned, flashing the temporary teeth Dr. Cryer had put in while his gums healed. No gold tooth. It just wasn’t the same, but I couldn’t fret myself over it now. I gave him a pat on the rump to send him on his way. He glanced at me over his shoulder and wagged his eyebrows. Pert little thing.


    Chief was scribbling on a stack of papers. My eyes trailed down the alley but I saw no sign of Aidan’s body. He must have gotten shot around the corner. I steeled my nerves and warmed to the task like a pot of water headed toward boil.


    “You tell me what you have,” Chief said.


    So I spilled the whole story, ending with William leaving the restaurant after laying eyes on Aidan.


    “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that you should have—”


    “Come directly to you. You think I don’t know that? You got to admit it’s a real twist to find Aidan is the one shot dead and not the mayor.”


    “My first guess lands on William. This doesn’t look good for him.”


    I was feeling him on that.


    “The fact he has kept his ability to hear and speak a secret seems suspect.”


    “There are rumors. And he’s got reasons.”


    “I’ve heard those rumors. Maybe you can convince him to talk to me. He’ll have to anyway.”


    “Tried to before this but he’s … shy that way.”


    Chief consulted his notepad. “There had to be a silencer on the gun, otherwise someone would have heard the shot. My guess is he’s been dead no longer than a half hour.” He motioned me to walk with him and I knew we were headed to the scene. “I’ll need to find William and ask some of the townspeople of their whereabouts.” He lowered his voice. “You’ll help, won’t you? I’ll hire you on as a consultant. No one can deny your knack with solving crimes, or your insight with people.”


    “You know I’ll help.” And as much as I hated thinking William had done the deed, I had to shuck all my emotional attachments and approach the case as a professional. “I’ll find William and the mayor.”


    “Even those who were inside the restaurant are suspect. I won’t know for sure how long Aidan’s been dead until after the coroner arrives, but people might be more willing to air their grievances toward him if they don’t know he’s dead.”


    “I’ll do what I can.”


    My thoughts tripped back to William. “I can tell you William was scared to death when he saw Aidan walk into the Goose. You really thinking he could have done something without planning it first?”


    Chief nodded. “Fear can drive a person to extremes. No one knows William very well, LaTisha.”


    We rounded the bend. I kept my eyes on Chief, steeling myself. “I’ll go out to his house. I’m thinking I’ll just close the restaurant up for the night. Hardy won’t be worth much, what with his teeth, and the pork will keep.”


    Chief’s face tightened. His eyes darted to something off to my right. “It’s not pretty. Take a deep breath and don’t go closer.”


    Every ounce of spit in my mouth had evaporated. “Not a problem with that.” I turned my head and absorbed the scene in slow stages, as I had done once before, months ago, over the body of Marion Peters and then again over Polly Dent. A wide pool of blood marked the spot below Aidan’s head. He lay on his stomach, face to the side. I pulled air into my lungs and exhaled real slow. “When will the state police show up?”


    “Within thirty minutes is my guess.”


    “Found anything?”


    “There’s a bullet lodged in the wall. It seems to line up with the projection of the exit wound. We’ll know more after the crime scene techs do their thing.”


    Another voice piped up from behind us. “LaTisha?”


    It was Mac Simpson.


    “Hardy came back for you. He needs the key to open up the Goose.”


    I eyeballed Chief Conrad and retraced my steps. “Maybe I will open up tonight. It’ll be a good time to do some questioning.”


    Chief motioned Mac closer and whispered something to him. Mac moved off toward the entrance to the alley. Chief jotted something down, then met my gaze head-on. “I know where you were, LaTisha, but as a matter of routine, I’ll have to look into Hardy’s whereabouts. I’ll head over to check in with Doctor Cryer and meet you at the Goose. Don’t go anywhere until I’ve cleared Hardy.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Ten


    Chief returned to the Goose within twenty minutes. I had hoped the tap on the alley door might be William with an explanation, but the chief’s presence on the steps deflated that hope. “Dr. Cryer vouches for you, Hardy,” he grinned. “He told me to warn you that when the medication wears off, you’ll be wishing you were home.”


    By this time I had the pork ready to go and was set to round up Hardy and head out. Hardy sat next to Chief at the prep counter. He’d been growing quieter, making me think his gums were feeling the bite of pain. His face was starting to swell too. All the more reason to get him horizontal. And quick.


    I cast a knowing eye over everything one last time and headed toward Hardy. I ran my hand over his head and gave his neck a little massage.


    “Feels good,” he arched his head forward, exposing the back of his neck and encouraging me to continue.


    “Now you don’t get yourself all relaxed in here. I need to get you home so I can head over to William’s.”


    Hardy cocked his head at me, eyes bleary. “I’ll go with you.”


    “You’d be snoring away in the car in no time.”


    “Might need me as protection,” he garbled. Words slower than normal. “Whoever done old Aidan in is on the loose.”


    “Don’t you think I can take care of myself?”


    Chief piped up. “I’ve got to get moving too. You two try to kiss and make up.”


    Hardy managed a grin. It was like looking at the face of a stranger with those swelling gums and temp teeth. “My favorite part.”


    I crossed my arms. “You pick arguments just so you can get to the making up part.”


    “My mama didn’t raise herself a dumb one.”


    Chief shook his head at that and slapped Hardy on the shoulder. “Keep her out of trouble.”


    Hm! “He’s nothing but trouble.”


    Hardy spilled off the stool to his feet. “I’m the sweetest trouble you’ll ever be in.”


    His grin scared me. “Can’t get used to looking at you with all those pearly whites.”


    Hardy shut his mouth real quick. I could see his tongue bulge under his lip as he ran it over the teeth. “Can’t get used to having them either. Maybe I’ll have doc put in one coated with diamonds. That should make me pure irresistible.”


    “To anyone over sixty.”


    “You’re sixty.” His gold-flecked eyes smiled into mine. “Got you wrapped around my finger, don’t I?”


    “It’s my hands wrapped around your neck that you need to be worried over.”


    “As long as you’re smooching me.”


    Hardy did some cajoling and I relented and took him along out to William’s house. He’d nodded off before I’d made it out of Maple Gap. As I turned the car onto William’s road, we began bouncing down the rutted lane.


    Hardy let out a low snuffle. “Stop shakin’ me, LaTisha.”


    “If you’d crack an eye open, you’d see that we’re almost there. Headed up the driveway.”


    He peered through one eye. “He needs to think on getting his driveway paved.”


    “Not on the salary we give him, he’s not. This thing has got to be a mile long.”


    I fully expected William to be here; we couldn’t find him anywhere in Maple Gap and he wasn’t at our house, though it had occurred to me that he might have hightailed it out of state. I doubted it. Wrapping my mind around the idea of William murdering someone just fell flat.


    “So Aidan’s the guy William saw in the men’s room?”


    “That’s what I’m thinking. He sure looked scared when he laid eyes on Aidan this afternoon.”


    “What did he do?”


    There was no way I was going to tell Hardy about my attempt to jump the counter. You think I’m crazy? He’d tell the story for years to come to all our grandchildren and great grandchildren. He might even write it in his last will and testament. Testament to his wife’s foolishness.


    “Aidan came in to the Goose.”


    Hardy’s fingers massaged his lips, then the sides of his jaws. My guess is the anesthesia was wearing off. His words were becoming more garbled, like he was afraid to move his lips. “Never seen him in there before.”


    “Which is what I thought.” I went quiet as I maneuvered the car around a huge hole. “Man turns down my welcome-to-town lasagna, I’m guessin’ he’s not going to seek out my cooking in a restaurant.”


    “I think someone said he was a vegetarian.”


    “That makes him suspicious right there. What normal man eats bean sprouts and tofu?”


    Hardy held on tight to the dashboard as we continued to bump along. Old Lou’s shocks had sprung their springs long ago. Hardy bounced harder than me on account he was a stick and I was a log. Finally, he released the dashboard and slid to my side. I slipped one arm around his shoulders and, with the other hand guiding the car, tried to avoid as many potholes as I could.


    “They give you some samples, you should take them,” I admonished, pressing a kiss to his head. “Should have made you go home.”


    “Aidan …” he prompted me to continue.


    “Lester was in there this afternoon when Aidan came in. Started talking Aidan’s ear off first thing. I was talking to William when all the sudden his eyes got real big. Didn’t take much for me to see the drift of his gaze and I knew Aidan must be the man.” I eased up on the gas pedal in preparation for a serious dip.


    “I’m not feeling too good,” Hardy moaned.


    “We’re almost there. You want to hear more?”


    He put his head on my shoulder. Our girls both had his tendency to get car sick, though Hardy hadn’t complained of it for years. I thought he’d grown out of it.


    “What did William do?” he asked, turning his face into my shoulder.


    “He went out the back door.”


    “Was that before or after you got your leg stuck?”


    I cast around for someone to blame for the leak. If it was Lester, that boy might have just lost his staunchest supporter. “Who told you about that?”


    He peeked up at me, looking cuter than a kitten, even with puffy jaws. “Lester told me on the phone. He couldn’t stop laughing.”


    “I’m going to have to burn that boy’s toast in the morning.”


    I pulled up in front of William’s house; no sign of the scooter. The stillness after such a bumpy ride was a welcome relief. Hardy scooted over to his side of the car and hopped out faster than it took for me to get my seat belt unbuckled. I gave him a good once-over. “You feeling okay?”


    He didn’t get a chance to answer before the door swung open. William motioned us in with a rapid, sweeping gesture. I caught him scanning his front yard before I squeezed past him. My dress got caught on a nail, the rend of material loud in the stillness. I bent and yanked. No use worrying over it. It’s not like I wore my Sunday best to work anyhow.


    I turned to face my employee. “You ran out on me right when I needed you most.”


    Hardy did a funny little choked sound. “Sounds like a line from a bad country song,” he muttered through his swollen mouth.


    I frowned at Hardy, then returned my attention to William. “Where did you go?” I’d already thought it through and knew I shouldn’t start off with the news of Aidan’s body. If William had done the deed, it would show. He’d be nervous, for one, and I doubt a killer would have opened the front door for us. His glances around before he’d shut the front door seemed in keeping with the idea that he had no idea Aidan was dead. If he thought Aidan alive, might be he expected the man would turn up in his yard any minute.


    Hands on my hips, I gave William my best dictator look. “You’d better start spilling. Now.”


    William sank onto the sofa opposite where I stood. Either he sank or his knees buckled, I wasn’t sure which. I noticed he no longer wore the clothes he had on earlier, and his hair was wet. By itself, that didn’t bode well, but a good investigator didn’t let that spell guilt. It could be that he was in the habit of showering after work. Not unusual since he slaved over steaming pots and sizzling griddles giving off all kinds of odors.


    He held his head in his hands and remained quiet for a full minute. Because of his reluctance to speak, generally speaking, I decided not to push. He’d gotten the message.


    “I got real scared. I ran down the alley, thinking I was going to feel a bullet any minute. I hid.”


    Something about the way he said those two little words. Like he knew it was cowardly and was ashamed of it. “I would have hid too.”


    “Where’d you hide?” Hardy mumbled, his words seeming even more slurred, though he appeared alert otherwise.


    William sat up. “In the Dumpster.”


    My mind scurried to recall the mental picture I made of that alley and the position of Aidan’s body. There were three or four Dumpsters back there. It was my guess that the crime scene techs would crawl through all of them looking for evidence.


    “Which one?”


    William ran a hand over his wet hair. “The green one behind Regina’s.”


    If they found something that connected William to the crime scene, he’d really be looking guilty. But Regina’s Dumpster was further down the alley from the Goose. Aidan’s body had been halfway between the mouth of the alley and the Goose.


    “And then?”


    “I realized I couldn’t stay there forever; I got out and came home.”


    The logical question popped into mind. “How long were you in there?”


    “I don’t know. Twenty minutes.”


    “Why did you change your clothes?”


    Something in William’s eyes went cautious. I was sure he was wondering why so many questions. It was time to tell him.


    “Aidan was found shot to death in the alley behind the Goose.” I kept going, not wanting to give him time to line up excuses. “Did you see or hear anything during your time in that alley?”


    I watched him good. He blinked, then blinked again, then a smile curved his lips and he spit a giggle. “I don’t know. No. I-I heard some talking, but I didn’t look to see who it was. Who shot him?”


    “That’s our question, and one the chief will want you to answer for him. Did anyone see you?”


    William was following my thinking. “You mean, can anyone verify I was near the place where the murder occurred? Are they thinking I did it, LaTisha?”


    “There are a lot of tests they have to conduct first.”


    “What if I don’t have an alibi or witness?”


    “Then your goose is cooked.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    “I’m disappointed,” Hardy said, working his mouth back and forth, as we pulled out of William’s driveway.


    His words barely registered in my brain. William admitted to being in a Dumpster in that alley. Time of death was a critical factor in deciding whether or not the murder had occurred while he was in the Dumpster. The medical examiner would have a good idea within a few minutes of examining the body. We’d have to play the waiting game.


    “Me too. I wish I’d had more information going into that interview.”


    Hardy slapped his knee and sounded like he was choking. I slammed on the brakes and pulled him upright to check his breathing.


    His eyes twinkled.


    “What are you doing scaring me like that? I thought you were choking. And why are you laughing like two kinds of hyena?”


    “I said I was disappointed,” he paused and ran a finger over his lower gums. A little groan escaped. “I meant because he didn’t offer us another one of those nice mochas he gave us last time.”


    Come to think of it, a hot mocha would have been nice. Off diet, like the spaghetti, but nice. “We’ll get you one at home. Since when are you hooked on mochas?”


    He shrugged and sagged in his seat, bouncing up and down as we bumped our way out of William’s driveway. “At least we won’t have a house guest anymore,” I pointed out.


    “William doesn’t seem quite right,” Hardy said in a low voice, like it pained him to make such an observation. Knowing his tender heart, it did.


    “I’ve noticed.” I pulled out onto smooth pavement. Hardy was rubbing his jaw again and I knew all the novocaine and whatever else they had given him was gone for good. I pressed my foot a little harder on the gas pedal.


    Our house seemed like a distant memory after the events of the day. I opened the side door, greeted by the smells of a breakfast omelet, hash browns, and toast. Hardy inhaled deeply, and I knew if he’d been feeling perkier, he’d be rubbing his belly and trying to figure out what he could eat.


    I glanced at my kitchen clock, a collage of the faces of my babies, a present from three, maybe four Christmases ago. Outdated now that I’d added so many grandbabies but still my favorite present. Well, one of my favorites. For my college graduation, my children had given me a fingerprint kit. Hardy and I had fingerprinted the entire family and I had to order refills.


    The clock was more practical, reminding me of the time, and of all those whom I loved and loved me in return. I still had time to fix Hardy up before beating it back to the restaurant. Following up on the whereabouts of the mayor after he left the Goose would have to wait, unfortunately.


    I pulled out a frozen portion of my chicken soup, minus veggies, since I knew I’d better prepare for Hardy’s mouth to be sore, and popped it in the microwave to defrost. I ushered Hardy into the living room and he popped the pills and gulped them down with a splash of water. Didn’t take much prompting after that for him to stretch out on the sofa. He’d be asleep in minutes. Covering him with a fleece blanket, I made up an ice puppy for him to put on his mouth if he needed it, sealed it in a plastic bag and set it on the table next to the sofa.


    I checked the soup and decided it was thawed enough to give it full power and let it rotate to a boil. Within minutes I had a steaming cup of chicken broth for Hardy. He was fast asleep when I set it on the dark walnut coffee table we’d had since our third anniversary. His nose would pick up the scent and he’d be at it in a few minutes. I beat it out the door.


    At this rate, we needed to hire someone to help us out at the restaurant. I was wore out. For the first time, I considered this business might not be what I wanted to do after all. Loved, loved, loved working to bring people good food. Healthy food. But another day like today, with William leaving me to foot the lunch rush—or leg it, as Lester would no doubt remind me—and Hardy in the dental chair and out of operation, and I just might put the Goose up for sale.


    When I walked into the restaurant, I smelled the pork, and my ideas about selling the place blurred. All I wanted to do was to hurry up with the sauerkraut and mashed potatoes, not to mention the gravy. Healthy gravy. William had left some bread in the freezer, so I took it out to let it thaw.


    Within an hour, I had things under control and it was time to open. The bell rang, signaling my first customer. I slid the lid back on the roaster full of pork, then peeked to see who was in line. Elizabeth Buchanan stood at the podium, waiting patiently.


    One thing I’ve discovered is that there are two types of customers, those who will wait patiently, resigned to their seating fate, and those who demand certain tables or views and are just egotistical enough to force the issue to get their way. Betsy Taser is a case in point.


    But Elizabeth’s tired eyes and thin body were a reflection of the tough months she’d just come through. With the death of her little girl, she was a ghost of the woman she used to be. Hope deferred maketh a heart sick, I believe the Bible says. Elizabeth’s hope for healing was deferred. Permanently. At least until she got to heaven. It made my heart bleed to think on all the special times she’d never get to see. No watching her girl fall in love. No bridal showers or damp hankies at a beautiful wedding ceremony. No grandchildren. Ever.


    Elizabeth and I didn’t even bother with words. I spread my arms and tucked her right into my embrace, stroking her head and letting the Holy Spirit whisper the prayers for this woman, because I had no words. There is no verbal balm for a person who has lost her only child, only the hope of time’s healing.


    When we finally parted, she was dry-eyed, but shadows were there. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you, LaTisha.”


    “None of that now. Will George be joining you?”


    Elizabeth hesitated, and I caught a glimpse of sadness. “He’s working.”


    “Counter or table?”


    “I’ll take a table, and a nice plate of whatever smells so heavenly.”


    I filled her plate to the rim and paired it with a nice sweetened iced tea. When I brought it to her table, I offered, “Can I bring you a crusty loaf of bread to go with that?”


    “This is enough for me.” She paused, head bowed over her plate. I watched for a second, some invisible string tying me in place, sensing how deflated of life she appeared. I was glad I stayed put when Elizabeth raised her eyes to mine. Fat tears were swelling.


    Sometimes I don’t wait for an invitation. “Honey, whatever it is, you talk to LaTisha about it and we’ll pray.”


    She blinked, releasing the salt to roll down her face. “George isn’t coming home.”


    Now, I’ve got myself two ears and one mouth. God equips everyone like that, and I’ve heard said from a very reliable source that God designed us this way so we can listen twice as much as we talk. It wasn’t hard for me to figure that this was one of those listening times.


    Elizabeth took a long drink of her tea. “He’s been working overtime to pay off some bills.” She dabbed at her eyes with the napkin and fork-cut a piece of the tender pork, but the bite never made it to her mouth and the fork sank back down to the table. When she stared down at her lap, I knew what was coming.


    Nothing moves me faster than the pain of a crying heart. I scooted a chair around and sat, pulling her to me as her sobs worked their way to the surface. Instinctively, I knew these were not the sobs of her grief over Sara.


    That’s when the doorbell let me know a new patron had arrived. I pulled back from Elizabeth and hollered out. “Grab a menu and seat yourself, I’m short-handed tonight.”


    Lester Riley poked his head around the corner, looking fresh from the pasture. “You’re not going to inspect my boots?”


    I heard a tinkling giggle that wasn’t Lester’s or Elizabeth’s. “Mary, you do the inspecting for me.”


    Lester’s wife poked her head around the corner, saw me sitting with Elizabeth, and probably Elizabeth’s wet eyes, and marched a stocking-footed Lester to a table. “We’ll take care of things,” Mary assured. “I made Lester take his boots off outside. I don’t know what orneriness gets into him, he does it for me at home all the time.”


    “LaTisha, I know you can’t stay and listen to me—”


    I cut her off. “Honey, I went into the restaurant business so I could do two things. One, cook good food and, two, stay in touch with the community.” And, Lord, thank you for reminding me of the latter one. “William is out tonight and Hardy’s at home recovering from dental work, so it’s just me, but everything works out for the best only when you put people first. In Jesus’s name. Amen.”


    Elizabeth’s lips curved into a smile. “Thank you for caring so much. I don’t know what I would have done without you and Lela and Hardy. Sara loved you all so much.” Her eyes filled with tears again.


    “You be careful or you’re going to have me spilling salt all over this table.” I wiped away my tears. “Sara’s singing with the angels right now, honey. Now tell me about George. How is he doing paying off those bills?”


    I watched color creep into her cheeks, and deep down inside, dread stirred.


    “No need to be embarrassed. I thought they’d have to take me to emergency after we got the bill for flying Lela over to Children’s after her bicycle accident.” Then I made a real quick decision. “If it’s a job you need, I’m hiring.”


    “LaTisha, really? I was going to head into Denver tomorrow and see if there was anything I could do. George told me—” She clamped down hard on what she was going to say. I expected there was something brewing there, but didn’t push. It would come out soon enough.


    “I can do better than that. I’m going to do us a fund-raiser for you and George to help with medical bills. I’ve already got a few things sorted out in my head, like selling my pepper relish, but I’m thinking on bringing William on board. Maybe he’ll sell some of his wonderful bread.”


    Her eyes went wide and her mouth sagged open. She sat like that for a full twenty seconds before: “I don’t know what to say.”


    I heaved to my feet. “Then don’t say a thing. It’s a done deal.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    Elizabeth finished her meal and insisted on starting on the spot. Fine with me, I had about six people waiting to be seated by the time she was finished eating, and another seven or eight seated. She took command of the kitchen like she was born to it.


    Me, I was thrilled to be out and taking orders. Talk was high and fast about Aidan and the possibilities of who shot him. If I didn’t miss my guess, Lester brought Mary for dinner at the Goose just because he thought I’d have the scoop. I did, of course, but I wasn’t telling him that. Best to play dumb in a times like this, people do more speculating, which can be dangerous, but it also opens up possibilities that might not be there if people thought you had more information than they did.


    My questioning started with Regina. She donned an apron and helped me take orders, so we carried on one long conversation, in chunks, as we passed each other. I gave her the rundown of what I knew about Aidan, not that she needed an update, being married to the chief.


    I’d returned to pick up an order and check on Elizabeth. “You handling it, girlfriend?”


    Elizabeth slid another completed order through the pass-thru and grinned. “This is fun.”


    I picked up the plates and arranged them on my tray as Regina sidled up next to me.


    “Thought of something else I heard this afternoon. Betsy was spouting off to Flossie about Eugene’s run as mayor being a cinch. But Flossie left two minutes later. Betsy didn’t seem to like that her audience left so quick. She got kind of sulky after that.”


    “Did you squeeze her for more?” I lifted the tray high.


    Regina shook her head as she finished filling her third glass of tea. She arranged them on her tray. “My feet are killing me.” She kicked off her shoes and wiggled her toes.


    I headed out with my order. When Regina passed me on my way back, she gave me a huge wink. Must be the girl had something good.


    When Regina returned for her order, she leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Betsy’s got an appointment in my shop tomorrow at one. Highlights, this time. I think you’re due for a fix-up on your hair. Think you can slip away?”


    This girl’s mind steams along the same channels as mine. “Sure thing.”


    I ladled a bowl of soup and got drinks for table four. Regina leaned over for another update. “Something’s up with Carl. He’s talking Flossie’s ear off about Dr. Cryer and some necklace. Know anything about a necklace?”


    Did I! But the necklace wasn’t a priority right now. Still, you never can tell about this stuff.


    Regina lifted her tray. I reached out to take it. “You handle getting this to table four and I’ll see what I can hear from Carl.”


    Regina quirked a smile. “I can see why Chad so admires you.”


    Carl’s back was to me, but I can tell you flat-out that Flossie’s body language screamed bored—or maybe that was exhaustion. Her ex didn’t seem to notice, because he kept right on talking. Now one thing I know is that the minute people see the waiter coming their way, they clam up. I, of course, wanted to hear what Carl was flapping his lips about. I stopped at the table next to Carl and Flossie, asking Michael Nooseman, Maple Gap’s crusty newspaperman, if he was jealous.


    “Got a dead body out there in the alley to report on and you think I’m jealous?” He slurped on his coffee, eyebrows lowered menacingly, but I saw that spark in his eyes. “You’ve a lot of nerve, LaTisha. Why would I be jealous?”


    Didn’t take much to stir Michael’s pot, and I loved being the wooden spoon. “Because my bachelor’s degree means I’ll understand more than you will. Makes you wish I worked for you, hm?”


    While Michael responded with some trivial drivel, I cocked my ear to pick up Carl’s soliloquy with Flossie. “… How am I supposed to know? I might just go to Chief Conrad and mention his name.”


    “What conversation do you have your ear aimed at?”


    It took a minute for me to register what Michael had said, but when I did, I did a quick draw. “Any conversation other than this one. Talking with you is like watching a dog turn circles before it squats.”


    “And talking with you is like watching the gyrations of a roomful of eighty-year-old belly dancers.”


    Ha! This was fun. Michael and I lived for verbal spats. It kept our minds sharp, not to mention our tongues.


    My arm ached though, under the weight of the tray I held up. I needed to get over to Carl’s table before I dumped this food down on the head of a hapless patron. Hm. Michael’s head would be a good target. I leaned in as close as I could. “You ain’t seen nothing until you’ve seen a roomful of fat eighty-year-old belly dancers.”


    That gave Michael a good hee-haw. While he laughed himself into high blood pressure, I moved on to the next table. Slowly.


    Carl’s tongue was wagging like a puppy’s tail. Odd for a man usually given to the quiet side. “… Not going to hang it on me, or I’ll make good and sure he has some dental work of his own that needs done.”


    “It’s a right nice evening for you two to be dining here.”


    Flossie snapped out of her fog and actually beamed a small ray of sunshine. “Hello, LaTisha. You heard the news?”


    “I’m sure everyone has by now. Nothing stays quiet long in Maple Gap.”


    I set their plates in front of them and tucked the tray under my arm.


    Carl had his fork to his mouth in seconds. “You’re the best cook in the county.”


    No use being shy. “That’s what folks tell me.”


    Flossie dragged her spoon through her mashed potatoes, then back through again. Maybe she wasn’t tuned out to Carl but just fine-tuned in to herself. Some people are like that. Since their divorce, Flossie had been kicking up her heels a bit. Rumor was she had a boyfriend in Denver. I wondered if Carl knew that. I couldn’t grip the idea of two newly divorced people being out together at all.


    “You’ve got some new help,” Carl’s eyes flitted toward the kitchen.


    Very observant. And the crack in the door I needed just so I could stick my size eleven in. “Hardy is recovering after Dr. Cryer worked him over this afternoon.” I figured mentioning Dr. Cryer might bring the conversation to a simmer.


    Carl looked disgusted. “He mention that necklace?”


    “Necklace?”


    “The one his mom loved so much. He accused me of stealing it and making a fake.”


    Bingo!


    Flossie kept her eyes on her food. She still hadn’t eaten one spoonful of those potatoes.


    “A fake?” I prompted him. Though it sure didn’t seem he needed encouragement to vent.


    “Says I must have slipped it off his mother, had Aidan make a copy, then sold it for money to go to Taser’s campaign. You know how much he hates the idea of Eugene getting reelected.”


    Aidan? Guess being a jewelry-store owner would give him all the things he needed to do such a thing. If Dr. Cryer thought Aidan had a hand in his mother’s necklace being a fake, would he … ? Nah. I’d have to see if Dr. Cryer left at any point after Hardy’s appointment. It wouldn’t take long to shoot someone, though Dr. Cryer didn’t seem that upset about the necklace. Who knew? It was his mother’s property. His dead mother’s, and grief cut deep.


    About that time, Regina passed, full speed, eyes flashing a warning.


    I wrapped up my conversation with Carl the best way I knew how, putting down a stack of extra napkins as I talked. “Not a lot of people with any sense who want to see him reelected.”


    Seeing that Carl is pro-Eugene Taser, I was sure that punch wasn’t going to get me any big tips, but that was all right with me.


    I hustled myself up to Regina. “What information did you hook?”


    Regina’s expression was set in stone, her back to the dining room. I realized she was following Elizabeth Buchanan’s dash around the kitchen as she filled orders. “Lionel’s over there with Shiny Portly saying he’s sure he saw George Buchanan driving in from Denver with Betsy Taser in the passenger seat.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    I don’t have to tell you how that news made my heart ache. Coupled with what Elizabeth had said about George earlier, and knowing Betsy like we all did … But something tickled at my brain. I turned to Regina. “You get wind of something in the shop about that?”


    “I just know George has been scarce lately, and Elizabeth looks exhausted and sad all the time.”


    “We best not get to thinking too hard. It could be nothing.”


    Regina dragged her eyes to mine. “You’re right.”


    “I’ll do some digging tomorrow at one.”


    Regina smirked.


    “Now, anything on Aidan?”


    “The usual comments about him being strange-looking, having mean eyes, and all that. I get the impression no one knew him real well. There’s some murmuring about the influx of new people, or should I say new men? A lot of people are wondering about the whereabouts of their so-called wives. Give it a couple more days and gossip will heat to critical.”


    Three new men. Aidan had been here the longest, though he never professed to having a wife, and I asked when I took over my welcome-to-town lasagna. He’d turned it down, saying he was a vegetarian. But a month ago, two new men had arrived in Maple Gap, Eddie and Roger. Betsy had courted them for a while, thinking she might make a house sale, but they ended up moving in with Aidan in the large apartment over his shop.


    No problems there. There were three bedrooms, even if one was the size of a closet. They were all rather tight-lipped, though they’d at least accepted my welcome-to-town spinach salad with sweet mustard dressing, letting it slip that they were married. We only ever saw Aidan around town, and him on rare occasion.


    I loaded my tray and turned, not missing the way Regina’s sad eyes stared into the kitchen. When the bell over the door tinkled its greeting, I was relieved to see the chief coming in, Mac on his heels, Officer Nelson trailing. Chief’s eyes roved the room, then settled on me. “You’ll have some of the tech team dropping in for a bite. I recommended the best. Got enough help?”


    “If not, I’ll volunteer people.”


    There was a lull in conversation and I could imagine the curious stares of all the diners, wondering what the chief, state police, and crime scene techs had discovered.


    Michael Nooseman was the first in line. Chief saw him coming and held up a hand. “I’ll comment later, Michael. Not now.” He ran a hand through his dark hair, looking weary. Regina came up beside him and bussed him on the cheek. “What are you doing here, babe?”


    I didn’t catch her answer, but the smile he gave her screamed its own message.


    “Waitress! I need another drink.”


    That cocky call was straight from the lips of Lionel Don Bailmout, mechanic extraordinaire and man-about-to-be-sermonized.


    I rolled over to his table. “Didn’t your momma ever teach you that patience was a virtue?”


    Lionel grinned huge. “She did, but it didn’t take too well.”


    “Well then, let me bless you with an abundance.” With that, I turned my attention to Shiny. “You having any specials on peaches? I need me some for peach cobbler.”


    Lionel’s favorite.


    Shiny must have known too because he shot Lionel a snarky little grin. He knew my methods. “I do. I’ll box them up and have them waiting for you tomorrow. Wholesale price.”


    Lionel was practically drooling.


    “Good. I’ll serve it in the evening. Except to you, Lionel Don.”


    Lionel was a widower. A widower desperate for good cooking. Most single men are. Well, except for William. “I’m sorry for razzing you, LaTisha.”


    “Then I’m guessing you’d better get over here real fast-like tomorrow evening. Before it’s all gone. I’ll make good and sure you’re at the back of that line, too, so you can take to practicing your patience.”


    Lionel pouted and held up his empty glass, looking meek as a lamb. “Can I have more milk?”


    I gave him my sweetest smile. “You sure can.” Real bad I wanted to mention the fund-raiser for the Buchanan’s to see if I could get more information about the Betsy and George sighting. But it was too soon to say anything publicly, since I hadn’t lined up anyone at this shindig other than myself.


    That’s when Betsy walked in, the mayor on her heels. Maybe I wouldn’t need my appointment at Regina’s after all. Neither of the Tasers looked chipper, though anyone in their right mind would be sobered by the news of another murder in Maple Gap.


    I scrolled my eyes over at Chief, who was just getting settled at a table with Mac and Nelson, his back to the room. I spied out a table farther from the others and decided to lead my little lambs over there. I snapped up two lunch menus in case a patron wanted a sandwich or soup rather than the special I served for the evening meal. “Right over here.”


    Betsy started dishing it out with her mouth. “This job really suits you, LaTisha. You’re a good servant.”


    Um-hm. “Better than serving myself.” The Holy Spirit knocked on my heart right about then, and I did my very best to rein in the words of my tongue. “Anything you need, honey, you have only to ask.” I turned my attention to Eugene as he slid his chair into the table. “Lester told us he’s giving a speech Thursday morning. I’m sure the townspeople will appreciate his straight talk.”


    Betsy answered for her husband. “Lester hasn’t a hope of winning. Eugene is too well known, has too much money, and runs a tight ship. The people of Maple Gap appreciate that about him.”


    There was one thing she was forgetting. I felt it my duty to remind her. “You done with your community service hours for blackmailing Regina?”


    Eugene looked up, raised his eyebrows at his wife, then stuck his face back behind the menu. Smart man to keep his silence. He knew I didn’t take to his politics and that I had no qualms sharing my mind on the matter, which probably accounted for his silence.


    Betsy glared at me. For her part in taking over the blackmailing scheme Marion Peters had started before she’d died, the judge had assigned Betsy to community service hours.


    “I finished months ago, not that it’s any of your business.”


    “Sure it is. The mayor’s wife is an important person. Mary is a quiet woman who keeps to herself and works hard beside her husband.”


    “Some of us want more for our lives than working with cows all day. You should understand that, LaTisha. You raised your children and got your degree. It’s a shame you’re wasting it on this place.”


    “I’m giving back to a community I believe in.” I tried for shock value. “I’m sure the murder of Aidan Abbett will help hone my skills.”


    Her eyes rounded. “Murder?”


    “Aidan Abbett. Out back in the alley. Shot.”


    Betsy went rigid, then her gaze traveled to Eugene, who still had his head buried in the menu. She scooted her chair back but didn’t move to rise, her mouth working like a fish.


    I am so good. This was scoring a major hit. I couldn’t believe these two hadn’t heard the news. How could that be? Maybe they were playing with me. Betsy was a great actress, putting on airs and such, but pretending not to know of a murder? I wasn’t real sure that was within even her abilities.


    “Does the chief have any suspects?” This question popped out while Eugene’s eyes burned a hole through his menu. Being a politician, he just might be the better actor of the two.


    “Sure he does. I’ve got me a few too. That degree is firing up my head with all kinds of theories to pursue.”


    Eugene never did make eye contact with Betsy. I did detect a muscle jumping along his jawline. Might be nothing more than him clenching his teeth, but one never knew. Betsy finally released the edge of the table and folded her hands on the menu in front of her.


    The calvary came in about that time, and I had to take off and seat the men and women trickling in from the crime scene. Regina and I traipsed back and forth trying to keep up with the orders, drink refills, and the flow of desserts.


    Elizabeth got a little overwhelmed, so Mary stepped in to help her out by slicing up the cherry pies, scooping up ice cream and stirring around a new batch of gravy when we ran out. The sauerkraut was getting low, but I eyed the crowd, the time, the fact there were no more people in line, and decided we’d have just enough until closing.


    “How do you remain so calm? I’d be a worried mess.”


    “I keep up with portion size and can guess real close as to how much I have on hand at all times.”


    Mary placed a small crock of butter on the bread plate and slid it through the pass to me. “William’s bread is wonderful. I never would have thought to make whole wheat sourdough.”


    “Since this diabetes has hit, it’s the one thing I told William had to happen in this restaurant. Every recipe has to be healthy—lean and mean to oil the machine.”


    As the crowd trickled to a couple of heads, I absorbed nothing new about Aidan, other than what Regina had already conveyed, which was the usual list of posthumous criticisms. “He was mean-looking.” “Those dark eyes.” “A loner.” “He didn’t do much with that jewelry store.” “Never once had a sale.” And on and on it went. Even Eugene and Betsy offered little sideshow revelry other than her strange reaction when I announced the murder. Whenever I observed them, they were busy shoveling food in and staring out the window or at people around them. A happily married couple, to be sure.


    I finally shooed Mary, Regina, and Elizabeth out the door. “I can handle things from here.” I flipped the sign to Closed.


    Regina stuck her head back inside. “I’ll see you in my chair tomorrow at one.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    I can’t tell you how good it felt to be sipping a hot mocha in my favorite chair with my stocking feet propped up on the ottoman and Hardy snoring away across the room. Though peeling off the hose would have helped raise the comfort level, I hadn’t bothered. Too lazy. What had begun as a sprinkling of rain when I left the Goose turned into a deluge as I got within a few hundred feet of home. I was sure glad to be out of the weather, though I guessed the crime scene crew wasn’t too happy to have their evidence washing away.


    Just as I suspected, Hardy had woke up at some point and sucked down the broth. The ice puppy was nothing more than a soggy washcloth folded into a cute shape. What can I say? I did it for years for my children to soothe them when they were in pain and give them something to smile about.


    At some point I wanted to repaint; the tired room needed something refreshing. A nice blue, or maybe a soothing green. It would be a present to ourselves to celebrate our fortieth. That’s when a bulb popped in my brain. I plucked up the cordless and pounded out Shayna’s number. She didn’t answer, so I hauled myself up, preparing to leave a message and not wanting Hardy to hear.


    “Shayna, baby, it’s Momma. I was just thinking about our fortieth anniversary coming up soon. Do you think you could round up the others and have them come here as a surprise to your Daddy? Don’t call me back. I’ll give you a call later on. We’ve had some excitement today. The new guy to town was found shot. I’ll give you details when we talk. Love you.”


    Replacing the phone in its charger, I settled back in to my chair, satisfied with my idea. With a grin, I watched the drool drip from Hardy’s mouth to the already plentiful puddle on the pillow. He’d have a pruned cheek when he woke, and I wasn’t waking him.


    Mentally, I listed the things I still needed to investigate. First off, Chief Conrad needed to know about William’s whereabouts and the strange reaction to the news of Aidan’s death by Betsy and Eugene Taser. I also wanted to know if he’d checked Dr. Cryer’s whereabouts, since the whole thing with the necklace might have given him motive.


    I retraced my impressions about the crime scene, wondering if the Dumpster behind Regina’s shop had become part of the cordoned-off area. It was a long alley, and Regina’s Dumpster was far away from the back door of the Goose and the place where Aidan’s body was found. Still, police tended to secure a large area. Too small an area meant they might miss a vital clue.


    Chief’s mention of a silencer meant it would have been possible for someone to shoot Aidan without a hiding William hearing the gun go off, but not possible for William to leave the one-way-in, one-way-out alley and not trip over Aidan’s fallen body. Unless …


    Which is when it dawned on me to ask William if he’d left the alley any other way. For a car, there wasn’t another exit, but for a person legging it, there were narrow footpaths between buildings.


    And on that note I sank down into the mire of a sound sleep.


    Hardy’s the one who shook me awake. Good thing, too, because my neck was hurting something powerful. I hauled myself vertical and shuffled myself up the steps with Hardy trailing me. Our new, obnoxious alarm clock with numbers three inches high shouted the time as two-twenty-eight in the morning. Hardy moved like a mummy, lurching about as he changed clothes, then dove under the covers as if the room temperature was below freezing.


    I slipped in beside him and pulled him in close. “How you feeling?”


    He moaned, “Like they were drilling for oil in my gums.”


    “He give you a prescription?”


    “Um-hm.”


    “We’ll get it filled in the morning.”


    He nodded against my shoulder and, within seconds, fell into a deep sleep, his lips poofing out on each exhale. I trailed my finger over those lips, kissed his swollen cheek, and closed my eyes.


    


    


    I woke up refreshed and ready to go. Well, my mind was ready anyhow. My body demanded more naptime, but I ignored the signals my brain was receiving from various body parts and got vertical. I then spent the first minute on the hardwood, doing the funky chicken walk while my feet got used to the cold, unpadded floor. It was a morning ritual for me. Hardy, not so much. I assumed my weight had something to do with the pain in my feet in the mornings. Or maybe all the walking I was doing for exercise.


    I groaned and made it to the bathroom for my morning weigh-in, another habit I had started when I began my quest to lose-weight-or-else. I’d lost another pound. Heaven opened up and the angels descended, playing their horns. I closed the door of the bathroom, turned on the shower, and flushed the toilet, all a warm-up to cover the noise of my whooping little boogie dance.


    Hardy stuck his head in the door, eyes rolling all crazy-like. “LaTisha, gotta get! We’re being stampeded by a herd of pachyderms.” He cocked his head. “Why you looking so crazy?”


    Mid-jig, I had frozen, one hand pointing a finger in the air, the other hand at the floor, Stayin’ Alive–style. I straightened and snatched a towel off the rack. “Never you mind, you just scoot before you get hoofed into the ground by that stampede.”


    I caught his smirk as he turned.


    I rolled up the hand towel real quick-like and followed him out into the room, letting go on his backside. We chased another pound off my body as I whipped up on that boy, him howling with laughter and yelping with the sting of the towel snaps I laid on him. In the kitchen, Hardy realized he was trapped.


    “Mercy!” He ran at me, arms spread wide. It was supposed to be his version of the body slam. It ended up being a body bounce, because that’s exactly what he did off the front of my body. Twenty-five pounds less, but I was still three times the body he was. Poor, scrawny thing. Not that I hadn’t tried to fatten him up in all our years of marriage. Some people are born with metabolism. Hardy was one of those.


    Watching him fall against the counter, clutching his midsection and laughing like a lunatic got me to going. I wrapped that boy in my arms and we hee-hawed ourselves to the floor. When our laughs slipped away, we still held each other.


    “Didn’t think you’d be so perky.”


    Hardy grimaced, or was that a grin? Hard to tell with his swollen cheeks. “Got up a few hours ago and took the last of the sample packs he gave me.”


    “Which reminds me to get that prescription filled quick-like. Need to get to the Goose too. Elizabeth can’t do it all herself.”


    Hardy lifted his head, his cheeks still swollen, his words still garbled. “I can help. I’m feel okay.”


    “Right now. In a couple of hours it’s going to hit you all over again. Your cheeks are puffy. No, you take the day off and do some prowling around for me until you get so tired you need to lay yourself down.”


    Hardy went still, his face averted. “You don’t like my teeth, do you?”


    His question caught me by surprise, but it shouldn’t have. We knew each other real good. His cocoa eyes were looking for the truth now, and I knew I’d better lay it out. “I’m guessing it’s the full set. I’ve looked at your gold tooth all these years, it just seems strange to be staring at all those teeth in your head.”


    “I miss my gold one too. I was thinking about asking Dr. Cryer to go ahead and plate one of the front ones.”


    I caught his chin between my finger and thumb and titled his head. “Smile for me.”


    He did, and I studied the situation up close, gums still swollen and red. I hated the thought of him finally getting his teeth fixed and me telling him I liked him better the old way. “You know, I think it’s just going to take some time, but a gold tooth in front would help.”


    We helped each other up off the floor. Hardy rubbed his stomach, and I knew what was coming. “What do I get to eat this morning?”


    “Grits, oatmeal, or chicken broth.”


    He scrunched up his nose.


    “Take it or leave it, but I gotta scoot.”


    He opted for chicken broth, not being an oatmeal fan, and went upstairs to take his shower. Grits would have been a fine choice, but he likes them with some ham or bacon most times, to give them some flavor. His choice worked for me. I gave the broth a spin in the microwave, set it on the table with a spoon, and beat it toward the door. I had my hand on the knob when I paused. I no longer heard the shower going, so I yelled one last thing up the steps at him. “You keep your ear to the ground!”


    No answer. Must be standing in his shorts staring at himself in the mirror. He did it every morning. And they say women are vain.


    “Hardy!”


    No use. Sometimes the old methods get the best results. I backtracked to the broom handle leaning against the table in the foyer and beat it straight up against the ceiling, satisfied to see a string of new dents. This was my tried-and-true method for getting Hardy’s attention.


    “I heard you, woman, don’t you go beating anymore dents.”


    “There’s gonna be a dent in your head if you don’t stop ignoring me.”


    No answer.


    I tapped at the ceiling.


    He howled. “I’ll stop by Dr. Cryer’s office and talk to him. And I’ll spend some time walking around town and seeing what I can pick up on.”


    “Especially Aidan’s jewelry store,” I reminded.


    “That too.”


    Satisfied, I replaced my stick and slammed the door to let him know I was gone.


    


    


    William surprised me. Not only was he working, but he had already started Elizabeth on kneading a batch of grain bread for the evening meal. He must have come in real early to get bread started and to this point. He lifted his hand in a little wave my way when I came into view.


    Elizabeth, flour dusting her upper lip, winked. “William was here when I arrived. Since he was mixing up some dough, I figured I might as well learn his secrets.”


    William kept watching Elizabeth’s kneading. As usual he acted as if he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. I wondered what had pushed him to come out this morning, though I was mighty happy he had. Breakfast is one of the easiest meals for me to handle, and with the extra help of Elizabeth, I knew they would make out all right if I took off to do a little detecting.


    I caught the scent of cinnamon and lifted a corner of a towel covering a large tray. An entire pan of sweet cinnamon rolls stared right back at me.


    William came up beside me and shooed my hand away. I got the message and lowered the towel. I turned to him and tilted my head toward the back door. His eyes went huge and he shook his head. I bulged my eyes out, tilted my head toward the back door again, then ran a finger across my neck.


    William beat me out the door.


    “You can’t keep this up forever,” I started in on him once we hit the door and it closed behind us. I sucked in a deep breath of the rain-saturated air. Police tape hindered us going more than three feet off the back landing. They had cordoned off the entire alley, as I’d suspected they would. “Elizabeth isn’t a fool and she’ll figure it out soon enough. Most folks will.”


    He lowered his head.


    “You’ve made the first step toward coming back, why not go all the way?”


    I would let him stew on that for a while. I pointed my finger up the alley toward Regina’s salon. “Is that the Dumpster you hid in?”


    He nodded.


    “While I’m thinking on it, Elizabeth is my new help. I hired her last night. She lost her little girl a few months back and is doing her best to pay some bills. Do you think you could bake up some bread to sell at a fund-raiser in their honor?”


    William didn’t even flinch at the news, though I saw the compassion in his eyes. He worked his mouth, priming it to produce words, I hoped. “I can do breads. I spent most of the evening thinking about Aidan and working on dough.”


    “Here I thought you got here nice and early to take out those cinnamon rolls to thaw.”


    He got a sheepish look and shrugged. “All they needed was to rise. My DLX can mix a lot of dough, so I brought it in to make things here.”


    Poolish. The starter thing he’d done at my house. “You used a what to mix dough?” I felt caught up the middle pages of some slang dictionary.


    My question squeezed a smile out of William. “DLX is the brand mixer I use. It holds a lot of dough and kneads it for you.”


    It intrigued me. Really. My aunt raised me on homemade bread. “Why don’t we do up some breads this weekend at your place? I’ve got a chocolate cake to make for a little girl. You can help me with that too.”


    His grin reached his ears. “That would be fun.”


    We needed to hurry through this conversation and open up. I dove right in. “Chief talked to you yet?”


    “No.” He stared off down the alley in the direction of Regina’s shop. “I didn’t see that man. Didn’t hear anything.”


    Looking at his profile, the shadows in his eyes, I believed him. “Did you go out the alley that way?”


    “No. I walked down the path between Regina’s and the grocery store.”


    Bingo. “Did you see anyone?”


    A line formed between his eyes. “I saw Eugene and Betsy going into the grocery store.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    When William mentioned the grocery store, a storm brewed in my brain. What a perfect cover. To do the deed, then slide into the grocery store for a little shopping. Act dumb when the murder is mentioned or … Did Betsy’s shock mean she thought Eugene had a reason to shoot Aidan? I huffed, my brain sizzling with all the possibilities. First off, I’d have to check with some of the cashiers and Shiny to see who came and went around the time of Aidan’s death. I had some peaches to pick up at the store anyhow, why not do some detecting?


    “I didn’t do it, LaTisha. I promise you.”


    Under normal circumstances, I would be shy on believing someone so bent on declaring his innocence. It always held true with my babies, from the time their tongues wagged fast enough to stir trouble, the guilty one among them always yelped the loudest.


    Instead of answering, I popped open the heavy exit door. William followed me back inside. One glance at the kitchen showed no sign of Elizabeth. I figured she was doing something in the front and trundled through to the counter area only to discover Elizabeth sitting across from George. Neither of them appeared happy. Wisdom told me to retreat, but I could see through the window of the front door, my line of early-morning regulars waiting for me to flip the sign and unlock the door. Torn, I went out far enough into the dining room to raise my eyebrows at Elizabeth.


    “Vultures are waiting for the morning feed. You two need a few more minutes?”


    George turned his face my way. “Go ahead. If I don’t leave soon, I’ll be late for work.” He rose and leaned over to land a kiss on Elizabeth’s cheek. Her answering smile lasted until he turned his back.


    Seeing this made me wonder if George, even in his state of grief, would abandon Elizabeth for a woman like Betsy. Some things don’t make sense, and that made as much sense as a recipe for fried tofu.


    Elizabeth jumped up and joined me as I let George out and flipped the sign to Open.


    “Sorry, LaTisha, they probably saw me let George in and thought we were open earlier than normal.”


    I dismissed her explanation. “Nah, it’s the same crowd that hovers around here every morning.” That’s when I laid down the bomb. “I’m going to leave things to you and William. Be gone through lunch. I’ve got myself some loose ends to tie up.”


    Elizabeth’s flash of enthusiasm left me feeling old. “It’s not a problem. Hardy needs you. I’m sure we can handle things.”


    Well now, she assumed it. I saw no need to serve up the real explanation. I made my exit through the back kitchen door, wanting to eyeball what I could.


    Technicians worked with little enthusiasm. Rain, a crime scene technician’s enemy, would no doubt have slowed the clue-gathering process. Clues are too easily washed away, plus they didn’t know about William in time. I expected the scene would be released sometime today, which meant I could do some serious looking soon. Until then, I’d satisfy myself with getting a lay of the scene.


    Though Regina’s dumpster fell within the cordoned off area, the footpath William used as his exit did not.


    Mentally, I tried to put myself in William’s skin. Here is a man, abused by his father physically and emotionally over a period of many years. He’d also have some abandonment issues going on. In my experience, only the Lord can give peace to a person with those problems. Hardy had struggled for years with his father’s abandonment. I, too, had dealt with the same head drama.


    William might be nothing more than a shy man with an unfortunate past who has learned that standing up for himself gets him ridiculed. His silence, even his preference to ignore people by pretending to be deaf, seemed in keeping with what I knew of his childhood trauma. From an investigator’s point of view, it still would not exempt him from being suspect.


    Since the alley bent at a right angle, conforming to the corner upon which it sat, at least one of those footpaths led out onto the property behind Aidan’s jewelry store. It didn’t take my degree to know his shop would be investigated.


    So William was running into the alley toward Regina’s, fearing being shot from behind. The steps from the landing on which I stood emptied in the direction of Regina’s shop. I eyed what I could see of the footpath, which wasn’t much. Why would someone afraid of being shot not hide right off? Nerves, I guessed. When William’s brain finally kicked in and told him to hide, he’d done so in the one place most people would never consider an option. Regina’s Dumpster had the side rolled open for easier access since she wasn’t real tall.


    “I see the wheels spinning.”


    I started and spun around.


    Chief walked up to me from his spot in the off-limits alley. “You looked deep in thought.”


    “I hope you’re out here doing something besides trying to scare this black woman into cardiac arrest.”


    He chuckled. “Sorry, LaTisha, but I knew by your expression that some theory was spinning madly.”


    I told Chief all about William’s hiding place. He walked over to the Dumpster and stared inside, then back at me. “I’ll call the state and see if they can send someone out. You mind going over to the station and telling Mac to meet me out here?”


    “What am I, your courier service?”


    “No.” I saw the humor in his dark eyes. “You look like a fine, upstanding citizen who has a heart for seeing crooks get their due.”


    “Hardy been giving you lessons in sweet talk?”


    Chief headed back toward the opening of the alley, and though I couldn’t see his police car, I guessed that’s where he’d parked it. “Thanks, LaTisha.”


    Here I get my bunions removed and lose twenty-five pounds and Chief’s acting like I’m in my thirties and can run here and yonder at his direction. That consultation fee he’s talking about paying better be enough to buy me a new pair of shoes. Good shoes. And I had expensive taste.


    Chief’s voice pulled me back. He’d stopped and turned around. “Hey, I’ll be heading over to the Goose to ask William some questions. Do you think breakfast will be over in another hour?”


    “Sure thing. And if not, I’ll shoo them all out.” I slipped back into the restaurant and hustled as fast as I could to that front door, waving and hollering out good mornings as I moved, hoping no one would want to start up a conversation. Lester, seated at his favorite spot at the counter, made me stop cold.


    He didn’t look happy. “Got some news for you, LaTisha. Real interesting stuff.” Lester and I liked to spar, but when he gets serious, it’s usually an issue he’s going to chew on long and hard.


    I detoured his way. “What you got?”


    “Mary heard that Molly had been asked to vacate her spot as Eugene’s treasurer. She’s not too happy about it.”


    “You hold me up for that?”


    Lester wolfed down a bite of eggs. “There’s more. Seems those new guys in town are taking over his campaign.”


    I didn’t say a word. Didn’t have to. Lester read my expression. It’s not that I have a problem with people moving to Maple Gap; I don’t. But people who move in, rarely interact with the citizens, then take on positions in a campaign that determines leadership, um-hm, that I have a problem with. One good thing would come of this shift: Eugene wouldn’t win any new votes when it got out that he had ousted Molly in favor of virtual strangers.


    “You know what you need to be doing?”


    Lester bobbed his head. “Sure. Taking advantage of the news, but how? It’s not like they’re taking jobs away from local citizens or anything.”


    “No, but it stirs up confusion among the citizens. They’ll wonder why he’s using these people and not Molly. That’ll open their ears up to you if they have any loyalty to Maple Gap and decide an alternative to Eugene might not be a bad thing.” I shook my finger in his face. “Which means you’d better stop shoveling food and get to reminding people you’ve got the interest of Maple Gap at heart.”


    His lip formed a pout. “I was planning on going home and taking a nap. I’ve been up since four this morning working over a mother giving birth.”


    “Naptime can wait. Start your campaigning.” I waved my hand over the crowd. “You’ve got a captive audience.”


    Lester shoved his plate back, his mouth set in a determined line. “You’re right. No use rolling over like a pig in mud.”


    “Leave the rolling to Eugene.” I beat feet to the front door again and almost made it when Lester hollered out for everyone to quiet down. Turning, I raised my fist, said “Vote Riley!” and slipped outside into the weak sunshine once again. One glance at the rolling clouds let me know there was another storm brewing over Maple Gap.


    


    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    I waved as I passed the window to Wig-Out. Regina clipped away at the head of Olivia Blightman, whose mother’s store was across the street from me. I did not want to be looking over that direction. You see, Sasha Blightman knows the bait to lure me in and she always sets it smack in the middle of her front window. And since she’d been dressing that mannequin yesterday, I knew fresh bait had been set. I’d promised myself to do a shopping spree when I hit the fifty-pound mark. Twenty-four more pounds to go. Maybe if I bought the outfit in a size smaller…


    Bright Sky Grocery’s doors slipped open, then closed as I passed. The scent of overripe fruit wafted to me and I scratched a mental note to pick up those peaches after my hair appointment. But for now, the police station was my goal.


    Maple Gap’s police station lacked cutting edge equipment and proper staffing, because only so much can be squeezed out of a small-town budget. The wide-planked wood floors, original to the building, rang hollow when someone walked across them, and if you dropped something, you could be sure never to see it again. The cracks between the planks might as well have been a piggy bank for loose coins. No doubt, tearing up that floor would reveal a treasure trove. I grinned. Maybe I’d suggest it to Chief.


    I slowed and took the steps on quiet feet. Unless I missed my guess, Mac was napping in the chair on the other side of the door. With a quick shove, I smacked open the station door. Sure enough, Mac’s arms flailed, the force of the movement sending his chair rolling backwards. Off balance, the chair dipped backward, giving me an eyeful of feet, terror-filled eyes, and windmilling arms. Then, finally, peace.


    “Good morning, Mac.” My voice dripped corn syrup.


    His hands pressed flat on his desk trying to settle his world. He glared. “You did that on purpose.”


    “Sure did.” I let the sunshine fade and got down to business. “Note from the chief. Get down to the alley behind Regina’s real fast, but call in to the state police first.”


    Mac stroked a hand through his hair and scowled at me. “You won’t tell Chief, will you?”


    “Not if you pick up that phone and get to calling.”


    He picked up the phone, hand hovering to dial, when he shot me a look. “Why didn’t he call to tell me that?”


    “Because I just handed him a bit of news that might be crucial to the investigation. He needs you to get over there and secure a possible secondary crime scene.”


    His eyes went wide. “Someone else get killed?”


    I jammed my hands on my hips. “Don’t be putting words in my mouth. Now make that call.”


    He started to dial. “A man like me deserves a cherry pie putting up with townsfolk like you.”


    “You just get on your knees and pray the new mayor won’t be Eugene Taser, or he’ll squeeze the budget so tight, you might be out a job. There’s not enough cherry pies in the world to soothe that pain.”


    “Is this Mayor Taser’s campaign office?” His eyes glinted at me. “I have a message for him from LaTisha Barnhart.”


    I turned my back, squawking out a good laugh at his antics, and rolled back down Gold Street. I decided to reward myself with a peek in Sasha’s window. One peek. I felt strong. Real strong. Like I could do anything. Take on temptation and grind it under my heel. So when I got there, I took in Sasha’s front window head-on, and there, perched right on top of the mannequins head, was the cutest little hot pink fedora with a tangerine band. Um, and I had just the outfit to pull up everyone’s attention. A tangerine dress with hot pink polka dots. It was right there on that mannequin paired up with that cute little hat. Every ounce of strength squealed out of me like the sound of a squashed whoopee cushion.


    Now a good detective doesn’t get sidetracked easily, but I had a real good excuse because Sasha Blightman, the phone tucked between her ear and shoulder, was motioning me inside. Judging by her expression, I don’t think it was a sale she was hoping to make.


    From the side I heard of her phone conversation things weren’t all joy and light. I tuned out, distracted by Sasha’s outfit and the way it draped so nicely over her petite form. I got to say, something about stepping into the shop of a woman who is not only petite and slender, but has the style and class of Ralph Lauren, makes me want to don every girdle I own. Only the love of air, and inhaling it, kept me from following through.


    “LaTisha.” She jabbed a button and slapped the cordless onto the counter. “I just got the most amazing phone call. You know that Aidan fellow they found dead? I agreed to consign earrings for him.” She sucked in a breath and closed her eyes tight. “Sorry, let me start over. I’m so disgusted right now.”


    I waited for her to continue. I was patient. God was probably impressed.


    Her eyes popped open and she took out the glass cleaner and started spraying and wiping the display case. Not that she needed to, but Sasha was a nervous doer, a person who moves around a lot when something’s on her mind. “I sold a bunch of Aidan’s earrings during my sidewalk sale. You know, the one I advertised heavily in that paper in Denver.” She wiped hard at the surface, tore off another paper towel and squirted more cleaner.


    “I just had a call from a lady who took an earring to her jeweler when her husband stepped on the mate and it crumbled. A sapphire! They don’t crumble. The jeweler told her the reason it crumbled is because it was a fake. A real bad fake. What do I do?”


    “Pay her back her money.”


    Sasha waved a hand. “Of course I will, but now that Aidan’s dead I have no way of getting my money back from him.”


    “Honey, if you don’t wind down you’re going to blow your engine and we’re going to have to take you to Lionel’s to get you fixed.”


    She shuddered and crossed her arms as if warding off a chill. “His fingernails aren’t clean.”


    “Not everyone has a job that’s clean. As long as a body makes money to provide for his family, that’s all that matters.”


    “He isn’t married.”


    “Nope, he’s not anymore, but I know for sure and certain that he’s been sweet on you for years now. You want me to set him up for a manicure with Regina?”


    “He’s old!”


    I snorted at that. “Honey, you looked at those crow’s feet lately? Looking more and more like turkey tracks.”


    She didn’t like that none. “Fifty-eight is not old.”

  


  
    Time to give her a reality check. “It’s not young either. His favorite is 2 percent milk, though I’ve suggested he drink skim. You feed him eggs and bacon every morning and he’ll be devoted to you for what’s left of your life.”


    “Thanks for the encouragement.”


    I beamed at her. “My pleasure.”


    Sasha toyed with the silk scarf tied artfully at her neck. Her hands drifted toward her showcase. “Fake jewelry.” She eyed me. “Don’t let this out. If Michael Nooseman gets hold of this it will ruin my store.”


    “Then be the first to give him a statement. Apologize and offer a recall and cash back for the earrings you sold.”


    “I can’t afford to give the cash back.”


    “Then offer store credit.”


    “Those were expensive earrings.”


    “They were also fake. Not worth much at all.” I leaned in on her glass counter and opened my eyes wide. “You see here, you have two choices, offer cash back”—a finger went up to underscore the first offer—“or store credit”—my middle finger joined my index. “Those are your solutions. If I were you, I’d ask the chief what steps you can take to secure money from Aidan’s estate, if he had one.”


    She was pale, that’s for sure. I felt bad for her, her standing there with glass cleaner in one hand and a damp rag in the other. “You’re right. I’ll talk to Chief Conrad.”


    I looked over my shoulder at the splendid creation in the window. “You tempting me again?”


    Sasha gave me a secret little smile that erased the lines of strain along her mouth. “Maybe.”


    “Well,” I shoved my hand down into my pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. “They say the best way to rid a body of temptation is to give in to it.”


    


    


    It was about time for Chief to arrive at the Goose for William’s interview. With that in mind, I crossed Gold Street, knowing good and well there was a car coming. Pedestrians have the right of way. Cars have brakes. Unless they wanted me as their hood ornament, I knew I was safe. Which is why I didn’t pay much attention to what kind of car it was zipping toward me.


    Subconsciously, I realized this car was not slowing, so I turned, hands on my hips, and glared. The car swerved around me. I got a glimpse of wild red hair and a huddled form behind the wheel. Must have been one of the elderly folk from the town over driving through Maple Gap to Denver. They sometimes liked to stick to the back roads, rather than be intimidated by the highways.


    For good measure, I shook my fist at the person, even though my heart beat wildly at my close call.


    Regina and company streamed out of Wig-Out. One lady wearing the cape around her neck and looking funny with one side of her hair longer than the other. “I saw that, LaTisha!” Janet Garman, the caped lady, stabbed her hands down on her hips and shook her head.


    Regina came to my side. “Are you okay?”


    Even Shiny Portly stomped out of the grocery with a young cashier in his wake. “What was that all about?”


    I broke out in a cold sweat. My armpits producing an ice storm. My legs got weak. Regina, bless that child’s heart, took my arm and led me to a bench at the entrance to the store.


    “Go get her a drink of water,” I heard Shiny tell his employee.


    “You all stop your flappin’, I’m heartier than a hail storm.”


    Regina crouched next to me, “I’m not leaving until I know you’re okay.” She got to her feet. “Did you recognize that car, Shiny?”


    “Nope.” He wiped a hand over his bald head. “I just happened to glance up and see a flash of blue swerve around LaTisha. I’d just told Bob to go out and gather up the baskets.”


    The power doors to the store swept open and Bob reappeared. He handed over a little bottle of water. Shiny turned his questions on Bob. “What did you see?”


    Bob shrugged. “It was an old car. Big and blue and the driver had longish red hair.”


    Which is what I had seen myself. Well, minus the big and blue part.


    “You need to report this, LaTisha,” Shiny admonished. “Why don’t I have Bob deliver over to the Goose that batch of peaches you’re going to use to reform Lionel? You can guarantee I’ll be over this evening to try some of that cobbler.”


    “I’ll give you an extra helping.” It was the least I could do for his kindness. I took a long pull of water, feeling calmer. “Which reminds me. Did you happen to see Eugene and Betsy Taser come in to your store yesterday?” I was careful not to lead by adding a specific time to the question. If anyone pays attention to his customers, it was Shiny.


    Bob wandered off to collect baskets as Shiny rubbed his fingers over his cheek. “Seems I remember Betsy coming in and complaining about something. I think she was having a hard time finding that antibacterial gel stuff everyone’s so crazy about.”


    “I remember them because he yelled at me,” Bob nested two carts together and pulled a third into line. “I was restocking the shaving cream. That sale is emptying the shelves faster than I can get it up there.”


    So neither of the Tasers were in a good mood. It didn’t seem out of character for either of them. “What did he yell at you for?”


    “I pointed out where the antibacterial wipes were after he griped about us not having any. He apologized and was nice to me after that.”


    Shiny grinned. “Are they being considered for the good citizens award or something?”


    That was a knee-slapper. “I’m sure if he could get away with presenting it to himself, he would.”


    “What’s your take on Aidan getting shot?” Shiny’s bright eyes slipped to mine real sly-like. “It sure is a shame to know peaceful little Maple Gap has had two murders in a little over two years.”


    “If you’re thinking I’m giving you any information, you can forget it. You’re right on the murder stuff, but it’s more than a shame, it’s humans hating humans.”


    Shiny didn’t have the grace to look rebuffed by my rebuke. Instead, he latched on to the second half of my reply. “Things keep right on changing just as they stay the same.”


    The doors to the grocery store opened and who should come waltzing out with a bag of popcorn in one hand and his gums chomping fiercer than a beaver. At least beavers had teeth. Real teeth, that is.


    Hardy stopped dead, his eyes huge. “LaTisha?”


    “I sure ain’t a ghost. What you eating popcorn for? You aiming to get yourself an infection or something?”


    His eyes crinkled at the corners and he held up the bag. “Its hulless popcorn. I suck on it till it’s mush, then swallow it. I was hungry.”


    Shiny patted Hardy in way of greeting. “LaTisha almost got hit by some crazy driver in a big blue car.”


    Hardy plopped down on the bench beside me. “Who was it?” He tilted the bag over his gaping maw and spilled a long trail of popcorn into his mouth.


    “I don’t know, they didn’t stop to introduce themself.”


    Hardy patted my leg. “Don’t get so mean.” He paused and stared at me a bit.


    I frowned hard.


    “I know that look. What did you go and buy this time?”


    Why did I have to be so transparent?


    Shiny busted out laughing. “You got her pegged, Hardy. I saw her trot on over here from the direction of Sasha’s shop.”


    “You want to change your order for peach cobbler, Shiny Portly?”


    Shiny’s laughter died a sudden death. “No, ma’am.” He fooled with the tie to his apron and ran a hand down his belly. “Let me go make sure those peaches are ready to deliver.”


    Hardy dug his hand down in his bag again and crammed his mouth full.


    I snatched the bag away.


    He straightened real quick-like and frowned.


    “You tell me what you’ve been doing all this time and stop loading up on stuff you’re not supposed to be eating.”


    One side of Hardy’s mouth quirked upward and his eyes seemed to turn into liquid chocolate. Puppy eyes. “Dr. Cryer didn’t say I couldn’t suck on stuff. Too sore to chew anyhow.”


    I hitched to my feet to avoid caving in to those beautiful eyes. Hardy fell into step beside me. “You tell the chief about William hiding in Regina’s Dumpster?”


    I figured he’d be yapping about his popcorn, so this change in conversation flipped on my suspicion switch. “Of course, I did. What got you to thinking about William hiding in that Dumpster?”


    He stopped dead. He had my full attention, knew it, and was plotting to milk it for all it was worth. I rattled the bag of popcorn. “Spill it or I’ll spill this all over the sidewalk for hungry little birds.”


    Hardy frowned at me. “You don’t play fair.”


    “I don’t want to play at all. Now talk.” But even as I talked tough, I held the bag of popcorn out like it was an olive branch.


    “I think I might be able to figure out who almost ran you over.” He got himself a handful, sucked on it a bit, then swallowed. “We’re going to do some Dumpster diving first.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Seventeen


    “You’ve gone crazy in the head if you think I’m diving into a dumpster.”


    Hardy flashed his new grillwork. “You won’t have to. I’ll do it for you.”


    “What do you know about sorting through trash?”


    “Remember that Christmas when you had a baby on each hip and one baking? We needed a bed for Tyrone because Shakespeare was on his way and we only had two cribs.”


    My mind churned back over that time and the wooden headboard, mattress and box spring that magically appeared Christmas morning. Tyrone had been thrilled to have a big-boy bed. “You got that from a dumpster?”


    Hardy’s eyes twinkled. “Went over to the apartments in Bakersville on the seventh of December when the landlord evicted people. I rooted around and found that bed. All I had to do was figure out a place to hide it so I could refinish it before Christmas.”


    “What are you thinking we need to go Dumpster diving for?”


    We stopped outside the entrance to the Goose and he leaned in tight. “That blue car. Did they say anything about recognizing it?”


    “Just that it wasn’t a new car.”


    Hardy stroked his jaw. “I saw a car I’d never seen before parked behind Betsy Taser’s office. You know how she has those big trees and that Dumpster that kind of hides anything parked back there? Looked like someone was throwing something out.”


    Betsy’s real estate office was part of a small row of stores on the same side of Gold Street as Sasha’s boutique but farther down. I knew the exact spot he meant. “We can’t dive into her Dumpster during the day.”


    Hardy shook his head. “We’ll go tonight.” Proud of himself, he did his best to irritate me and tugged north on the waistband of his light blue polyester pants.


    I ignored him. “You pick up on anything else?”


    “Went around to the library. Carl Baereum was there looking over anatomy books. He was making a sketch of an arm—”


    “Maybe he needs that for his job.”


    Hardy pursed his lips. “You didn’t let me finish. I asked him about what happened between him and the mayor. He said Eugene claimed he was overcharging people for burial, charging for crypts and such and not following through with the product, taking advantage of the grief-stricken and all that.”


    “You think it’s true?”


    Carl was the only funeral home director within forty-five minutes of Maple Gap. He’d done a good business for all these years, but he didn’t seem the greedy type. I wanted to groan. All this detecting made me start having to rethink people I’d known for years, or thought I’d known. I could see why cops tended to become cynical.


    “Anything could be true,” I pushed the words out, hating the thought of them being true. “Best not to jump to any conclusion at all.” Judging by the heads bobbing over plates in the Goose, the breakfast crowd was still going strong. “I’ve got to get in there and send these people home.” I lowered my voice for Hardy’s ears only. “Chief Conrad is coming in to question William.”


    Hardy pulled a yawn. “I’m going to drag myself back home to bed.”


    “Don’t be wasting time snoring. Pick up your prescription, pop down some pills, then check out Aidan’s like I asked.”


    “Too tired. A nap will perk me right up.” He shot me a cheeky grin and did a little hip wiggle for my benefit. “Got to keep fresh for my woman.”


    He didn’t even wait for a response, just waggled himself down the sidewalk aimed in the direction of home. I shook my head and pushed open the door of the Goose. The smell of toast, cinnamon, and bacon hit me full face. Elizabeth met me at the stand, visually relaxing when she realized I wasn’t another person waiting to be seated.


    “News must have leaked out about the murder. Seems like I’ve seen more strangers this morning than I have in the last decade.”


    I took in the flyaway hair glued to her forehead. “You’re looking ragged.” I turned and flipped the sign to read Closed from the outside. “That’ll take care of it.”


    “I haven’t waited tables since my high school days, but I am proud to say I only messed up one order.”


    I waved her onto a seat at the counter. “That’s better than Hardy does. I’ve had to fire that boy a half dozen times. Relax and sit. What can I get you?”


    Elizabeth rested her chin on her fists. “A tall glass of water and one of those cinnamon rolls William made this morning. People raved over them all morning, now it’s my turn.”


    I jotted it down on a piece of paper and snapped it onto the ring.


    Within seconds, the roll appeared. I placed the plate in front of Elizabeth. Like the lady she was, she picked up her fork and cut down into the chewy pastry. About made me want to swoon. William had used whole wheat in the dough, but I knew he had gone full force with the cinnamon-sugar and the cream cheese topping.


    I poured myself a glass of water and gulped it down quick-like. It had become the best way I knew to give myself a full feeling fast. And I needed it looking at that cinnamon roll. Times like this made having diabetes tough.


    William appeared in the doorway separating the kitchen from the dining room, a dish with a very small piece of cinnamon roll on it. He held it out to me. I struggled with myself for all of one second before snapping up that piece and popping it into my mouth. Instead of devouring it in one gulp, I did what they had suggested in our classes and let the sweet creaminess bathe my tongue. I savored the burst of cinnamon, and the softness of the dough. It was delicious.


    I extended my hand, palm out, and William met it in a high five. “You da bomb!”


    Elizabeth had left her spot, doing some refills and picking up money. I let her finish with the customers and started bussing tables closest to the kitchen. You see, I had me a strategy brewing about the chief questioning William at the Goose. As I finished up a table, Chief made his entrance.


    “Raspberry tea, coming up,” I offered. “You want me to shoo the rest of them out?”


    “No. I’ll wait.”


    I showed him to a table far away from the kitchen, then did my best to spread some fire under the remaining patrons. One lady, someone I’d never laid eyes on before, sipped her coffee and watched my every move. Gave me the shudders the way her eyes followed me. She finally waved me over and held up the bill and some money. “You have a delightful restaurant. I’ll be sure to do a nice review for the Denver paper.”


    I reached for the money. She didn’t let go, her smile a glittery artificial Christmas tree. At this point, I’m thinking she was waiting for me to gush my thanks. “Don’t do me any favors, I’ve got enough business to keep me hopping.”


    She frowned and released the money. “You are LaTisha Barnhart, correct?”


    “I am.”


    “I’ve heard about you.”


    I’d be lying if I didn’t say I wasn’t pleased at that. I took a stab at humility. “Good things, I hope.”


    “I’m sure you’ve heard a lot about the murder of that poor man.” Her expression turned hungry.


    “Hear a lot when you’re running a restaurant. Not everything you hear is true, though. It takes a good head to know truth and trumped-up story.” If my comment met its mark, she didn’t show it.


    Her head bobbed in agreement; where as seconds before I’d felt like a steak dinner in the path of a hungry lion, it now felt more like the lion wanting to share its meal.


    “You are very correct.” Her body angled forward, her voice going soft. “But I heard Aidan was connected to a rumor of a hit being called on the local mayor. Can you confirm that?”


    I kept my expression neutral. This news wasn’t known to anyone other than William, the chief, and me. No one could have gotten wind of it unless there was a leak from the police, or William. Or some other third party who knew of Aidan’s assignment.


    If Ms. Reporter hoped to get a rise out of me, she was flat disappointed. Instead, I turned on my irritation. “I got two things to confirm. Aidan Abbett is dead and Mayor Taser is our mayor. You want anything more than that, you’ll need to talk to the police.”


    “They won’t talk to me.”


    I rolled my eyes at her. “Now why do you think that is?” I turned on my heel and made her change, but when I returned, she’d already left. I asked Elizabeth to take over the last two tables of people and trotted myself over to the chief, sliding onto the chair across from him.


    “You’re doing a good business, LaTisha. Wasn’t that a reporter from the Denver Chronicle you were talking to?”


    “You recognized her?”


    “She came in earlier wanting me to confirm or deny the whole thing about Aidan being the hit man on Eugene. Apparently, she’d received an anonymous tip on the matter.”


    “Well, you must not have given her the scoop because she just finished asking me to confirm the rumor.”


    Chief balled up the paper from his straw. “Persistent, isn’t she?” He touched the end of his straw to the ball of paper and allowed some of the liquid tea to drop. Like a snake, the paper writhed and unfurled. “I know what you’re thinking, LaTisha. You know I wouldn’t breathe a word of anything to anyone. It’s my duty to keep these things confidential. If someone gave her a tip, it wasn’t me.”


    In that admission, a question mark hovered over me. “You know I wouldn’t either. So who?”


    He picked up the sodden straw paper in his napkin, his eyes flashing to mine. “I don’t know. I can mention it to William.”


    “Chief.” I paused, unsure how to say what needed said. “William isn’t quite right. I can’t put my finger on it, but his reactions are different.”


    He sat back in his chair. I had his full attention. “You think it’s from guilt?”


    “No. I think he has a medical condition. I’m just saying it so you won’t be shocked if he laughs or rocks or …”


    “Thanks for the warning.”


    “Something else.”


    He pinched the sodden paper in his fingers and rolled it in his napkin.


    “Lester told me that Eugene was replacing Molly.”


    “Heard that. Eddie and Roger seem strange choices for a replacement.”


    So he had heard about Molly losing her place as Eugene’s treasurer too.


    “You know how things start flying around.” He covered his mouth with his hands and blew out a frustrated breath against his fingers. “It’s just like after Marion’s murder, suddenly everyone becomes suspect.”


    “I’m feeling you on that.” I caught Elizabeth waving a hand toward the door. The last of the breakfast rush was headed home, or work, or wherever they were headed. I went off to get William.


    “Anyone else know his secret yet?” Chief asked before I’d gone three steps.


    “Just Hardy, you, and me.”


    Chief gave me a short nod.


    Elizabeth came out of the kitchen, purse in hand. “I’m heading over to the store, LaTisha. Need anything?”


    “No, sweetie. Go ahead.”


    “I’ll be back in an hour,” she called before the door shut behind her.


    In the kitchen, I signaled to William. He shuffled through the dining room not looking the least bit happy. I snagged the square container I used to clear tables. Since I’d already plotted to clean the tables closest to the kitchen, I headed over to the ones surrounding the chief that remained to be cleaned. Eventually, I cleaned my way up to the table next to where the two sat, my ear cocked their direction. I worked fast, but tried to keep my bumping to a minimum so I wouldn’t miss anything. Only problem was Chief wasn’t saying anything.


    Neither was William. He was staring down at his hands, his upper body vibrating. Probably jiggling his leg up and down.


    That’s when Chief Conrad leaned back in his chair, devilment in his dark eyes. “You know, I’ll do my best to talk loud enough, LaTisha, but really, I’m done with questioning William. We were just talking sports before you got to this table.”


    I plugged my hands down on my hips and lasered him with my eyes. “Well, you can just keep right on whispering. I don’t care one bit about the Pirates, Yankees, Rebels, or any team named after an animal.”


    “Oh, we knew you wouldn’t care about the sports.”


    “Are you trying to say you think I was eavesdropping?”


    “I wasn’t trying to say it at all. I just came out and said it.”


    I glared.


    He grinned.


    “I’ll get back to work now,” William said. He shoved back from the table. “Bob delivered peaches. I’ll slice them up for tonight’s cobbler.”


    Chief stuck out his hand as William stood. “It was nice talking with you.”


    I decided to call a truce with the chief by delivering a tidbit that might be interesting. I sat in the chair William had just vacated. “You heard anything about Carl Baereum charging people for more than he delivers?”


    “You’ve been talking to Eugene?”


    “No, Hardy heard it straight from Carl.”


    Chief wiped the condensation off his glass with an index finger. “It would be an easy scam and a foolproof way to take advantage of folks while they’re at their weakest emotionally and mentally.”


    “Why would Eugene make such an accusation?”


    “Who knows.”


    If Carl was Eugene’s best friend and staunchest supporter, why would Eugene choose now to estrange his friend? On the other hand, if the accusation proved true, Eugene could use it to bolster his image as a candidate. Concerned citizen uncovering a scam to prevent the locals from being victimized. Made a nice newspaper article.


    “I want you to look over Aidan’s jewelry store with me,” Chief said. “I want your impressions.”


    A buzzing vibrated the air. Chief looked down at his side and unclipped a gadget. He stared at it a second. “Mac needs me back at the station. Thanks for letting me use your restaurant.” He lifted a brow in question. “Did I hear him say you were serving cobbler?”


    “Don’t you ever eat at home?”


    “Sure we do, but when your cobbler’s for dessert, it’s worth the walk into town.” He lowered his voice a notch. “Tonight after service—at Aidan’s, okay?”


    “I’ll be there, Chief.”


    From the table, I watched him leave. William sat at the island counter slicing a peach in half and pulling out the pit. He rocked gently on the stool as he worked. The work would soothe him. I needed to clear my head too. A distraction of some sort. And I knew just the remedy.


    


    


    


    Chapter Eighteen


    “That’s a lot of peach cobbler,” Elizabeth said as she pulled the first pan from the oven. “I’m glad I got back in time to watch you put it together.”


    “A dump of flour, a splash of water. I cook by feeling.” A laugh spilled out when I saw Elizabeth’s dubious expression.


    William took the heavy pan from Elizabeth and set it on the island to cool. She took the stool across from me and watched as I mixed the batter for the last pan of cobbler, sprinkling a generous helping of cinnamon.


    “How’re things with George?”


    She sighed and fiddled with the edge of her apron. “He was glad I got this job, but he still feels such pressure. We can’t seem to talk about it without it becoming a shouting match.”


    William came over to us and stuck a fresh loaf of bread under my nose, the crust golden and making a strange sound. Like it was singing a one-note tune.


    “Looks real good.” I clamped down on my praise when I felt Elizabeth’s eyes. Maybe my slip was a good thing, it would force William out. “You better start making up some bread for the fund-raiser.”


    William stared at me, no expression on his face. His eyes rolled between me and Elizabeth. “I already have.”


    Elizabeth clapped her hands together, clearly delighted, her gaze on William. “I thought I heard you whispering to Chief Conrad.”


    William retreated, setting the loaf to cook and returning his attention to the dough he’d been working, pressing his palm into it, folding, turning, then pressing again. Over and over.


    “He can talk. He’s just very shy and very reluctant to socialize. But I told him it was time to come out of his shell and that he could trust me and you. All of us.”


    Elizabeth folded her arms. “I can’t believe it. For years we all thought he was deaf. Even his momma said as much.”


    William stopped shaping the dough into a smooth ball. “She said that?”


    “She came to town one day, years ago. George and I were just married. She said you’d caught something and it had left you deaf.”


    This was news, and judging by the funny look on his face, it was news to William too. Why would his mom say something like that?


    Elizabeth kept right on talking. “I wanted to know how you made those cinnamon rolls but hated the idea of having to write everything I asked down—” She let out a little laugh. “Anyway, I’m glad to know you can talk me through the process.”


    I left the two of them talking, mostly Elizabeth, to flip the sign for the lunch crowd, then went back to finish the last pan of cobbler. The kitchen work hadn’t been as therapeutic as I’d wanted, probably because it wasn’t my own kitchen. So many thoughts swirled in my brain. Eugene Taser and the hit. William hiding in the Dumpster. Molly. The strange men. Aidan. The necklace. Dr. Cryer’s accusation against Carl. Eugene’s argument with Carl. Flossie. Betsy.


    Peaches spilled out of the bowl and onto the batter in a luscious stream of sweet heaven. For all her talk about being thrilled to talk to William, Elizabeth had gone quiet, probably put off by William’s sober, expressionless answers. Old habits die hard, or so they say. Seemed to be true for William though.


    I shoved the pan of cobbler into the oven, loving the way it scented the air with peach and cinnamon. Bells on the door clattered a greeting to a customer, and Elizabeth left to seat the person.


    With lunch underway, my thoughts turned to dinner. I needed to put in another produce order with Shiny before the end of the week, which meant meal planning would need to be happening real fast. If I rolled out into that dining room, not a strip of paperwork would get done, so I planted my backside in the chair at a small desk in the corner of the kitchen. Above the desk the corkboard held the week’s menu. Tonight’s special would be homemade chicken and noodles.


    “I’ll make up the noodles to dry,” William’s voice drifted to me from over my right shoulder. “I’ve got more bread made. It’s resting. You want me to fill out the menu? I can make out the order list.”


    “You know how?”


    His eyes went to his feet. “Yeah.”


    I could have kissed him. “Angels are dancing on your head for sure.” I scraped the chair back and wrapped him in a hug. “Almost made myself sick thinking I’d have to deal with all this.”


    He stood straight as a stick during my hug. I let him go, remembering another injured soul I’d met months ago at Bridgeton Towers Assisted Living and Nursing, who’d reacted much the same way to my hug. So many hurting people, so little time. “I’ve got some shopping to do and a hair appointment before I go chase after Hardy and make sure he’s good and riled up. Helps him heal faster than when he’s not lolling in bed.”


    This pulled some sunshine out of William. “I don’t think anyone would get much sleep with you around.”


    “You sassing me?”


    “No, ma’am,” his eyes shifted to the wall behind me. “Of course not.”


    I’d spooked him with that. I grasped his chin until his eyes drifted over me, then away again. A child caught in a man’s body. No, that wasn’t quite right. He had a mature mind just poor social skills. “It’s okay if you are, William. I don’t mind it one bit.”


    


    


    I beat a path to Shiny’s to pick up a few things, intending to do some digging, shopping, and fund-raising. Shiny yelped out a greeting as I pushed my cart into the produce section. He was working on some grapes, weighing them, bagging them, and giving them a neat swing before tying them off.


    “Feeling okay after your near miss?” Shiny popped a bag of the grapes into my cart. “They’re on special this week. Ninety-nine cents a pound.”


    “Give me two. Hardy eats them like a vacuum.”


    “I thought he couldn’t chew.”


    “No, but if I freeze them, he can move one around his mouth to the hurting spots and suck them into raisins.”


    Shiny chuckled and began transferring his pile of bags to the grape section of produce. “You’re one of a kind, LaTisha.”


    “No, my legacy continues through my children. You should hear how Bryton is taking up cooking pizzas for the children in the pedes unit of the hospital near him. Friday night is Bryton’s pizza night. Kids love it.”


    “Maybe you should have him come here and manage the restaurant.”


    “It’s tempting, but they’re settled in real good right where they’re at.” I eyed the clusters of grapes. They looked real good. “I’m working on another project.”


    Shiny didn’t even break rhythm with stacking. “Why do I have a feeling my help is being requested?”


    “Because it’s a project to help one of our own.”


    Shiny finished stacking his pile and spent some time straightening the bags into neat groups. “You know I’ll help, LaTisha. Whatever cause you embrace is going to be one I’d want to help with.”


    My chest swelled. Not literally, thank the good Lord, but figuratively. “I heard rumor that the Buchanans have some heavy medical bills. We’ll be raising money by selling food products. If you can supply some ingredients, that would be your donation.”


    Satisfied with his display of grapes, Shiny put a hand to his back and straightened. “Need to get me one of those back braces.”


    “Or do yourself a favor and let someone else do the stacking.”


    “That’d be giving in, LaTisha. If I stop now, my joints will all freeze up. That’s why we keep going, right?” He traveled back to his table and began weighing and bagging again. “What’s your menu going to be?”


    “Haven’t got that far. Something that will go far and be irresistible.”


    “How about your chili? Or that pepper relish on subs. If you’d give me some pints, I’d sell them for you.”


    My own line of sauces. They’d need a name though. That’s when it happened. Every now and again sheer genius pops into my brain, and this was one of those moments. “Sara’s Sauce,” I murmured.


    “Sara’s what?” Shiny paused in his process.


    “A thought popped into my head. I could bottle up my pepper relish and dressings and sell them during the fund-raiser. I’ll call them Sara’s Sauce.”


    “That would take a lot of work.”


    “That’s why I have a town full of generous folk and seven children to call in as reserves.”


    He spit out a laugh. “You just gave a speech about them settling in where they are and you’re already planning a way to call them back.”


    I guess he stopped laughing long enough to get a glimpse of my face.


    He cleared his throat and went back to bagging. “Sounds like a solid plan.”


    The prospect of the fund-raiser was exciting me. I pushed my cart through the store in record time, pausing along the aisle of antibacterial gel and, farther up the aisle, Big Sky’s selection of antibacterial wipes. Why would both Eugene and Betsy be so concerned about antibacterial anything? Surely Betsy’s real estate office didn’t harbor that many germs. Maybe Flossie had a cold and Betsy was worried about her passing germs to her and Eugene, since his campaign office was centered there too.


    When I finally made it to the checkout, a skinny, pimply teenage boy flashed me a quick thumbs-up and a hearty “Howdy, Mrs. Barnhart.”


    “You got the day off from college, Randy? You don’t look sick and there’s no snow on the ground.”


    “Not in this heat. We have a break between semesters, so Mr. Portly let me work for him a few days to make some extra money.”


    “I figured you’d be interning with Carl.”


    He did a typical teenage shrug as he scanned a pack of chicken. “He has Flossie working for him.”


    “Flossie doesn’t have formal training. He’s got to see the value in having an intern studying to be a funeral home director. Let me talk to him for you.”


    Randy popped the last of my grapes into a bag. “That’d be great. Thanks.”


    I knew for certain that Randy Holbraker hadn’t been a stellar student, but the fact that he’d decided to go on to college had been a step in the right direction. Maturity sometimes kicks in late, but at least it kicks.


    “What do you think about Aidan getting killed?” Randy asked as I swiped my debit card.


    “People shouldn’t shoot other people. Period.”


    “My mom thinks him and Flossie had something going.”


    Ah. The sweet swell of speculation was hitting its stride. “Why would she think that?”


    “She went in to his store to get the band on her watch shortened and he was in the back arguing with someone. She said it sounded like a lady, and she thought it sounded like Flossie.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Nineteen


    Interesting. Flimsy reasoning, but the idea of a relationship between Flossie and Aidan might bear some looking into. Another question slithered into my head. With Carl seeming so interested in Flossie lately, what would he feel if he knew she was dating another man? The possibility that he did know was very strong. Maybe he was the possessive sort—which would develop quite the motive for him to do away with Aidan.


    “We’re going to have a fund-raiser for the Buchanan’s in about a month, to raise money for Sara’s medical expenses. Tell your friends to come over and show their support.”


    Randy handed over the last of my bags. “Sure thing. Will it be at the Goose?”


    “Yup. You spread the news.”


    “Mom will be glad to hear it, she cried buckets every night after Sara died. Said Sara was one of her favorite students.”


    “Tell her I’ll be needing some extra hands to help out.”


    He dropped the last thing into a bag and handed it over. “She will, I’m sure.”


    I gathered my things, told Randy to stay out of trouble, and beat it to Wig-Out, wondering why I hadn’t planned a better time to go grocery shopping.


    Through the window as I approached, I could see that Regina already had Betsy in the chair and was working on sectioning her hair in the back.


    Betsy fiddled with the collar of the cape Regina had around her neck. I caught her complaint as I butted open the door. “Can’t you loosen this thing? It itches.”


    I could see she was in fine form today. There were a lot of things I’d like to have seen around Betsy’s neck, but a cape wasn’t one of them.


    I held up my bags and hip-punched the door shut. “Mind if I put these in your backroom, honey?”


    Regina tilted her head toward the back. “Go right ahead. Cold things can go in the refrigerator.”


    I slipped my best face on. “How are you doing today, Betsy?”


    Betsy shifted the plastic cape around her body and smiled like a flashlight had been suddenly stuck up to her ear. “LaTisha! I’m doing wonderful this fine, bright day. How are you?”


    My feet froze to the floor. I’d never expected a cheery response after hearing her complaint. My eyes traveled to the window where bright sunlight streamed into the room. “Must be sunstroke.”


    Betsy pulled a frown. “What?”


    “You never talk so sweet. Was thinking you’d been out in the sun a might too long.”


    Regina touched Betsy’s shoulder. “Tilt your head forward, please.” She set a foil thing at the base of Betsy’s head and began painting something on with a paintbrush. Probably some chemical that could be used to make a bomb. Women could fight a war with the stuff they used on their hair.


    I went into the back and shoved my grocery bag of perishables into the refrigerator and laid the others on the chair behind Regina’s desk. I returned to the front and rooted around in the magazines, since I knew I’d need a distraction until I could think of a good way to get the conversation rolling. The latest copy of Naturally You! was mixed in with the normal Time, Good Housekeeping, People, and Reader’s Digest.


    I’d just settled in to read an article titled Nappturality, when Regina finished the lower part of Betsy’s hair, allowing her client to lift her head. Time to lay the bomb.


    “I’m rounding up on that fund-raiser we talked on having for the Buchanan’s, Regina. I’ll need some help making batches of my hot pepper relish and salad dressings to sell. I’m calling them Sara’s Sauce.”


    Regina lowered Betsy’s chair some, wielded her comb, then set another piece of foil at the crown of Betsy’s head. She was beginning to look like an armadillo. “That’s a great idea. A batch of your vegetable beef soup would go far. Your spaghetti and meatballs would be a huge hit too.” She paused her combing. “And if you can get William to do up some of his fabulous bread … yum! I wonder if he would agree to do a demonstration?”


    Betsy remained strangely quiet.


    “George came into the restaurant to see Elizabeth this morning. I wish now I would have mentioned it to him, but I figure Elizabeth probably said something already since I told her last night.”


    “Do you have a better idea of what you’re going to do? Food is a huge attraction, and if you do it on the weekend and run some advertising in Denver, you’ll draw the people looking for a weekend getaway.”


    “That’s a great idea.”


    “What do you think Eugene would like to contribute?” I directed this right at Betsy.


    Betsy’s expression seemed pained. “Eugene is busy with his campaign. He won’t stand another thing on his plate.”


    “Sure he could. His sponsorship would boost his image, and he’s always concerned about that. I know Lester would welcome the chance to contribute some way.”


    “Let Lester do it then,” Betsy snapped. “I’ve had enough of the whole mayoral thing. It bores me.”


    I’m thinking her community service didn’t help to endear her to politics, but it was her own fault. Sometimes it’s not the crime that bothers people, it’s the getting caught part. I wondered which category Betsy fell into.


    “So you’re not standing by your man in this campaign?”


    Betsy’s lips disappeared into a firm, straight line. “I’ve got my own business to run. Eugene is free to do as he pleases.”


    Regina sent me a look over Betsy’s head. I’m guessing she was thinking the same thing I was. If Betsy was so quick to make that kind of statement, she probably felt like she was also free to do as she pleased. Whether Eugene knew this or not remained to be seen. Their silent, distracted meal last evening took on new meaning.


    But I couldn’t jump to conclusions. I needed evidence. “Someone said they thought they saw you in the car with George Buchanan the other night, coming back from Denver.”


    Betsy’s eyes fired right up. If I’d been closer, I would have gotten smoked to a pile of bones. “Who would say such a thing? I’m a real estate agent. I have to show properties.”


    She was getting real worked up now. Her face turning a hot pink.


    Regina kept right on layering foils up the back of Betsy’s head. It didn’t surprise me that Regina could keep working. My guess is she’d worked through every kind of tirade, crying fit, and any other emotional drama a woman produced.


    “Besides, it ’s none of your business what I was out doing with George Buchanan. He’s my client and I won’t discuss his business.”


    Did I ask her to? “Seems to me I asked a simple question to clear the air, because I sure would hate to see George and Elizabeth have any more trouble heaped on their plates.”


    “Their marital problems aren’t my doing.”


    My heart broke at hearing that. Betsy, her tongue flapping hard, didn’t realize just what she was giving away while trying valiantly to defend herself. As I studied Betsy’s face, there was a quiet tug on my conscience. I knew that tug. Understood it. I realized that what I was seeing in Betsy Taser’s face seemed a quiet desperation, and God, in His wisdom, was telling me to back off.


    Regina had moved to Betsy’s side. Her hands kept moving, but her attention swept to me and she raised her eyebrows.


    I lightened up. “We sure would like to include you in the fun, Betsy.” Maybe the gal who seemed to need no one really only needed a chance.


    Betsy sniffed. “I wouldn’t be caught dead stirring a pot of sauce over a fire like some Civil War reenactor.”


    There she goes, plucking me all over again. I hummed a tune. Amazing … Grace … how sweet … the sound. That’s my version of counting to ten before I said something I knew I’d regret. Plus it reminded me to season my words with kindness, instead of cayenne. “Throw on some old clothes and who cares? You could advertise your business with a donation.”


    “That child is dead, LaTisha. She’s not coming back. Ever. What good will a donation do now?”


    “It’ll help the Buchanans with the bills, ease their burden.”


    “Maybe George doesn’t need help. Maybe he’s like the rest of us and just needs to be left alone.”


    This was a Betsy I had never seen before. Instead of smart-mouthed and snippy, she’d morphed into an overwrought emotional creature. Something was up with that, I can tell you. Either Betsy was growing a conscience, or her conscience was being troubled.


    I retreated to my magazine for a bit, afraid to poke anymore sweetness at the woman for fear she might have a complete breakdown on poor Regina. Only when I heard the hair dryer going did I finally look up.


    Betsy’s back was to me, but in the mirror I could see her expression. She seemed to be staring at something Regina had stuck along the frame of the mirror. I waited real patient-like for Regina to finish blow-drying before asking my next question.


    “What do you think about this Aidan fellow getting shot?” I toyed with the idea of letting the whole hit man-for-hire thing slip, but with Regina being the chief’s wife, I wasn’t sure she wouldn’t tell on me.


    That’s when a hundred-watt light bulb went off in my head. No harm in leading her along the path with some carefully crafted words. “I always thought he looked like one of those guys you hire to be a hit on someone you don’t like. Those dark eyes…” I kept talking, but watched with a mixture of satisfaction and surprise as Betsy Taser’s eyes met mine in the mirror, and her face went lily-white.


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty


    “I thought she was going to hang herself with that cape before she finally figured out how to get it off,” I commented to Regina as we watched Betsy hustle herself down the sidewalk.


    After my little spill of information, the woman had practically thrown the money at Regina and raced to get out of the place.


    “Aidan did look like some secret service agent didn’t he?” Regina folded the cape and took it into the back room. Unless I missed my guess, she didn’t have a clue about William overhearing a hit on Eugene. Chief was more tight-lipped than I’d expected. Not that he didn’t do things by the book, but I figured he might share some details of the investigation with his wife. Maybe he knew it would be too easy for Regina, surrounded by gossiping women, to let something fly that didn’t need to be general knowledge.


    I sat myself down in Regina’s chair as she reappeared with a clean cape and shook it out. “I saw you have some clients coming down from the city.”


    “I’ve been doing more advertising up that way. The ladies who come in here usually tell me they’re tired of waiting for an appointment, then getting here and having to wait all over again. It’s a city thing.”


    I could feel Regina’s fingers in my hair, lightly plucking at the ends. “You planning for the big day?”


    I knew where she was going with that question. “It’s past time.”


    “It is. Sisterlocks’ll look good on you, LaTisha. You’re hair isn’t as coarse as some I’ve seen and you have a healthy scalp.”


    “Long hours of pulling and prodding at it won’t make it happy. Lela said her head was sore for two days after they put in the locks.”


    “She took the plunge, huh?”


    Regina began massaging my scalp. Heaven, that’s what it was. Pure heaven. “Her new job and finishing up her school keeps her so busy, she said she was glad to be free of worrying over her hair so much.”


    “Just the usual then?”


    “Yeah. I’ll make the appointment soon, but I can tell you that between the long drive into Denver for the consult, plus the hours sitting in a chair if I do go through with it, sure makes it mighty easy to find an excuse to put it off.”


    “True. But you need to treat yourself. Think of it, with Hardy’s new teeth and your new hair, you two will be a very distinguished couple.”


    “Or extinguished, depending on how you look at it.”


    Regina laughed, her fingers moving over to the left side of my head. “What did you think of Betsy’s exit?”


    “She’s got a healthy dose of something weighing her down. A personal crisis, judging by the emotion. Have you ever seen her so on the defense like that?”


    “Never. Usually she’s the one making others cry.”


    Regina should know, too, since her relationship with Betsy Taser had never been an easy one.


    “LaTisha,” Regina’s fingers stilled on my scalp. “Do you think it’s true about Betsy and George? Could that be why she’s so adamant about her client’s right to privacy all of a sudden?”


    I rolled it over in my mind. Losing George would kill Elizabeth. But their kiss that morning, and Elizabeth’s quick dismissal of the gesture, coupled with the arguments she said they’d been having, all sent a different message. Maybe losing George wouldn’t kill her. Could be that their marriage was already in ICU and they both had made the decision not to resuscitate.


    “Oh!” Regina ran her fingers along my hairline. “You’ve got lots of new growth.”


    She babied my new hair and we settled back into the conversation of hairstyles, which suited me. Letting things simmer never failed to bring out the true flavors.


    


    


    Michael Nooseman wasn’t in his office at the Distant Echo, so I left a note for him to call me about the fund-raiser. I was real sure the lure of ad money would get him on the phone lickety-quick.


    Before I made another stop, I decided it best to unload my groceries. It would allow me to check in on my man too. Probably he’d be dead to the world, but my stomach was howling its woes and I needed to snack before I messed up my sugar levels and landed my backside in the doctor’s office. I had only to think on such an unpleasant thing to get myself walking faster.


    When I stepped into the house, I immediately noticed a strange scent in the air. I sniffed again, then listened real hard. A metallic clinking sounded real close. I took one step into the kitchen so I could see everything crystal clear, and got an eyeful of Hardy’s hind-end sticking out of the corner cabinet where I kept the lids to my pots and pans.


    “What are you doing?”


    Something was boiling over on the stove. I set down my bags, snapped the burner off and shoved the pot to a cool eye.


    Hardy jerked backward and popped his head up like a prairie dog. “Making myself something to eat. Can’t find a lid to the pot.”


    I eyed the lump in said pot. White. Pasty. Gunky. “What were you trying to make?”


    “Potato soup.”


    Being a diabetic, potatoes weren’t high on my list of foods to have on hand. “I don’t have any potatoes.”


    “I used those flake things.”


    Hardy, plus food, do not add up to gourmet. Not even edible. This conversation was not going to go well. “How much did you use?”


    He scratched his head. “The whole box.”


    The. Whole. Box. I eyed the lump again. “And what are those brown things?”


    “Thinking about potatoes made me think about beans. I added some of those you had up there by the box of potatoes.”


    Beans. Straight from the bag. “You have to soak them first. You’ll break every last false tooth in your mouth trying to chew those things.”


    Hardy tilted his head at me. “When you make them, they’re soft.”


    “That’s because I soak them, then I cook them a real long time.” I picked up the spoon beside the pot and poked at the mixture. This is why I did the cooking. The mixture had thickened into a soft ball.


    Hardy peered into the pot over my shoulder.“Doesn’t look too good.”


    I poked my spoon at him. “I have all that broth frozen in the freezer. Why didn’t you eat that?”


    His smile was huge. “I did. Two of them. Potato soup sounded better than a third one.”


    I picked up the pot and tossed the contents, before running water into it to let it soak. “You go sit yourself somewhere out of the way and I’ll see what I can come up with.”


    He ambled over to the table and hitched his drawers up on his thighs before bending himself into the chair, taking the rubber band off the paper and snapping it open. “Wonder what Michael has to say about the murder?”


    “Since that paper’s two days old, nothing.”


    I heard the crinkle as Hardy turned a page, which would put him at halfway through the edition. There’s not much news to report in Maple Gap. Though I expected the next week’s paper would be full of the details of our latest murder. Poor Michael, he always seemed to miss the scoop. A huge problem with weekly papers.


    “Obituary in here for a funeral tomorrow evening at Carl’s.”


    I spun some flour into a pot with melted butter. I knew what Hardy was thinking. “Think you’ll be up to helping out at the Goose by then?” Funerals always brought in extra mouths to feed.


    “Sure. My gums feel some better. By tomorrow I should be back to my old self, complete with six-pack abs and sleek physique.”


    “Six pack?” I hooted. “Honey, you missed that and got the keg deal.”


    A sprinkle of thyme, some fresh ground pepper, sea salt, and parsley went into the pot. I stirred the herbs into the flour mixture and let them get warm before removing it to cool.


    “I’m a fine specimen.”


    I rolled my eyes. “You are. A fine speck-of-a-man.”


    He didn’t answer, so I darted a look his direction in time to catch him, his shirt raised, belly exposed, alternately pooching out his stomach and sucking it in. Not much fat on his body, but his belly wasn’t as taut as it used to be. “Pick out that belly-button lint. Never seen such a wad.” I hid a smile and added some frozen diced onion to the pot. “You want your cheese soup spicy?”


    “Yeah.”


    His tone let me know I’d properly deflated his self-image. Something would have to be done about that. I turned the heat down to low and left everything to simmer a few minutes. Turning, I caught Hardy’s eye and motioned him to come to me. He met me halfway and I pulled him to me. “What’s got you so worried about how you look?”


    He inhaled deeply and exhaled on a soft sigh. “Nothing now. You smell good.”


    “Probably the scent of bacon and eggs from the Goose.”


    “No. Fresh. Clean.”


    I pushed him away. “That’s my deodorant.”


    He spit a laugh. I returned my attention to the soup and stirred in shredded cheddar until it melted, then ladled some into a bowl. “Here you go.”


    He’d slipped back into his chair to continue gaping over the paper. I put the bowl in front of him. His hand was on the spoon before his eyes slipped shut and his lips moved in silent prayer. Three seconds of heartfelt thanksgiving. Growing up, my aunt prayed for world peace and waited on the answer to arrive before we got to eat.


    He smacked his lips. “This isn’t spicy.”


    “I decided you had enough fire to keep me warm. Too much more and you’d be approaching hot.”


    His brown eyes creased at the corners and the spoon fell from his grasp. “I like the way you talk.”


    I went to him and pulled his head to my waist in a hug, stooping to kiss the top of his head. Got to keep the home fires burning.


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    By the time I got to the Goose, prep for the evening meal was in full swing. Hardy, his engine purring quite nicely, had trailed me back over to the restaurant, declaring himself fine and dandy and ready to work. Drugs helped.


    Before leaving, we’d spent some time deciding on his outfit for his Dumpster dive. “You can leave it in the car and change after church.” We never had time to come home between closing the restaurant and getting to church, so he’d have to wear his church clothes to the Goose.


    He ogled every pair of pants in his drawer, finally pulling out a good pair of cotton twills.


    I stopped him. “You’re not wearing those to go Dumpster diving.”


    “They’re dark,” he pouted.


    “Pick one of your polyester pair, you can wear the others to church.”


    “But those never feel right when you make me wear them.” he groused.


    “Because you go around in your pastel polyester stretchers looking like some leisure suit pretty boy.”


    Hardy twinkled at me. “You think I’m pretty.”


    Surely, I did. His heart was sweet and loving, and the prettiest thing I knew. But I wasn’t telling him that. “Girls are pretty. Men are handsome.”


    We finally settled on a dark blue pair of polyester pants that had a run in one leg. Just when I’d thought to rid his wardrobe of all things polyester, he’d gone and stocked up when we’d spent time with his mother at Bridgeton Towers Assisted Living and Nursing. One of the residents had been weeding out clothes he no longer wanted. You think that would have sent a message to Hardy. Out of style. But, no, not him.


    Since we didn’t have uniforms at the Goose, it really didn’t matter what he showed up in as long as he did his job. He wore his cotton twills and left his dumpster diving polyester in the car to change into after church.


    Hardy tied on an apron and stuffed an order pad into the pocket. “You man the kitchen.”


    “You mean wo-man the kitchen.”


    He flashed the source of our pending whopper of a dental bill. “Yes. I mean WHOA-MAN.”


    I slapped at his bum and sent him on his way. He looked mighty cute in those cotton twills. If only I could get him to lose the polyester.


    I can’t tell you how pleased I was at all that William and Elizabeth had accomplished in my absence. Salt-and-pepper shakers had been refilled, everything washed and put away, all the dishes for the evening meal were simmering or waiting for the final plating.


    The bell signaled a steady stream of customers for most of the evening, mostly out-of-towners due to the funeral over at Carl’s place. I got a lot of compliments on the food, especially William’s bread and the cobbler. Lionel showed up for his cobbler and ended up getting three plates. The only promised sampling of my peach cobbler that didn’t show up for his portion was Chief Conrad. I keep track of these things.


    I’d sent Elizabeth and William home for the day, so Hardy and I, working together like the well-oiled machine we had become in our four decades together, did the closing work. I glanced over the menu William had prepared for the following week, noting a term I didn’t understand. Chocolate Babka.


    Come again?


    After going over the list more slowly, I realized he had made notations for a different bread each night, though the Babka was listed under breakfast. I gave a silent nod to the idea of William’s specialty breads. Everyone loved baked goods. Judging by the compliments I’d received that evening, who knew, maybe we could kindle enough interest to begin a bakery.


    One problem.


    Diabetes. But it was my problem. I could handle things if I was in control, but if William started springing fresh baked breads for every meal, I could see my willpower turning into won’t-power. Pounds would jump back on my frame and I’d be using a needle to inject insulin because I was out of control.


    I groaned.


    Hardy hiked himself over to me. “Everything’s put back together.”


    “You ever hear of chocolate babka?


    “You talking black babies?”


    I should have known not to ask. His hand was at the back of my neck, his fingers cool against my skin, his voice amused. “Don’t you have enough grandbabies without thinking on another one of your own?”


    “You’re talking foolish.”


    “Bab-kah,” he muttered. “Sounds like a fancy term for more than one baby.” He leaned over me to stare at the place on the menu. I directed his gaze to the notation William had made under breakfast.


    “It’s a bread. And Chocolate.”


    “Chocolate bread?” Hardy grimaced, quickly replaced by a smile that revealed all those new teeth. “I’d rather talk about babies.”


    I lasered him. “Honey, you’re in the use it or lose it stage!”


    He winked. “Purring like a Mercedes.”


    Looking at him bent over like that, his face inches from mine, teeth shining bright, it struck me that somehow, this time, I didn’t mind all those teeth so much. He did look dashing. “You still need to get the front one made gold.”


    “As long as I can still work my magic on you.”


    He could. But I wasn’t saying it. Instead, I hoofed to my feet. “You need to shake some of that magic right into Old Lou so we won’t be late for church.”


    


    


    Hardy and I arrived five minutes before service started. I wanted to use that time to sit and unwind, but Dr. Cryer didn’t let that happen. He caught us as we were headed down the aisle.


    “How’s my patient?”


    Hardy displayed Dr. Cryer’s work.


    “You’re a fast healer.” He clapped his hand down on my man’s shoulder like Hardy had won a triathlon. “Don’t forget I want to see you back in my office tomorrow afternoon. Check with Molly on the time, I never can keep my schedule straight.”


    Hardy slinked into our pew, no doubt his spirits dampened by the prospect of another visit to the dentist’s chair.


    Before he could get away, I decided the time had come to ask Dr. Cryer about the fund-raiser. “I’ve been meaning to run by and ask if you’d sponsor a cook-off to raise money for the Buchanans.”


    The dentist got real sober. “It would please me greatly. They’ve been through a lot. If the whole thing with the necklace would get cleared up, I could give a bigger donation from the insurance money.”


    Our song director stood and headed to the front, signaling the congregation to settle in and settle down. I nodded at Dr. Cryer and took my place next to Hardy. He grabbed a hymnal and we stood and turned to the first song selection. At first, I didn’t utter a word, letting the music roll over me, listening to Hardy’s voice eek out some not so well-chosen notes. Funny how he could play the piano like a prodigy, but butchered every song he tried to sing.


    He nudged me with his elbow, asking with his eyes why I wasn’t singing. So I added my voice to the congregation, letting the notes slide from my mind to my vocal chords. Hardy always said my voice covered a multitude of sins, meaning the fact he couldn’t sing. He swapped hands and held the book in his left, grabbing mine with his right and twining our fingers.


    Pastor Haudaire gave us a test that night. One of those tests that makes you think hard about spiritual goals and how you’re measuring up on the path of your Christian walk. I finished before Hardy and put away my pen. Hardy kept on scratching out his answers. Heads were bowed over open Bibles, pages flipping. A few people were huddled, whispering, no doubt trying to get a fix on what Pastor Haudaire was looking for in the way of answers.


    A light tap on my shoulder made me turn. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t Chief Conrad, still in uniform. He got down close to my ear. “I need to talk to you in Pastor’s office.”


    I scanned the congregation as I rose, wondering what was up that Chief felt it necessary to pull me from service. No matter, my mind was too jumpy to concentrate on anything other than what Chief wanted.


    Following him down the aisle, I almost stopped dead when I saw the last pew filled with Maple Gap’s newest citizens, Eddie and Roger. Roger, a dark-haired man, his coloring much like Aidan’s, had a beautiful, thirty-something lady snugged close to his side. He had introduced himself as Roger Hall that first time I’d seen him, months ago. The other man, Eddie Rouser, also had a woman next to him, this one looking more in the forties range. When I’d first met these men and asked their marital status, they had both said they were married, but I’d never seen their wives. Until tonight.


    As I passed, I couldn’t help one more look-see over my shoulder. No Bibles. No notebooks. They weren’t taking part in the little test. No matter, several visitors came to church unprepared, which is one of the reasons we kept spare Bibles in the back.


    I went down the hallway to Pastor’s office and pushed the door open; the scent of coffee hit me full face. Chief stood at the window, his back to the room, Molly sat on the leather sofa. Shutting the door let me see the other side of the room where Mac Simpson stood against a wall, pencil tucked behind his ear, flipping back and forth through his notebook, a cup of steaming coffee on the table beside him. Which explained the serious coffee smell. I shut the door.


    Chief turned. “Thanks for joining us, LaTisha.” He beckoned me to sit next to Molly, I preferred to face her and chose the chair adjacent to the sofa.


    “I know you’ve already heard the rumor about Roger and Eddie joining Eugene’s campaign and Molly being dismissed as treasurer.”


    “Heard it from Lester.”


    Molly sat stiff. Chief gave her a nod and she took up the story. “When I was over at Betsy’s getting caught up on Eugene’s deposits. I saw that some hefty deposits had appeared. I asked Eugene about them, but he said they were transfers from his personal savings.” She stared down at her hands and began cracking her knuckles. “When Roger and Eddie came into the office the other day, Betsy was on their heels. They went right into Eugene’s office. It didn’t take long for them to come out, and I got the impression that Eugene was scared. Nervous.”


    “Were the men rough?” I asked.


    She shook her head. “No, they were very polite, businesslike. Next thing I knew, Eugene was thanking me for all I’d done and said Roger was taking over as treasurer. They rode with me over to the bank to take my name off the account and put Roger’s on.”


    I leaned forward. “Withdrawals require two signatures?”


    Molly shifted in her seat, seeming a bit more relaxed. “Yes. Eugene’s and mine.” Her eyes drifted to the chief. “At first I was angry and I just wanted to clear out of there as fast as possible. But I kept going over the events in my mind. And Eugene’s face when Roger and Eddie came out of his office—it made me nervous.”


    Chief sat down in Pastor Haudaire’s chair and leaned way back, hands clasped behind his head. “If there’s anything else that you can think of, let me know.”


    Molly stood. “I will. I do feel better having told someone.”


    When the door shut behind her, Chief sat up straight, no more the casual, relaxed it’s-under-control body language. “What do you think?”


    It all spelled troubled, that’s what I thought. “You know those men are out there with their wives right now, don’t you?”


    Mac slapped his notebook shut. “They kept saying they were married. I think it’s a strange time for their wives to show up.” He took a long sip of his coffee.


    Chief rotated the chair to stare out the window, his expression thoughtful. “It’s what I’ve been thinking. And they’ve never been to a service that I know of. It seems odd for them to become so visible when they’ve been so scarce to this point.”


    I rolled Mac’s reasoning around a bit, tacking on Chief’s observation. “It’s almost like they’re trying to put on a show.” I ran my hand down my skirt, throwing out my thoughts. “Convince us they’re normal kind of guys so we won’t dig too deep.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    “Mac”—Chief got vertical and tucked the chair back under the desk—“I want you to follow those guys. Let me know what they do, who they talk to and where they go.” He turned my way. “One thing before I forget. I got hold of that reporter again, she said she thought for sure the voice leaving the tip on Eugene’s life being in danger was a woman.”


    “A woman?”


    “It doesn’t really matter much. It could have been anyone.” He turned to me. “We on for tonight?”


    I’d almost forgotten about getting over to Aidan’s store.


    It took me fifteen minutes to break through the crowded vestibule in search of Hardy. I grabbed his shirt and tugged him toward a quiet corner. “You see Eddie and Roger?”


    Hardy didn’t answer for a long second. I knew he was scrambling to put the names with the faces. “You mean the new guys?”


    Funny how everyone referred to them as the new guys. Just reinforced the fact that no one really knew them and that they’d made little effort to get to know the citizens of Maple Gap.


    “You got it. Chief sent Mac to keep an eye on them. I want you to do the same.”


    “Why should I follow them if Mac’s gonna do the same? I’m no cop.”


    “Just do it. I’ve got somewhere else to go before we do the Dumpster dive.” I glanced around at the dwindling crowd. “Make sure you change your clothes before you leave here.”


    “Where you headed?”


    “Chief wants me to meet him at Aidan’s jewelry store.”


    “Where will I find you?”


    “If you get back first, go to the Goose and wait there. Now hurry. You might have already missed them with all your gabbing and questions.”


    As I passed Carl Baereum’s funeral home, I noticed lights on in the back room. He must be preparing for his next funeral. I shuddered. It didn’t take much for me to get quivery when I thought of being tucked in that back room with a dead body. I’d have to make a point of getting over to Carl’s in the morning to ask about the fund-raiser and Randy’s internship, before opening the Goose.


    At Aidan’s jewelry store everything remained dark inside and out. I couldn’t believe for a second that I’d gotten there before Chief Conrad, yet his car wasn’t in sight and the dark building spoke its own story. Above the store, Aidan’s apartment sprawled. A small light in one room indicated someone was home, or a light had been left on.


    Interior lights blazed on inside Aidan’s store and I saw Chief through the glass window making his way toward me. He opened the door. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


    “I noticed there was a light on upstairs. You think Eddie and Roger are home?”


    He led me to the center of the store and stopped. “I doubt it, I haven’t seen Mac yet.”


    I allowed my eyes to skim over the glass cases of the jewelry store. A few watches, a necklace or two, five different bracelets. “He sure doesn’t have much to offer.”


    Fine black powder splotched the surfaces where the police had lifted fingerprints. A sign over the doorway leading to the back room advertised repair service.


    “There’s really not much to see in here.” Chief led the way to the back room, “but there’s plenty here.”


    “You gonna tell me what they found when they went through here?”


    “Nope.”


    “Smart boy,” I pushed by him, giving him a jab in the ribs as I went. “I want to lay eyes on the room and get my own impressions.”


    “If anyone’s going to find something, it’ll be you.”


    I hid my smile as my eyes slid over every detail of the back room. Besides the coating of powder on some surfaces, cords lay in a heap on a desk. At the other end of the room, an old apothecary chest stood across from a line of cabinets. The dusty footprint of a desktop computer let me know what the police had taken. Messy housekeeping had a way of revealing its own secrets. Aidan sure hadn’t gone in much for decorating. I walked to a drawer to the right of the vacant computer spot and raised my eyebrows to the chief.


    “Go ahead.”


    I slid the door open and stared at a shuffle of files.


    “They went through and took some things of interest,” he offered.


    Of course, I knew that. I also knew that Chief wasn’t interested in my take from a policeman’s point of view, not even my opinion as someone with a degree in police science, though that helped mold my impressions. Chief wanted my take from the perspective of a woman who knew people.


    I shoved the drawer shut. Aidan was reclusive. Though not unfriendly. He didn’t make much effort to be around people. I couldn’t say whether or not he spent a lot of time with Eddie and Roger, but since they lived with him, I figured there had to be a lot more interaction with them than there was with any of the other citizens of Maple Gap. “It could be that Roger or Eddie had a reason to shoot Aidan.”


    Chief gave me a poker face. “What leads you to that conclusion?”


    “Doesn’t the Good Book tell us our greatest enemies are often those of our own house? There had to be some interaction between them. They seemed to be good enough friends not to mind rooming together and they all arrived within a few months of each other.” My mind churned backward over the time when Eddie and Roger first showed up in Maple Gap. I’d happened to hear about them coming to town from my daughter Lela, before she’d headed out on her own. Again. Which is another story in itself. Lela said she’d been headed to the library and saw Aidan with two strangers. They’d been tight-lipped after Lela introduced herself, her having her mother’s never-met-a-stranger personality.


    “I tell you, momma, those guys aren’t the type I’d like to see moving into Maple Gap.” At which point, I put an edge on my voice and kindly reminded Lela that she wouldn’t be living in Maple Gap much longer anyhow.


    After this initial contact, and declaring myself a welcoming party of one, I’d thrown together a pan of lasagna and hustled it over there, but only Aidan seemed present, and his excuse was he’d just eaten. I offered the pan, telling him he could warm it up for the next day, but he had politely but firmly said he was a vegetarian, that he hoped I had a good night, and shut the door.


    I did some hard praying about that, asking the good Lord to put a measure of forgiveness in my heart for a man who dared turn down my cooking. Ended up giving the lasagna to Lionel, whose bachelor appreciation for all things home-cooked, put some ice on the fire of my hurt.


    The question remained, why the offishness? Small towns could be cool to new people, the very reason I went out of my way to welcome them, but other than a handful, I couldn’t imagine anyone treating the new guys with anything but kindness. Not that they returned that kindness.


    “You ask me, I think someone needs to take a harder look at Eddie and Roger. If people come to a new town, they usually send out some signals that they want to be part of the community. Neither Aidan, Roger, or Eddie, did that.”


    I moved around the shop a bit more, all my senses doing radar. Chief stood in the doorway, real quiet. Which is just the way I like it.


    I kept working on the puzzle of Eddie’s and Roger. Why move to a new town and not mingle? If one of the guys, even two, had been the quiet, nonsocial type, it might have been easier to swallow. Some folk aren’t driven to seek out others for companionship. But all three of them being like that … “You ever run a search on Eddie and Roger?”


    “It’s looking like it would be a good idea.”


    “What about Aidan’s apartment? That was searched, I assume.”


    “We gained access. Both Roger and Eddie had locks on their doors, which didn’t alarm us since we were there to investigate Aidan’s room.”


    I waved a hand. “You notice there aren’t any personal belongings. No pictures of family, no knickknacks. Nothing that spells home.”


    Even the main section of the store lacked decor of any type. White walls, display cases with minimal jewelry. A cash register. “Seems to me like Aidan was playing the part of a jeweler, but either didn’t have much experience or was up to something else.”


    I didn’t look at Chief Conrad as I talked. I just let the words fall where they would. Stream of consciousness. I was thinking hard on this store and the personalities of our new guys.


    I crossed to the solidly built, warm wood of the apothecary’s chest, a treasure Marion Peters would have loved to have displayed in her antique shop. The labels on the fronts of the small drawers had names I didn’t recognize. I yanked open a drawer and found some rocks. Probably jewels that needed buffed, or whatever they did to make gems shine. “He had the regular jeweler type tools, I’m guessing.”


    “He did. We took them as a precaution.”


    In slow degrees, an idea formed in my head. Sasha’s disgruntled customer. A sapphire crushed by a man’s foot. I took one of the stones from the drawer and placed it on the hard, tiled floor. I put my weight on the jewel and ground it under my shoe, feeling it give. Chief and I stared down at the powdery mess, then shared a look.


    “Sasha had a call from one of her clients that the jewelry she sold her, jewelry on consignment from Aidan, had gotten crushed under her husband’s foot.”


    Chief frowned. “We’d come to the conclusion that Aidan’s business was a front for something else. His books indicate large amounts of money, but the amount of inventory he carries—carried—doesn’t back up the money.”


    “You think Aidan was up to no good.”


    Chief crouched to finger the rock debris. “Something isn’t adding up. It’s a mystery within a mystery.” He brushed his hands together and got back up. “What do you think of Dr. Cryer’s accusation against Carl?”


    I took my time answering. Seeing the crushed stone, knowing about Sasha’s client and Dr. Cryer’s necklace both being reported as fakes … “But the common denominator isn’t Carl, it’s Aidan. Sasha was selling for him and Dr. Cryer admitted that Aidan had appraised his mother’s necklace at one point.”


    “You’re thinking Aidan made the fake when he appraised it?”


    I let my eyes rove over the apothecary chest, opening and closing a few more drawers. Some were empty. Some were not. “I think we should talk to Carl.”


    Chief raised his eyebrows. “We?”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Hardy’s Dumpster-diving expedition would have to wait.


    “When I went by earlier, the back light at Carl’s was on,” I informed the chief. Carl’s funeral home had a door that let out onto the alley; his offices were in the back, which explained the light.


    “Maybe he’s working on someone,” Chief said. “Making he’s making his cuts to put in the embalming fluid. That would be interesting to watch.” Every nuance of Chief Conrad’s voice shouted out orneriness.


    My best reaction was no reaction, though my stomach started churning like I’d just downed a quart of tea. And you know what tea makes me do. “Most interesting.”


    “But you’ll remain calm.” I caught his sly glance out of the corner of my eye as we marched down the sidewalk toward Carl’s, but let him keep breathing foolishness. For now. “You’re tough as nails, never let ’em see you sweat, and all that, right?”


    Chief would never let me live down my fainting spell after news of Aidan’s death. I shot him some heat rays. “You poking fun at me?”


    “Would I do that to my number-one detective?”


    “Yes. You’d do it to your own grandmother, and if you’re not careful I’m going to channel her and give you what you deserve.” I reached out and yanked on his ear.


    He let out a holler and rubbed the side of his head. “She wasn’t as strong as you. She was nice too.”


    “Nice gives nice. You be nice to me and stop tormenting, and we’ll have our peace.” I led the way up the steps to the back door of Carl’s funeral home. Chief capped his mirth and trailed me up the steps, not quite hiding a smirk.


    It ran through my mind that Aidan might have been back in the alley doing business with Carl the day he was shot. Or maybe Carl caught him back there and shot him for some reason not known to us. Yet. One problem. Carl’s entrance from the alley was at the mouth of the alley, not deeper into the alley and around the corner, which is where Aidan was found.


    As we passed, I did my best to keep my eyes off the window where the light shone onto the alley blacktop, not sure what I’d see if I looked inside, and not wanting to know. We stood there, caught between the faint light from the window and the stronger light of the street lamp, and waited for the door to creak open.


    Gooseflesh rose on my arms.


    Chief knocked again.


    The glow of light from the window went black.


    My heart throbbed. Chief turned to me and opened his mouth as if to say something, but the words shriveled quick on his tongue. Next thing I knew, he was knocking on that door. Hard.


    “You could feed them the ‘Open up, it’s the police’ line,” I suggested under my breath.


    He sent me a wry smile. “I could, but I have a better idea.” Turning, he motioned me to follow. We headed back toward the entry to the alley and rounded the corner to the sidewalk that led past the Goose, Regina’s shop and the grocery.


    “What’s your plan?” I asked.


    He dug his hands down into his pockets. “I’ll call Carl. Maybe he didn’t hear us.”


    “Seems real strange the light went out when you knocked.”


    We hadn’t gone three paces when the sound of footsteps beat out a warning. We both turned, Chief’s face tense. The streetlight shone onto the figure of a quickly approaching Mac Simpson.


    The tension eased from Chief’s face and he let out a long breath before answering. “It does, but if Carl was in the middle of a procedure, he might not have been able to stop to answer the door. That’s why I’m going to call him and set something up for a chat. I’ll be sure to give you a call.”


    Mac joined our huddle. “Followed Eddie and Roger to the edge of town where the ladies got into a car and left.”


    “Eddie and Roger?” Chief asked.


    Mac shrugged. “They talked for a few minutes. At one point I could hear them arguing but I was too far away to make out their words.”


    Chief tucked his thumbs in his belt, classic cop pose. “Where did they go next?”


    “I left them still talking.”


    “Why?” Chief’s tone went low. Authoritative.


    Mac averted his eyes. “Had to use the john. Drank too much coffee.”


    “That’s what you get for loading up on the stuff,” I put in my quarter’s-worth. “Don’t you know it’s not good for you? All that caffeine.”


    Mac glanced around, the same look my boys got when they had waited too long.


    I dug around my pocket for my keys and dangled them. “Come on, I’ll let you in to the Goose.”


    Chief did a stretch, his eyes slipping over to me, curious-like. “I’m going home,” he announced. “See you in the morning, Mac. I’ll expect you in early. Tomorrow’s the big speech day. I want to make sure everything goes smoothly, so it’ll be all hands on deck.”


    I shoved the door to the Goose opened, wondering what Chief’s look meant. And he didn’t even tell me good night, just laid it on Mac to be on time in the morning. I flicked on a light, moving out of the way before Mac rolled over top me. Nothing seemed out of place in the Goose, not that I expected anything less, but I did wonder where Hardy had gotten to. I hoped he was still keeping an eye on Roger and Eddie.


    Mac reappeared, rubbing his hands on his pants as he walked. “Thanks, LaTisha, I’m calling it a night.” At least he washed his hands.


    “Leave off that coffee!” I hollered as he opened the door.


    I used the time to gather a few things for the morning rush Hardy and I had forgotten. We’d be closing at ten, in preparation for the speeches at the library, but reopening to feed the hungry crowd for lunch. I closed my eyes and let my mind wander. Up close, every point of this mystery led to a dead end. Almost everything we had was conjecture. I stuffed away any more thought on the whole mess and refocused on the fund-raiser as a way to clear my mind.


    In a month, I’d line up volunteers and get them started slicing, dicing, boiling, and canning the relish. Another group would work on salad dressings. I’d call up my children and see if they could come in and lend a hand. It would take a lot of work. A lot of volunteers, but maybe it would help pull our community together after the trauma of Marion’s murder, Sara’s death, and now Aidan’s.


    A deep grief washed over me, and I, like millions of others, wondered what the world was coming to. People murdering other people. Politics rampant with corruption left unchecked. Morals on a decline. The rich getting richer, the poor getting poorer. Taking God out of school, but those children could cuss a blue streak and sass their teacher and no one blinked an eye. It was enough to make my heart weep, if not for me, for my grandchildren.


    The deep longing made me want to pull out my cell phone and call my babies, one by one, to make sure all was well, to hear their voices. I checked the clock and realized I hadn’t heard back from Shayna yet. My cell phone beeped and showed two voice messages.


    Shayna here, Momma. I’ve already set things in motion and it looks like Shakespeare is the only one who has a commitment that weekend. I’ll work on him. Love you.


    The second message was a hang up.


    I scooted over to the table and wrote a list of Hardy’s favorites. With our anniversary in less than a month, if I planned this right and everything fell into place, I could get our babies rounded up to celebrate our anniversary and have the fund-raiser the next day. What a wonderful celebration it would be. Forty years and he still made me smile. How many can say that?


    I raised my eyes to the clock on the wall. Ten-thirty. What was keeping Hardy? I fell back to my planning, making list after list of both food and people I knew to be reliable to help out with the fund-raiser. To round out my plans, I also made a rough sketch of the posters and wrote out the ad I’d put in the Denver papers and the Distant Echo.


    When words started blurring, I checked the clock again. Eleven-fifteen. And that’s when I finally heard keys in the lock. I hit the lights for the dining room as I headed to the front door. Hardy blinked like the blind man healed by the hand of the Lord.


    “Where have you been?”


    His lips pressed together, but his nostrils flared, and that gave him away almost as much as the way he fidgeted in place. Didn’t I just say how he made me smile after forty years? Well, he made me frown too. “Mac came back over an hour ago and said those ladies left.”


    “They sure did.” He slid right past me. “Got something to eat?”


    You can be sure I knew I wasn’t going to get a thing out of him until I filled his gut. Not hard to find leftovers in a restaurant, though. Chicken noodle soup was the easiest. His excitement must have gotten the better of him, because he started spilling news before I got the food heated.


    “They walked clear over to the other end of town. You know, out in that field that’s for sale.”


    I shut the door on the microwave and tapped in two minutes on the keypad. “You telling me they parked a car out there?”


    “Sure did. I could see them from our bedroom window.”


    “You went home?”


    Hardy crossed his legs and laced his fingers over his knee. “No, but I could have seen them from there if I had.”


    “Where was Mac?”


    “He stood in the shadows of the school’s parking lot. I got closer by standing behind the school’s storage shed.”


    The ding of the microwave interrupted. I yanked open the door, gave the soup a stir and sent the bowl sliding across the surface of the desk toward Hardy. He stopped it with his hand, squeezed his eyes shut for the three-second prayer, and dug in.


    One gulped mouthful and he shot out a question. “Did Mac tell you about the car?”


    “You just told me they parked a car out there and that the ladies left in it.”


    His spoon clattered on the rim of his bowl. “It was the blue car, LaTisha. The same one I saw behind Betsy’s.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Mac wouldn’t have known about the blue car that narrowly missed me out in front of Big Sky Grocery. Excitement fired my blood.


    Hardy’s grin went huge. “Not a bad bit of detective work.”


    I ran my hand over his head. “Not a bad bit at all. Maybe I will keep you around for another forty years.”


    He shoveled in another bite, eyes glowing.


    “Where did they go after the ladies took off?”


    His head wagged back and forth. “Hold on a minute. I saved the best news. I got the license plate.”


    “You wrote it down?”


    He tapped his head. “Memorized it.”


    I dove for the pen I’d used for my lists.


    “KXT-L685.”


    I eyed him hard. “You sure? Colorado plates have six numbers.”


    Another spoonful disappeared. “That’s why I’m thinking it wasn’t a Colorado plate.”


    “Vanity plates usually allow you more numbers.” I thought out loud. “Was there a design?”


    “Couldn’t tell. Was too busy looking at the numbers.”


    I’d give him that one. “So where did they go after the ladies took off?”


    “I followed them back to Aidan’s. Saw the lights come on in the apartment. They were arguing over something.”


    “Mac thought he heard them arguing when they were dropping off the ladies.”


    “Then too.” Hardy swiped his spoon over the bottom of his bowl, stuck the spoon in his mouth, leaned back and burped.


    “Full of yourself, aren’t you?”


    “William’s getting to be as good a cook as you.”


    I glared. “Then you can just haul your hide over to his house.”


    “Nah.” He got to his feet and buried his face in my shoulder. “He’s not as pretty.”


    I pulled him close. “Um-hm.” The warmth of his body made me want to snuggle up and go to sleep. I inhaled the scent of him and pushed him away. “Get on with you. We’ve got work to do.”


    After we locked up, Hardy took my hand and I finally pried the conversation he’d heard between Eddie and Roger out of him.


    “I only got a few words. Eddie was getting hot, saying something about money. Roger told him to hurry and ‘get the roughs from a posse.’ They lowered their voices after that and I wasn’t sure but I thought I heard them say something about the mayor, or a mayor.”


    “Not Eugene? Or Taser?”


    Hardy went quiet and I knew he was thinking hard. “I don’t think so.”


    We moved through the night holding hands. Doing our out-for-a-stroll innocent routine. Only anyone who knows Hardy and I knows we don’t do late-night strolls. Last time we did a late-night stroll, it was to walk Shayna around the neighborhood. She’d sat in the principal’s office all day for sassing a teacher, so she walked the neighborhood with me all night because her bottom stung so much I was afraid she’d set fire to something if she sat too long. So we walked until she was exhausted and I knew she’d go right to sleep. Nearly two hours of continuous circles around the neighborhood.


    Then there was the time when we spied on Payton O’Mahney, but we were up to something then, so it wasn’t an innocent late-night stroll at all.


    Hardy had stopped to peer in Sasha’s window. “That the hat you bought?”


    “You’ll think you married yourself a princess.”


    “I already do.” He kept on staring and I kept right on walking.


    A honeycomb couldn’t drip more honey than Hardy. “You hurry yourself up,” I hurtled back. “Sweet talk won’t get us where we need to go.”


    “I’m thinking up a tune. I think I’ll call it Dumpster Divin’ Prowlers.”


    I growled low in my throat.


    “I’m coming.”


    He came even with me. My mind was jumping around so much my head was hurting. “You think those ladies tried to run me over on purpose?” It had occurred to me in slow degrees that the whole thing could have been planned. Cars didn’t run down innocent bystanders unless the driver was blind or had an axe to grind. But why would Eddie and Roger’s wives want to make me into a speed bump? And neither one of them had red hair.


    “Tell me again how you saw this car.”


    Hardy dragged in a deep breath. “When I was walking around the neighborhood, I heard a car rev its engine. Thought it was strange that Betsy would have someone parking out back, so I went over there to check things out. I got as close as those trees and saw the car, but couldn’t see much other than a flash of red and a body moving. Looked like they were dumping something in the dumpster. Then the car’s engine revved real loud.”


    “Where’d you go next?”


    “Got hungry so I went into Shiny’s to see what he had. When I came out is when I saw you.”


    Strange. Things weren’t adding up. Not surprising. Murders seldom were clear-cut and simple. As I watched Hardy sink down into the muck of Betsy Taser’s trash, I was sure glad to have a partner willing to do the dirty work. Literally.


    Objects crunched under Hardy’s boots, the only pair he owned. Snow boots at that. But boots were boots, and if I had to do the diving, I knew I’d want boots. And long sleeves. Thick clothes. A paper bag covering my head, or, better yet, a thick plastic body suit. Astronaut style.


    Sending Hardy in is much easier than all that.


    “Found anything?”


    I couldn’t see much, though the security light over the back door did leak light to where I stood, it didn’t reach the interior of the Dumpster. Good for Hardy. Bad for me.


    Grunts punctuated the night air and a beam of light flashed on. Hardy had brought a small flashlight, and by the looks of the beam, a small one. More crunching. The friction of broken glass rubbing.


    “Not much food in here.”


    Why on God’s green earth did this man think of nothing else but food? If he found a half-eaten bag of potato chips, he’d probably sit his scrawny rump down on a trash bag and fill the air with his crunching.


    “It’s an office Dumpster, not a restaurant Dumpster. Would smell a lot worse if you were in the Goose’s bin.”


    Another grunt.


    With my eyes adjusting to the dimness within, I could make out Hardy’s form as he shone his light on some bags. “Whatever it was you saw that red head throw out, it’d be right near the top.”


    I hoped.


    A scratching noise made me blink my eyes wide. I listened close. If a rat popped out, LaTisha Barnhart was going to run the race of her life.


    Something scraped. With Hardy right in front of my eyes, my ears zoned in on the sound coming from off to my right. I scanned hard for any signs and decided to move around into the shadow created by the dumpster.


    “Hardy.” I did my best to keep my voice low, but between the noises and his silence, my skin got all crawly. “Hardy.” I tried a little louder.


    This time, I knew what I heard was gravel crunching. I still couldn’t see anyone.


    “Whoo-wee,” came from the Dumpster, then the sound of paper crackling. “LaTisha!”


    I crept out around to the front of the dumpster and stuck my head inside. “You hush your mouth. Someone’s coming.”


    It was no use. Hardy’s teeth were flashing and his eyes were bright. He wasn’t hearing a word I was saying. Paper and bags of trash crushed downward or slipped aside as he traipsed closer to me and held out his hand. “Look at this!”


    The scrape of a foot on the pavement made me stiffen. From behind me, a hand shot toward Hardy, palm up. “I’ll take that.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Hardy and I stared at the walls of the police station. Every five minutes or so, he would wander over to the vending machine, then stare back at me with his big browns drooping. Pleading.


    “I’m not giving you one dime to by another bag of popcorn. You already have a tissue full of kernels.” The tissue sat between us on a table of magazines. Not much made my stomach heave, but the sight of those kernels about sent me to hang over a toilet. “Why don’t you throw that thing away?”


    “’Cause I’m hoping to get another bag. Chief could be in there for hours.”


    “He won’t be. It’s way too late at night. He’ll want to get home. Now, read a magazine or something.”


    Hardy stalked back to his seat and slumped down. “I read all I want to read and looked at all the pictures. Even did that sud-ko thing.”


    “Su-do-ku, and you didn’t finish it.”


    He flexed his blackened fingers and swiped them down his navy polyesters. Chief had gotten his prints to eliminate Hardy should there be other prints on the gun. “You wouldn’t give me any help.”


    I rolled my eyes. “If I wanted to do those puzzles, I’d do them. Helping you is doing them.”


    He picked up a magazine and pointed. “Want to do a crossword with me?”


    This boy was getting on my last nerve. “Why don’t we play the silent game?”


    Shayna and Lela and Bryton would all get to talking so much on family trips that we invented this game to get some silence. Problem was, they never won, then they kept right on talking a streak.


    “I was being quiet. You started this whole thing.”


    “Only because you kept looking at me with those big, brown eyes. As if I never fed you.”


    “Long time since that chicken and noodles.”


    “You had peach cobbler at the Goose. Two big bowls. I saw you pouring milk on it and making it mushy so you could eat it. Where do you put it all?”


    He rubbed his stomach. “I can’t help it that I’m hungry.”


    “And I can’t help that I’m feeling a need to hurt somebody.”


    Hardy’s smile went huge. “At least you’re in the right place if you do.”


    The police station. I stared at the wide cracks in the wood floor and wondered, for the thousandth time, who the red-haired visitor was and why she put that gun in Betsy’s Dumpster then nearly ran me over. Maybe one of those ladies wore a wig. Still, it didn’t add up.


    “You think he’s going to lock me up?”


    This from Hardy. He was worried. “You didn’t do anything. I’m your witness and Dr. Cryer is your alibi, remember? You were unconscious in a dentist’s chair when someone else aimed that gun at Aidan. Chief checked you out first thing.”


    “But my fingerprints are on there.”


    “Which is why he fingerprinted you. And maybe that’ll teach you to wear gloves next time you dive.”


    Hardy slanted me a look. “Why do I always get in trouble when I do something nice for you?”


    “Did I ask you to go in that Dumpster?”


    “You wanted me to.”


    “Only after you told me you saw that blue car that almost ran me down.”


    “We found the gun, didn’t we?”


    “We didn’t find anything. It’s your fingerprints on that gun, not mine.”


    Hardy grunted. “You just said I didn’t have anything to worry about, that—”


    Chief yanked open the door that separated the front of the station from the offices. Hardy and I came to attention. “Even with the door shut I can hear you two.” Chief wagged his finger. “You’re worse than two tomcats howling on a fence.”


    I crossed my arms. “I’m about ready to scratch his eyes out and yours too. Why’d you keep us waiting so long?”


    Chief Conrad leaned against Mac Simpson’s clean desk. A desk so clean I couldn’t find one scrap of evidence to let me know what was going on in Maple Gap or what evidence had been collected from Aidan’s apartment or jewelry store.


    “State police is sending someone out for the gun. Preliminary comparison says the bullet we found in the wall came from that gun.”


    “What about fingerprints and registration?”


    Chief shrugged. “Number has been filed off. We’ll have to wait. They’re going to search the Dumpster thoroughly while they’re here. I informed Betsy.”


    “I’m sure she was real happy to hear that.”


    Chief pushed himself upright. “She’s coming in for a few questions.”


    Hardy vaulted vertical. “Good, so we can go.”


    Chief shook his head and pointed to the chair. “Not so fast. I want to know what you were doing in that Dumpster.”


    Hardy shuffled his feet. “LaTisha made me do it.”


    “What!” I cuffed him on his arm. “Don’t mess with me, boy. I haven’t been able to make you do anything for forty years.”


    He rubbed his shoulder. “I demand protective custody.”


    Chief Conrad’s laughter rolled over us. “Listen, you two, I’m not arresting you or anything of the sort. I do need to know what prompted you to be in that Dumpster. I thought you might be up to something, LaTisha. It’s a good thing I followed you.”


    “I thought you were strange tonight. Didn’t even say good night to me like you usually do.”


    Chief cracked a grin. “We know each other too well.”


    I shifted my weight in the chair, chagrined. Apparently I didn’t know him well enough. “All I know is Hardy said he saw a blue car in Betsy’s back lot. He thought he saw the driver throw something away back there.”


    Hardy piped up. “That was only after you said a blue car almost ran you over on Gold Street.”


    Chief rubbed his jaw. “I heard something about that.” His eyes shifted to me. “You almost got hit by a car?”


    “Sure did. It was a big blue car. An old one. Lady had long, wild red hair.”


    Chief struck his cop pose. “Can’t tell me anything more than that?”


    The prick of his eyes worked at my conscience. If I didn’t tell chief the license number, I’d never know anything more about the car, or the person to whom it was registered. “The license number is KXT-L685. Shiny Portly saw the car, so did Bob, Regina, and Janet. They came to help me.”


    “I’ll run it. Why didn’t you report it?”


    Hardy answered for me. “She thought it was some old person who was trying to avoid the highway and taking the back roads through Maple Gap.”


    Which was true enough.


    Chief pressed his lips together as if squelching a chuckle. “LaTisha, really, an old person with red hair?”


    “Women dye their hair.”


    “Men don’t.”


    “Did I say it was a man? And some do. Look at Eugene.”


    “It could have been a man. What makes you think it was a woman?”


    “Long red hair


    “Men can have long hair.”


    “Most don’t.”


    “Some do.”


    I speared him hard with my eyes. “Don’t play with me.”


    Chief Conrad and Hardy shared a conspiratorial glance and burst out laughing.


    “It’d serve you both right to just die laughing.”


    Hardy slapped his thigh. “I keep telling you you’d miss me.”


    “Why do you think I make sure to pay that life insurance premium? All that money would keep me toasty in the Bahamas.”


    Betsy Taser chose that moment to make her grand appearance. The wind had picked up and the door flew inward, tugging Betsy off her feet. Her hair stuck out in all directions, or maybe that’s how she looked at 1:35 a.m. She straightened and pawed over her hair. I almost told her it was hopeless, but kept my lips sealed. I could tell by her look she was primed to explode.


    “Why in the world am I being dragged down here?”


    Chief stood straight, his chest swelled as he stepped back into his policeman’s skin. “We’ve had an interesting evening, Mrs. Taser. Something of interest was found on your property. I have a few questions to ask you.”


    “Well, I’m here.”


    Chief didn’t even flinch at her attitude. “That you are. I appreciate your coming in.”


    His voice dripped not the least bit of kindness.


    I’m sure we’d all appreciate you leaving even more. I bit my tongue. Hard. And prayed. Fervently. I thought I might even be able to feel God giving me a pat on the head.


    Betsy turned her head our direction. I braced myself. “Surely you don’t expect me to answer questions in the presence of them.”


    This called for me to rise to the occasion. I doubled in size like William’s bread dough, but wasn’t anyone going to punch me down. “We were just leaving, Betsy, honey, so you’ve no reason to fear us. You do have good reason to fear the law, what with Hardy finding the murder weapon in your trash Dumpster.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Chief was probably ready to smoke me right there. Betsy’s complexion paled a shade and I knew between her reaction after my comment about Aidan looking like a hit man, and the prospect of finding the murder weapon on her property, this gal was scared. Chief knew it too.


    “If you’ll follow me, Mrs. Taser, we’ll talk about this in more detail.” His hard gaze razored me. “LaTisha. Hardy. We’ll talk later.”


    Hardy pulled to his feet and flapped his boots to the door. I followed, wondering what thought might be skittering through his head. I shut the door behind us. Hardy turned and pursed his lips.


    “Know what I think?”


    “Knowing you do is real good news.”


    He smacked his lips together. “Is that how you talk to the man who is your hero, and about ready to become your knight?”


    “What you talking about?”


    “I think we should continue diving.”


    This truly surprised me. “What you meaning? What more do we need to be looking for in Dumpsters? The police crawled through every one of them in the alley, and the trucks came as soon as the scene was released.”


    He scratched at his side, then his head, and I knew his wheels were spinning. I let my mind cast over the possibilities. The police looked through the Dumpsters for clues to the murderer’s identity, but mainly for the murder weapon. But that didn’t mean something else hadn’t shown up in the meantime. Savvy crooks would know how incriminating a Dumpster could be and might delay throwing anything away that could be used against them.


    “You’re thinking we might find something useful?”


    Hardy’s feet started shuffling and he did a little twiddle thing with his fingers, as if playing an imaginary piano. “What about Carl? His name keeps coming up. We could check Aidan’s Dumpster again too. If Eddie and Roger have something to hide, now is the perfect time for them to get rid of information.”


    I knew he had a point. A solid point. Carl’s name had come up during this entire investigation. And someone else’s too. “Randy is working at Shiny’s. He said his momma was in Aidan’s jewelry store once and heard someone arguing. Thought it might have been Flossie.”


    Hardy kept pace with me, two steps to my one. He remained quiet until we passed Regina’s shop and took the footpath that led into the alley. “Doesn’t Flossie work with Carl?”


    Flossie. I rolled her name around a bit. Her name tugged on something in my head. Flossie.


    “Couldn’t she be the one taking the jewelry to Aidan?”


    “I’ve been wondering how two people so hot on a divorce, could suddenly want to be together so much.”


    Hardy stopped, the whites of his eyes visible in the weak moonlight. “Should we do Carl’s first, or Aidan’s?”


    “Aidan’s. We’d better hope Eddie and Roger are deep asleep though.”


    Turns out Hardy had to be real careful in Aidan’s nearly empty Dumpster, or the sound of his feet would have echoed off the metal sides and floor. I heard his grunt, and saw the flash of his light sweep the inside. His head popped out. “There’s two small bags. I’m going to push them out and we’ll haul them back to Old Lou.”


    What was he thinking? “And what are we going to say if someone catches us with two bags of trash?”


    He disappeared back inside. Before long a white bag was pushed my way. I grabbed it and set it on the ground. The other one appeared. Both were lightweight, nothing like the heavy loads of food waste I hauled out from the Goose.


    Hardy poised to come out rear first, one leg made it over the edge. He hopped backwards, one foot still caught. That’s when the seam on his pants gave way. A nice ripping sound that startled Hardy into lifting his head and banging it against the Dumpster. With his leg caught on the edge, he ended up falling, his foot kicking the side and making more racket.


    I quick picked up the two bags, checking to make sure he hadn’t smacked himself unconscious.


    “Hurry!” I prompted.


    Hardy pulled to his feet, his hand rubbing the tender spot on his head.


    A window above us snapped open and a voice hollered down. “Hey!”


    Hardy took off, leaving me pushing to keep even with him. His car keys were in his hands as we weaved through the alley and popped out onto Gold Street and Old Lou. He made short work of unlocking the doors. I threw the bags into the backseat and settled myself, trying to pull my door shut and get it to latch without slamming it. We didn’t say another word until we got home, hustling those bags inside and shutting and locking the doors.


    “You think they saw us?” Hardy asked as he ripped open a bag and scanned the contents.


    “The only thing they probably saw was the whites of the bags and your drawers hanging out of that hole.”


    Hardy twisted around, trying to see the hole, plucking at the broken threads with the most sorrowful expression on his face.


    “Your old faithfuls finally busted out.”


    He shot me a frown, but I was way too interested in digging into those bags. I parked myself on the ottoman and reached down to pull out some papers from Hardy’s bag. He watched me, not joining in, and I knew his nerves were still all knotted up. “Why don’t you play me a tune.”


    Most of the papers contained junk mail. Others were wrappers and napkins, with a couple of fast food bags. The most disappointing discovery was at the bottom where a pile of shredded paper stopped me cold. I ripped open the second bag and discovered more shredded papers.


    Hardy worked the piano hard, a jaunty tune of his own creation, but the sound didn’t help ease my disappointment. I plunged down to the bottom of the bag and felt something funny. I tugged. A red wig popped out.


    


    


    When the alarm went off at six-thirty, I groped for it and squeezed it hard. It went quiet. I nudged Hardy with my foot. “You taking your shower first?”


    His lips slapped together a few times and he turned on his side. I took that as a no. Which meant I’d have to brave the cold floor first. My brain felt gummy. My eyes were dry and probably bloodshot. And the phone was ringing. I sure hoped it wasn’t William or Elizabeth calling from the Goose to say they needed something from the store. Or, worse, that one of them was sick and needed to cut out early. That they were doing the morning work so Hardy and I could sleep late was more than wonderful. It’d be a tough day, what with the speeches scheduled. Everyone in town with a political opinion would be there, spreading a rally cry for their candidate, and they all had to eat.


    Made me tired just thinking about it.


    The answering machine picked up and Chief Conrad’s voice filled the air. “LaTisha, give me a call when you get the chance.”


    I closed my eyes feeling every bit of my age. That Chief could pull an all-nighter and still be as perky as a puppy stung my pride and forced me to pour myself to the floor. After showering and weighing in, I went down to scramble some eggs for Hardy. A side of cheese grits and a glass of orange juice should hold him off for at least thirty minutes. I started to crack my first egg, then switched directions. Instead of plain scrambled eggs, I’d do a hash brown quiche.


    The rhythm of putting together a familiar recipe got me to humming. That and the wig. I was anxious to talk to Chief. I checked the answering machine and realized I’d missed calls from Lela, Shayna, and my daughter-in-law, Fredlynn. They were checking on Hardy and had left messages expressing hope he was doing well. I’d call them back tonight, explain the situation, and start working in the fund-raiser angle.


    Hardy padded into the kitchen looking like the walking dead. He slumped into his chair and groaned. “I’m too old for this crime stuff.”


    “Whose idea was it to go into Aidan’s Dumpster?”


    “Too bad we missed going into Carl’s. Maybe we should have started with his.”


    I cracked eggs on the side of the bowl. “The wig was a real find. Strengthens the tie between Eddie and Roger and that blue car.” Another egg and I started whisking everything with a fork. “Chief wanted me to call him. You dial the number while I chop veggies.”


    Hardy stretched hard to reach the phone, finally snagging it with his fingertips.


    I spun the dial on the oven to three-seventy-five and pulled out mushrooms, some already chopped up onion, the carton of milk, a freezer bag of diced green pepper, one of southern-style hash browns, and cheese.


    “It’s Hardy, Chief, LaTisha wanted me to call.”


    I made short work of rinsing the mushrooms and chopping them, my ear tuned to the silence on this end of the conversation. I dumped the mushrooms, onion, and green pepper into the egg mixture and started grating the cheese. If the mushrooms were too tough for Hardy to chew, he’d just have to pick them out.


    “I’ll tell her. Yup.”


    I motioned that I wanted to talk to him and Hardy handed over the phone. “Hardy got the idea to check Eddie and Roger’s Dumpster.”


    “Don’t tell me—you found something else.”


    “The red wig. It was in a trash bag of shredded paper. You found anything on the fingerprints?”


    “I can tell you they don’t match Eddie’s or Roger’s prints and nothing in our files, but there’s definitely another set other than Hardy’s.”


    A dead end.


    “I need to let you go, LaTisha, got another call. Hardy’ll tell you the rest. I’ll send Mac over for the bags.”


    I handed the phone back to Hardy and he ended the call, the phone giving its final beep. “What did he tell you?” I asked.


    “I hardly have the chance to hang up and you’re all over me,” he groused. “He wanted to let you know he had an appointment with Carl at ten. He was hoping you could meet him there.”


    “He told me the fingerprints didn’t match anything they had. Not even Eddie or Roger.”


    “Maybe they’re innocent and the wig is to frame them.”


    I peered at Hardy; he was usually full of more sass in the morning. I pressed paper towel onto the thin layer of rinsed hash browns to absorb the water. “I’ll leave William and Elizabeth in charge and head over there.” I purposely left Hardy out of the plans. “You feeling okay?”


    “Just tired. What you making?”


    “Hash brown quiche.” I greased the pie plate and pressed the hash browns into it, drizzling the whole thing with melted butter and popping it into the oven. I eyed the clock. I’d have to let the hash browns cool a bit before adding the mix, but if I ran out of time, I could bake it until it was set, then finish it at the Goose.


    Hardy hadn’t responded to my announcement, a strange thing for him. I turned to give him the once over. His chin was cradled in his hand, brow creased.


    “What you thinking so hard on?”


    He snapped out of his daze and a tiny smile touched his lips. “Your fingerprint kit.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    “What you wanting with that?” I sat down across from him.


    “Haven’t thought it through all the way. You know where it is?”


    “Sure I do, it’s in my closet upstairs.”


    That was all it took. Hardy bounced himself upstairs to fetch it.


    He reappeared as I was taking the hash brown crust out of the oven. He set the box on the table. I decided to give my question another go. “There’s something ticking around in that head of yours.”


    “I was thinking of lifting some prints from the glasses at the Goose.”


    Unless someone had a record, his prints wouldn’t be on file with the police. And if the person who pulled the trigger on Aidan had never committed a crime before, then pulling prints and matching them against Maple Gap’s citizens might be the ticket.


    I leaned over and lifted the lid of the box, excited by the prospect of Hardy’s idea. “You’re the smartest man I know.”


    


    


    I had one foot out the door when the phone rang. Hardy, sitting in the car behind the wheel, seemed pretty anxious to get to the Goose. The answering machine clicked on. I stood there long enough to make sure the call wasn’t heating to critical. Even if William or Elizabeth were calling in sick or something, I figured Hardy and one other person would be able to handle things. It wouldn’t be like I was ducking out of the Goose for the entire morning.


    A breathless, gruff voice. “LaTisha. Your ad dollars are going to the best paper in Maple Gap. I’d be delighted for you to pay me big money for a small ad. Say, half a page?”


    Michael Nooseman. It’s about time he returned my call.


    He paused, and when he started talking again his tone had changed. “You think you could swing by my office tomorrow? I need some input on something, and you know how much it pains me to admit that to you, so don’t go and rub it in my face.”


    He ended with his usual click. No good-bye. No thanks. He just hangs up.


    Hardy must have got tired of seeing half my body sticking out the door with no promise of the other half appearing, because he honked the horn.


    I yanked the door shut behind me and marched to the car. Hardy had some classic piano playing on the radio, which he turned down as I slipped in and slammed the door shut.


    “The fuse lit on your dynamite or something?” I barked at him.


    “You weren’t moving.”


    “Was listening to Michael Nooseman leave a message.”


    “Why didn’t you just answer the phone?”


    “Because we had to get going and you know how people can get to talking.”


    Hardy pressed his lips together. “He finally getting back to you?”


    As Hardy edged down our road and made a right onto Gold Street, I made a decision. “You go on in and make sure everything’s rolling along, I’m going to hop down and find out what Michael wants.”


    “Thought he wanted your money.” Hardy straightened the steering wheel and mashed the gas pedal.


    “He was wanting my opinion.”


    Hardy let out a low whistle. “Michael? That is serious.”


    I ducked my head into the Goose long enough to get Hardy started on shredding some cheese and chopping some veggies for omelets, then headed on down to Michael’s office. If you can call it that. Narrow and cluttered, Michael reminded me of a mole when he stuck his head out of the piles of junk to bite out a greeting.


    “Came to throw money at me, huh?” Michael never, ever, cracked a smile. It had become my life’s work to remedy that.


    “I’d do anything if it would keep your trap shut.”


    He thumbed toward his decrepit coffee maker. “Want something to drink?”


    “No thanks, I’ve got to get back to the Goose.”


    Michael stretched and scratched his chest and stomach in long strokes, real slow, his mouth quirked to one side. Um-hm. I knew this look. Had seen it on the faces of my teenaged sons, on Hardy, and on almost any man who had a tidbit of news he exulted in sitting on.


    “I got your message this morning before Hardy and I left.”


    He sat up. “Ignoring my call, huh?”


    “No, just taking advantage of the answering machine. Had one foot out the door and I knew you’d wrap me up in your tongue and I’d never get anywhere on time.”


    Michael’s hands hovered over a few sticky notes on his phone. He plucked one off. “Chief told me to run this by you. Someone called and said Eugene Taser was being threatened.” His eyes raised to meet mine. “Wanted me to print it.”


    “Who’d it sound like?”


    His mouth drooped into a hard frown. “If I knew that, Chief wouldn’t have made me run it by you.”


    I shot him a huge smile. “Bruises your pride something awful.”


    He rifled the paper. “It came in last night, right before I left. You could tell they were trying to disguise their voice.”


    “Man or woman?”


    Michael opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. “I’m thinking it was a woman.”


    Another threat. Another woman making the call. With Aidan being dead and the whole hit man thing having died with him, who else would be a threat to Eugene. And why?


    I dug down in the pocket of my skirt and pulled out a few bills. “Anything else I should know before I hand over this money?”


    Michael pulled down a pad of paper and started scribbling my name and address. “I don’t have caller ID, and she didn’t stay on too long. What are you wanting in this ad?”


    I pushed a piece of paper across the desk to him. I’d worked on the wording of the ad the previous night. He unfolded the paper, added up the words, and told me forty dollars would do it.


    “I’ll run it in next week’s paper. Seems to be a lot of people running classifieds this day. Just got one in from Betsy. She wants to put her office for rent, and Flossie is selling the house and her furniture. Seems strange that Betsy will put an ad in for the office but not one for that land she’s so hoping to sell.” Michael shuffled through more papers, and ran a finger down a piece of paper. “Seems Aidan’s buddies are leaving, too, so that apartment will be for rent as soon as the police give me the okay.”


    Seemed half of Maple Gap was leaving. I wondered how Carl felt about Flossie selling the house he’d left her in the divorce. Maybe he’d buy it from her. And Betsy. After all the hot air about being her own woman, did this mean she was closing the doors on her real estate business and settling in to become the mayor’s wife?


    Somehow I doubted it. And why indeed had we never seen any marketing for that land for sale?


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    The Goose was rolling by the time I got back. William and Elizabeth were working together in the kitchen. Hardy had a collection of glasses on the back table. I read the names he’d scribbled on paper and slipped inside each glass to identify the owner’s fingerprints. Part one of his plot. If William or Elizabeth thought his glass collecting strange, neither said anything, but then, they were both busy and probably didn’t notice.


    Chief Conrad was nowhere to be seen. Flossie sat at a table by herself and Hardy was sliding a plate in front of her as I watched. No Betsy. No Eugene. No Lester. The latter two weren’t surprising, since the speeches would follow after breakfast. Betsy was probably at the office, or keeping a low profile after our head to head at Regina’s.


    I continued my scan of patrons. That’s when I landed eyes on the table for two—table fourteen. Sasha Blightman and Lionel. Eating breakfast. Together.


    “Kind of makes you wonder if the world’s coming to an end,” Elizabeth whispered next to my ear.


    “You seat them?”


    She shook her head and put a glass under the iced tea dispenser. “Hardy did. I’ve been back there helping William. For being able to talk, he doesn’t do it much.” The glass filled, she repeated the process with another glass. “He reminds me of that boy who graduated ahead of Shayna.”


    A mental parade of past graduates and townspeople marched through my head.


    “You know,” she prompted. “The parents moved to Baltimore right after he graduated. Brown hair, hazel eyes, a little chunky, wasn’t much for talk, but he made that windmill for his science fair project.”


    The windmill that powered LED lights to forty watts, and with that memory, the boy’s face finally popped into focus. Dr. Cryer had consulted with several of his colleagues before they’d diagnosed the highly intelligent boy with … “Asperger’s.”


    Elizabeth snapped her fingers. “That’s it.” She lifted the glasses and headed toward the doors to the kitchen. “William’s getting thirsty.”


    “You tell George about the fund-raiser?”


    She paused. “I did. I think he was relieved but embarrassed too.”


    “Are you two okay?”


    Elizabeth set the glasses down and swiped her hands on her apron. “He wanted to refinance our house, rolling the medical bills into it. I didn’t want him to. The house is almost paid off. Betsy kept pressuring him to do it.”


    I could see the problem. “Someone said they saw them together coming back from Denver.”


    Elizabeth laughed. “She was doing her best to interest him in buying another house. Telling him there were too many memories in Maple Gap, etcetera. He looked at a few but realized he wanted to stay here. With me, LaTisha. You don’t have to worry, we’ll be okay. We just have to fight our way through the bills.”


    I breathed a sigh of relief. “I was worried. Then when you said you were disagreeing.”


    “We really talked things out. The fund-raiser helped convince him to hold on. And this job too.” She picked up her glasses and raised them. She winked. “And you haven’t asked me, but I think Lionel would be good for Sasha.”


    My heart rejoiced. Pad in hand, I spotted Hardy bussing a table and hip bumped him to get his attention. “Listen up. I’m headed over to Sasha and Lionel.” I jerked my head toward the kitchen. “That’s a fine collection of glasses you’ve got in there. Why don’t you get started on them before we run out of glasses?”


    Hardy shot the plates into the tub, followed by the clatter of utensils. For the first time, I noticed he was wearing gloves. His hand shot out and collected the two glasses, which he placed in one corner of the tub.


    Flossie sat staring off in the distance, not even bothering with the omelet Hardy had served minutes before.


    “Food okay, honey?” I asked, tucking a pencil behind my ear.


    Slowly, she turned from the window overlooking Gold Street. Dark circles ringed her eyes and when she picked up her fork to cut a piece of the omelet, I couldn’t help but notice the lack of enthusiasm in her actions. Maybe the threat of Betsy closing up office was getting to her. “Everything is fine.”


    “Heard Betsy was closing down her offices, can’t Carl take you on full time?”


    Flossie blinked up at me, eyes empty of light and hope. Her chair screeched backward and she threw her napkin on the table. “I need to get over to Carl’s.”


    Without trying to be obvious, I concentrated real hard on the drama playing out before me. “I can box that for you,” I offered. “Carl would eat it if you don’t. He likes my cooking.”


    She stilled, hands pressed together. Like background music turned low, I could hear the patrons voices grow quieter and knew people were watching, entranced by Flossie’s little scene.


    “That’s okay,” she pushed the words between stiff lips. Thawed from her frozen posture, she plunged a hand deep into her purse and fished out a ten-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”


    I watched her almost run across the floor. The door rocked back on its hinges as she made her exit.


    Hardy came up beside me. “And I thought you were the drama queen.”


    A light wave of laughter from surrounding tables answered his jibe. I lasered him. “You shut your trap, Hardy Barnhart. If I’m the queen, you’re the king.”


    He tucked the tub full of dishes closer to his side and gave me those sad eyes, like I’d cut him to the quick. Talk about drama.


    “Got my crown when I married you.”


    “Um-hm. Now get those dishes back there.”


    Turning back to the room, I cast a glance in the direction of Sasha and Lionel. Sasha’s long denim skirt and light silk blouse with a sweater tied around her shoulders made her look like a fashion plate. Lionel seemed to notice, though he also appeared very relaxed, which surprised me. No use playing guessing games, I could figure things much better by chatting them up.


    I strutted over, acting as if I didn’t notice a thing, though I turned my head in profile to Lionel and favored Sasha with a huge wink. “What can I get for you two this morning?”


    “One bill, LaTisha,” Lionel spoke up. “I’ll take it.”


    “You really don’t have to, Lionel,” Sasha protested.


    “Let him, honey,” I reasoned. “It’s the least he can do to get a pretty lady to eat with him.”


    Lionel lowered his head and blushed. Blushed! Crushing hard, this boy was. I’d have to back up and hold off. Who would have known he had such a tender heart where Sasha was concerned.


    I did some fast repair work. “Lionel’s my favorite customer. Always polite and always kind.”


    He perked up a bit, though his blush grew a bit deeper. Sasha, for her part, was enjoying seeing this side of Lionel. By the look of that gentle smile she sent him, she was charmed. Praise the Lord!


    “I’ll take the eggs and turkey bacon,” Lester declared.


    Sasha frowned a bit. “Remember what Dr. Cryer said, more fruits and veggies.”


    His expression grew serious and sighed. “And give me some of that fresh herbed fruit you serve.”


    Sasha ordered the fruit and a toasted wheat bagel. I exalted the rest of the way to the kitchen. If she knew about his health, then swapping stories of prescriptions, pending hip replacements, aches and pains, and phone numbers, wasn’t far off.


    When I passed Hardy, he was bussing Flossie’s table. I saw him take real care with the almost untouched omelet and the glass, of course. As I filled drink orders for Sasha and Lionel, I watched Hardy return to the kitchen, scrape the omelet onto a clean plate, and set yet another glass with his collection. He cast an eye over William and Elizabeth’s direction, thinking no one was watching, and settled down at the table to suck up that omelet like it was water and he was a fish.


    At ten o’clock, I flipped the sign to Closed. William and Elizabeth were whipping things together in preparation for reopening at lunch, both casting strange glances at Hardy. Slumped over the desk, his glasses lined up in front of him, gloves still on his hands, he had already lifted one fingerprint and was brushing the powder over the next glass.


    “I’m headed out to Carl’s,” I whispered.


    By the crease formed between his brows, I knew his concentration level was at full peak. He looked that way when he worked at a piece on his piano. “Got a clear print on Lionel.”


    I stroked my hand over his head. “Good for you.” I glanced behind me, then back as Hardy transferred another print. If Susan or William asked what Hardy was doing, it wouldn’t do for Hardy to be vague, it was real obvious he wasn’t washing the glasses by hand. I decided to leave it to Hardy how he’d handle it. Besides, I was late.


    


    


    Taking Old Lou cut off some time and I managed to make it only two minutes past the hour. Chief sat out in the waiting room of the funeral home. I sure was glad not to have to sit and be staring at someone’s loved one all laid out for viewing. Settling into a nice, deep blue armchair, I told him about Hardy’s idea.


    “Hardy’s got genius in his blood.” I started the conversation.


    Chief grinned. “I’m impressed. Good thinking, though it wouldn’t stand up in court.”


    “No, but if you catch the person and fingerprint ’im yourself, I’m thinking the fact you caught ’im will be sufficient.” I switched positions in the narrow chair, a little miffed that my body hadn’t shrunk to fit comfortably into an armchair. “You talked to Carl yet?”


    Chief scanned the leaflets beside him, thumbing one on comforting children. When he scanned the contents without answering, I paid closer attention. He set the booklet aside, his profile showing intense concentration. That’s when I heard the higher pitch of a woman’s voice, and the lower register of a man’s. Carl. Probably Flossie.


    Now Chief might have been content to sit still, but I wasn’t. I got to my feet and weaved my way past an open viewing room and down a narrow hallway that led to the restrooms, and Carl’s office. I stood still for a full minute, the voices louder now. I strained my ears. Still, the words were nothing more than my grandbabies’ incessant babbling. In my head, the floor plan of the funeral home unrolled. I realized fast that the ladies’ restroom backed to Carl’s office. Without hesitation, I did a quiet swinging of the door, and tippy-toed as best a woman my size could do. I stood stock-still and crouched, searching for telltale feet in the stalls. No one else was present. I had the bathroom all to myself.


    It took me a minute to find the best spot to listen in on the conversation, that being the back stall.


    “I don’t have the money.” Carl’s voice.


    “Betsy’s good. She could work the details.” Flossie.


    A heavy sigh, some expletive I couldn’t quite comprehend, then Flossie again. “You loved that house.”


    “I loved you, Flossie. Loved being married. You’re the one who went all skittish and distant.”


    “You were never home.”


    “We’ve been over this before.” Carl’s voice, resigned and sad.


    “Will you buy it or not? I just want out of here.”


    “Then leave. Let Betsy or whoever handle it for you and send you the check.”


    Flossie’s voice came out a screech. “You don’t understand, I need the money. Now.”


    “So that’s the problem. It isn’t anything about me loving the house or you not wanting to see the house sold to someone outside my family, you just need the money.”


    For a minute, nothing, and I wondered if the conversation had turned into a cry-fest for Flossie.


    A little thud and fast footsteps, plus Carl’s anxious, “Flossie!” let me know she was headed out before the door to the office flew open. I crushed myself into the corner, fully expecting Flossie to make her entrance into the bathroom. Nothing happened.


    I waited a full minute before leaving the stall. Chief’s voice floated toward me.


    “… seemed upset.”


    Carl’s reply. “I don’t know what’s gotten into her.”


    I knew I was safe when Carl’s door shut again, Chief’s voice releasing me from my need to stay hidden. Flossie had left, obviously upset. It was time for me to enter the conversation next door.


    I considered flushing the toilet, but who was I kidding? Chief knew my leaving so sudden wasn’t because I needed a bathroom break. Straightening, I crossed the restroom, pausing long enough to pat my hair and shake the wrinkles out of my dress. Looked pretty good. Not Sasha Blightman thin, but getting there.


    Within seconds of leaving the restroom, I was seated comfortably in a nice, cushy club chair that actually fit my backside. Finally, a chair not made for a petite lady. Chief was busily explaining how I was helping him in the investigation into Aidan’s death. A consultant, he called me. Was sounding better and better all the time.


    Carl’s reaction didn’t seem put off at all. “After the way she unraveled the mystery surrounding Marion’s death, I can see why you would ask for her help.” His head bobbed in silent approval.


    “We were investigating late last night and saw the light on in the room by the back exit. Were you working late?”


    Carl’s eyebrows rose. “I was at home last night.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    I’ll give it to the chief, he didn’t let his surprise show. Smoothly, he kept right on task, peppering Carl with more questions. For his part, Carl seemed to retreat into himself, his answers coming slower, with more thought. “Flossie has a key.”


    And she needs money, though I had no way of letting Chief know that tidbit without tipping my hand. Or maybe I did. “Michael Nooseman said Flossie has your house on the market. Mentioned that she’s trying to sell the furnishings too. Is she moving?”


    Carl stalled. He picked up a paper clip and began unbending it. “Flossie is restless.”


    “Would she have any reason to be here that late?”


    He didn’t have to say another word. Carl’s expression showed agony, and I knew the boy was still in love with his ex, which also explained why they were together so much. Not Flossie’s doing though.


    Chief leaned forward, hands clasped. “You know, Dr. Cryer has accused you of stealing jewelry and making copies.” I watched Carl hard. “Betsy was in for questioning last night and mentioned Flossie acting strange.”


    This was news to me.


    Chief shot me an apologetic glance. We both turned to stare at Carl. When he finally noticed, he shot out a breath and covered his face.


    “You think it’s Flossie, don’t you?” His voice caught. “I didn’t want to believe it.”


    “Has she had access to the bodies at a point where she could take the jewelry?”


    Carl lowered his fingers to reveal red eyes. “I do the embalming, she does the preparation and inventories belongings.”


    Chief moved to the edge of his chair, hands on his knees. “Did she have a relationship with Aidan?”


    “No!”


    It was an answer straight from his heart and not his head. It explained the dinners, just the two of them. Carl’s idea. His hope for reconciliation.


    “You still love her?” I asked.


    He visibly melted into himself, defeated. “I didn’t think I did. I gave her the job because she needed extra cash. Betsy wasn’t paying her more than minimum wage.”


    I pushed. “Which explains why you didn’t offer the internship to Randy.”


    “He told you that?”


    “At the store yesterday. It would be a natural move for him to work in the field in which he is majoring.”


    Carl went back to his paper clip. “Flossie assured me she could handle the job, that she didn’t need help or want help. Said she’d work overtime.”


    “That didn’t seem strange to you?”


    I knew the answer to that. Judging by Chief’s expression, he knew the answer too. Carl continued bending and unbending the paper clip.


    We left him wallowing in his pit of misery. Chief remained quiet until we got outside.


    “Where did you head off to?”


    “Got it in my head to go listen in on the conversation. Found out the ladies’ room backs up to his office. Flossie was trying to get Carl to buy back the house she got in the divorce, feeding him all these lines about it being his family home. It finally boiled down to the fact she needed money.”


    Chief consulted his watch and waved a hand toward the library. “We should probably get going if we want to hear those speeches. We’ll take the cruiser.”


    We were quiet as we passed Aidan’s jewelry store, a For Lease sign in the shop window. The site brought back the question to which Carl had responded with such passion. “He sure didn’t like the thought of Flossie being in a relationship with Aidan.”


    Chief’s jaw flinched. “I wouldn’t either. Hurt’s a man’s ego.”


    “They’re divorced.”


    “I think Flossie wanted it way more than he did. If she and Aidan were involved in a racket, it would work. She lifts the jewelry, hands it over to Aidan, he makes a copy and gives it back.”


    “Aidan must have been fast.”


    “Pros usually are.”


    “Is that what the state is thinking?”


    “The rough-cut stones, the equipment, the fake jewelry showing up, the low inventory in Aidan’s shop—it all points to someone well established in the business of making counterfeit jewelry and, from his small inventory, possibly money laundering.”


    Chief stopped the cruiser in front of the steps leading up to the library entrance. Crowds were already gathering around the outside, waiting for the moment Lester and Eugene Taser made their speeches. I scanned any sign of Hardy, Elizabeth, or William. Townsfolk parted for the chief, I followed in his wake. Lester glad-handed the crowd, looking stunning in a fresh pair of overalls and a clean pair of work boots.


    “Looking good, Lester.”


    “Didn’t figure I should wear a suit if a suit wasn’t really me.”


    I love people who are comfortable with who they are. “Good thinking.” Next thing I know, Lester cocks his head back and hollers.


    “Everyone give a cheer for future town councilwoman, LaTisha Barnhart!”


    I could have clobbered him right then. Instead, I pasted on a smile and kept right on hoofing behind the chief. We made it inside the building where the musty, dusty smell of old books greeted us.


    Over the years, I’d made several donations to this place. Every one of my children had developed their love of books because I’d dragged them through aisle after aisle, year after year, pointing out classics and encouraging the passion.


    The door opened behind me, Chief and I turned to see who it was. Lester popped inside.


    “You’re obviously enjoying rock star status,” I said.


    Lester grinned. “You know me. I’m more at home with the cows.” He took the lead. “Mary’s in here,” he pointed to a conference room. “Welcome to come in.”


    “Eugene here yet?” Chief inquired.


    There were only a handful of people within sight, some at tables working, others reading quietly. Most were outside. The library offered what every library offers, solitude and quiet. A place to absorb uninterrupted. When I wanted a good book, I could scroll for titles along the shelves for hours. Not that I had the time to do that as often as I liked.


    “I sure didn’t see him anywhere,” I answered.


    Mary sat in the room by herself, her cheeks flushed pink, her pretty green dress a match to her soft eyes. Lester sat down at a small table where some notecards were spread over the surface. Chief scanned the room, turned and wandered out into the main room of the library. I shut the door, wondering if he expected some type of trouble. Ever since we’d left Carl’s, he’d seemed wound tighter than usual.


    “Practice on me, Lester,” I prompted the candidate, locking out thoughts of Carl and the Chief.


    Lester shuffled his cards together. Mary fussed with the straps of his overalls and straightened his collar. When she finished, he cleared his throat, stood erect, and inhaled real deep. “My fellow citizens—”


    The door flew open. Chief stood there, his arms around the shoulders of a disheveled Eugene Taser. Not only did Eugene not look well, he smelled of BO worse than my boys after a round of basketball.


    I shoved a chair his direction. Chief helped him down. A red mark on his cheek looked like someone had applied a knuckle sandwich to his face. Eugene swayed on the seat, then leaned forward and held his head in his hands. My eyes landed on a small trashcan and I made quick work of delivering it in front of Eugene in case he had the heaves or something.


    “Eugene?” Chief’s voice cut the shocked silence. “What happened?”


    “Lester,” I heard Mary’s voice. “It’s time.”


    Chief heard this and turned to a dumbfounded Lester. “I’ll stay here with him, why don’t you go ahead and go first?”


    Mary was steering Lester toward the door before Chief had finished.


    I followed Mary. “I’ll get him some water.”


    “Eugene?” I heard the chief again as I left the room. I grabbed a paper cup at the water cooler, filled it, and returned to hear sobs. Eugene’s sobs.


    What happened? my eyes asked Chief.


    He jerked his head in the direction of the corner of the room. We retreated there, Chief explaining. “I thought I heard a rise in the volume from the crowd and ducked outside figuring it was Eugene arriving. I was shocked to see him staggering around. Shiny was trying to hang on to him. I took over.”


    “He drunk?”


    “I don’t smell anything. I sent Shiny to round up Dr. Icon or Dr. Gordon.”


    Eugene sat up straight and wiped a hand down his face. Chief went to him, grabbed a chair and straddled it. “What’s going on, Eugene?”


    “Eddie and Roger. They double-crossed me. Roughed me up until I signed to withdraw the money from the campaign account.”


    Chief’s voice got hard. “Who are they?”


    Eugene gulped some water. “They were from Chicago. Told me they had a way to make sure I’d get reelected, that money was the key, and it didn’t have to all go to the campaign …” He swiped at his brow and winced. “They promised I’d be rich. I believed them.”


    “Where are they now?”


    “Gone.” Eugene touched a red place on his cheek.


    Chief’s eyes hardened. “They beat you up.”


    “What do you know about Aidan?” I slid in my question.


    “Nothing. I didn’t kill him!” Eugene massaged his eyes. “It was a setup. I convinced Aidan I wasn’t going to win against Lester. He said I had to. Eddie and Roger wouldn’t let me lose. That I was a good man and they’d help me. I lied. It was Aidan’s idea to pretend someone was out to get me to pull in sympathy votes.”


    “Where did William fit in?”


    “We’d just settled on it in the men’s room when William walked in. I knew he had started working for you and figured he’d tell you and that word would get around to most everyone at the Goose.”


    I pushed my hands down on my hips and drilled that boy. “You don’t know me well, then. Spreading rumors isn’t my pastime.”


    If I’d never seen a cowed Eugene Taser, I was seeing it now. He seemed to shrink into himself. “I didn’t know he couldn’t hear or talk. When the rumor didn’t get around, I figured we’d have to use another method. They got Betsy to call it in to some reporter in Denver.” He hesitated. “Then Aidan got shot. I thought they’d done it. They told me they hadn’t. That they didn’t have any reason to, but thought they might know who did do it.”


    “Who?” Chief barked.


    “They didn’t tell me and I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know.”


    “Tell me about the money,” Chief prompted.


    “Aidan was running it through the jewelry store business. I didn’t ask where it came from, and when I did they said they had connections in Chicago. In exchange I would let them have certain privileges around town.”


    “It got out of hand,” I guessed.


    Eugene looked miserable. “After Aidan got shot, they panicked. They wanted to get out. Said things were too messed up, but Molly stood in their way. And me. Getting rid of Molly wasn’t hard, but getting my signature on the withdrawal slip …” He touched his cheek.


    A question popped into my mind. “Did you know their lady friends?”


    Eugene sucked in a breath. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d had some cracked ribs. “It was part of their cover. They brought the girls in to pose as their wives hoping to keep suspicion off them long enough for them to get me to sign over the money.”


    “Someone in a blue car like those ladies drove almost ran me over.”


    Eugene grimaced. “I don’t know anything about that, LaTisha. I promise.”


    Applause carried to us from the outside. Chief got up and crossed to the window. “Are you ready to make your speech? Then I’ll take you down to the station. I have some more questions for you.”


    Eugene got to his feet, acting nothing like the pompous lout that was his normal persona. “Lester will do Maple Gap proud.”


    Chief waved Mac over as soon as they got outside, and they whispered back and forth. The crowd gasped seeing Eugene, some calling out questions. Eugene held up his hand for silence.


    “I’m withdrawing from the race. That’s all I have to say for now.” A collective gasp rippled through the crowd. A few staunch Riley supporters cheered. In the front row, Molly looked pleased, but sad.


    My cell phone rang. I went back inside to get some quiet and pushed talk. Caller ID told me it was Hardy. “You’ll never guess this,” I began, but his words ran right over mine.


    “LaTisha. I got a match! Hop in Old Lou and pick me up.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty


    “What you talking about, Hardy Barnhart? You mean the fingerprints?” I couldn’t believe it. My head splintered in a thousand directions and the familiar feeling scratched at my head. The Dumpster dive, finding the weapon, Hardy hearing the men argue, and the phrase “get the roughs from the posse.” Then there was our talk with Carl, his fight with Flossie and his disappointment in her. But the phrase kept repeating itself, and that’s when everything clicked together.


    I hustled myself through the crowd, congratulating Lester, doing my best not to run over anyone. When I broke through, Mac was helping Eugene into the patrol car. Chief stood on the passenger’s side, a phone stuck to his ear.


    I waved at him.


    His brows lowered at me.


    “I know who did it! Hardy got a match on those prints.”


    Chief’s lips formed a firm line. “I’ve got something, Sergeant, I’ll call you back in a minute.”


    He snapped his phone shut as Mac started the car. “Get in and we’ll talk.”


    I pushed him toward the open car door. He jackknifed his body onto the seat and must have seen me coming, because he slid over real fast to make room for me. No way was I sitting in the back.


    Confession time. “I had Hardy follow Eddie and Roger the other night. Only he was closer to them than Mac and heard them talking about getting some ‘roughs to a posse.’ It didn’t make sense to me.”


    Mac turned onto Gold Street and barreled toward the station, lights and siren blazing. Made me want to laugh. I think it was the first time I’d heard the siren blasting.


    I didn’t miss the disgusted look Chief sent Mac. Mac’s head seemed to sink lower between his shoulders.


    “It bothered me, that phrase. Then when we heard Carl, how broken up he was, how he said he wasn’t there last night and the fact his door opens onto the alley—”


    Mac jerked to a halt. My hands flew out to brace myself. Eugene mumbled something uncomplimentary. I spied Hardy on the steps. He skipped down those steps like a man drinking from the fountain of youth, and practically ran up to the cruiser.


    Mac helped Eugene from the back, a solid grip on his arm.


    Hardy’s eyes went wide. “You don’t look so good, Eugene. Did they boo your speech?”


    Eugene seemed to choke, a half laugh-half sob. Mac gave him a little push forward.


    Chief unfolded his body from the car. “What do you have, Hardy?”


    “I came over to check the prints I found against the ones the state took from the gun. Officer Nelson said they were a match.”


    “It goes back to that phrase, Chief,” I pointed out. “‘Roughs from a posse’ is what Hardy heard one of them say. Which also makes me think I need to get Hardy’s hearing checked.”


    Hardy bristled. “I was real far away.”


    Chief held up a hand, brow creased in concentration. “‘Roughs from a posse.’” His mind fingered the phrase. I savored the moment, but felt a need to move fast. Chief’s eyes flashed to mine. “Not posse, but—”


    He cut himself off, swinging to the driver’s side of the car. “Get in. Hurry!”


    Hardy was already halfway inside. I shoved up next to him on the seat and barely got my door shut before Chief peeled tires out of the parking space and swung the car around.


    We zipped past Sasha’s boutique and Betsy’s office building, then turned onto Goat’s Trail Road and passed our house. Chief slowed as he came to a four-way intersection that led into another tree-lined street. He made a quick right and slowed.


    “She’s not here,” Hardy broke the silence.


    I scanned the windows. Heavy curtains covered the downstairs. All was still and quiet.


    “These houses have those garages around back,” I reminded Chief.


    “I always wanted a garage around back of our house,” Hardy added.


    “Hush.” I motioned him to silence.


    Chief parked the car shy of Flossie Monroe’s driveway and got out. Hardy elbowed me hard. “I know you’re not going to let him handle this alone.”


    “Weren’t you just the one saying you’re not a cop?” I popped open the door, and Hardy slid out behind me. Chief was standing real still. He made a motion pointing to his ear.


    Betsy Taser’s shrill voice broke the silence. “It’s all you’re going to get.”


    A car door slammed. Chief motioned us down behind the lush hedge that separated the front yards of the properties. Within seconds, Betsy’s car revved up and appeared around the corner. She paused at the end of the driveway, not even seeing us, though her brake lights flashed when she spotted the cruiser. The thought crossed my mind to chase her, but I didn’t figure she was the one we really wanted.


    “You two stay back,” Chief warned.


    “You’ll scare her. If I go back there and play it down, it’ll give you time to call Mac in to block the road.”


    Chief didn’t like the idea. Didn’t like the fact that he was sending in a civilian. I didn’t like it either.


    “Play it cool. See if you can get her out in the open more. Hardy, you follow this hedge down and keep an eye on things. If LaTisha gets in too deep, you run for me. Don’t wait until the situation is out of control. I’ll radio Mac and post myself at the corner. Don’t try anything too soon, LaTisha. Give me a few minutes. Got it?”


    I got slid between the hedge, the branches yanking on my clothes until I thought I’d come out naked. I straightened myself out on the other side, casting an eye over the hedge and following the vague blur that was Hardy making his way down the line of shrubs. I gulped air and started up the driveway. The electronic roll of a garage door but no sound of a car motor. I quickened my pace.


    Flossie’s car sat outside in the sunshine, several boxes packed into the front passenger’s seat. She was hanging over a box in the trunk, her back to me. I did my best to put together what I was going to say.


    “Flossie? You back here, honey? There you are.”


    When she tilted her face my way, I could see the strain there. The fatigue, much like I’d seen earlier, but worse now. I fell into the part with ease, letting my eyes trail over the boxes in the trunk.


    “You must be headed on vacation. No wonder you beat it out of the Goose so fast. Carl going with you?” I almost bit my tongue. Why did I mention Carl?


    “I was getting ready to pull out for a little trip into New Mexico. My grandparents live down that way. Is there something you were needing?”


    “I hope you won’t be gone long. I’ve been cooking up a plan to have a fund-raiser for the Buchanans. I’m needing some volunteers.”


    Flossie leaned over the box again.


    I relaxed. She didn’t perceive me as a threat and thought I’d accepted her whole vacation excuse.


    “I don’t know. I’m pretty busy. Why the Buchanans?”


    “Someone said Betsy was talking about the medical bills they still had from Sara’s treatments.”


    Flossie pulled a turquoise sweater from a basket at her feet and folded it. “Betsy’s always talking.” She stood straight, her gaze shot off over my shoulder and her expression shifted, became crafty, a side of Flossie I’d never seen before. “She wants George to buy this house so she can make commission. And she was getting money on the side to keep people away from buying that property by the school too. Make sure and tell Chief about that. She’s been doing it for months. Anyone who expressed curiosity, they would suddenly lose interest.” Flossie fluffed her hair and tugged on the gray tank top she wore.


    “Come again?”


    Flossie was warming to her subject. “She was getting nervous though. Something was going wrong. She was getting nervous and those guys kept showing up at the office. Then Eugene fired Molly.” She pressed her lips together as if realizing she was saying too much. I suspected there might be another, more incriminating side to this story. One that involved Flossie Monroe. “She says she wants to get away from Eugene,” she shrugged, to emphasize how much she disbelieved the notion.


    I eyed the basket, there was one more sweater in it, the arms hanging over the sides of the basket. I had to smoke her out now, while she wasn’t pushing to leave yet. Trying to slow her down when she was in the car would be suspicious. And impossible.


    I wanted real bad to look over my shoulder and see if Chief was in place, but knew I wouldn’t be able to see him whether he was or not.


    “I heard rumors she was after George, but I think she was really after Aidan.” I made my eyes real wide. “She’s just crazy enough to do something like shoot someone.”


    Something in Flossie’s eyes went cold. She leaned to pick up the last sweater and made quick work of folding it before smoothing it and folding down the flaps on the box.


    I tensed. I knew what I had seen. Flossie understood my question wasn’t casual. “No. Betsy wouldn’t shoot someone. She uses her tongue to kill.” Her words came out flat, matter-of-fact. She picked up the empty basket and fit it into the only open space in her trunk.


    “Don’t you stay away too long.” I took a step back. “Oh, and you missed the action over at the library. Eddie and Roger roughed up Eugene Taser. They were trying to get him to sign a withdrawal from his bank account so they could make off with the money. He said that Aidan was laundering money through the jewelry store and into Eugene’s account.”


    “That’s terrible.” Her tone belied her words. Flat. Humorless. Tough.


    I continued. Pushing while I had the chance. “We’re thinking Carl was in cahoots with Aidan on a scheme to steal jewelry, make a fake, and sell the real pieces.”


    Flossie’s eyes flicked over the landscape behind me. She licked her lips. “Carl might need money if he wants to buy this house. You know how much he loved this place.”


    My eyes scanned her hard. She was still, eyes flicking. Scanning behind me.


    I smiled. That’s when she made a quick move into her trunk. In a second, a gun was trained on me.


    That’s when Hardy broke through the hedge, hollering like a man on fire. I threw my elbow into Flossie’s stomach, clamped onto her wrist and squeezed until she dropped the gun. Hardy, steamrolling toward us, made a flying leap onto Flossie and taking her to the ground. I straightened in time to see Chief round the corner, his gun out and aimed at Flossie.


    “I’ve got her, Hardy,” Chief announced.


    Flossie let out the scream of a banshee and broke down into sobs.


    “He told me he didn’t love me.” Her words slid out. Chief got her on her feet and took control of her. Mac got there seconds later.


    Hardy crept up beside me and tucked his head under my chin. “No way was I going to let her shoot you.”


    I spread my hand on his back and pulled him close. “You sounded like some maniac tearing out of those shrubs.”


    He raised his head. “Nah, I’m your hero.”


    I kissed his head. “You’ve got a mighty fine motor under that hood, Hero. Mighty fine.”


    


    


    


    Epilogue


    Betsy had suspected something between Flossie and Aidan. She confessed to inflating fees, hoping George and Elizabeth would be her next victims. She also admitted to being infatuated with George, dreaming of running away from Maple Gap, and trying to coax him into leaving Elizabeth.


    To her credit, she got worried about Eugene when Eddie and Roger started putting pressure on him to get rid of Molly. Betsy made the call to Michael Nooseman, knowing he would contact the chief. The warning that went to the Denver reporter was after Eddie and Roger had lured her into making the call, playing up the idea as a great boost to Eugene’s campaign since it would gain him sympathy votes. They had planned to plant incriminating bits of evidence that would lead the police to believe Lester Riley was the person behind calling the hit.


    Eddie and Roger, from what we can gather, knew Aidan and Flossie had something going and probably that she had pulled the trigger. By doing this, they hoped Chief would pay closer attention to Flossie, gaining them extra time to intimidate Eugene into signing the withdrawal slip and leaving town. Which is almost exactly what happened. They haven’t been found yet.


    My heart goes out to Carl, the innocent in all this. His feelings for Flossie were not only unrequited, but misled. Flossie will be in prison for a long time for the murder of Aidan Abbett. Carl was devastated over her betrayal, saddened by the choices the woman he loved had made. I have no doubt now that he really had harbored hopes of getting back together with her. Randy Holbraker is supplying Carl with a welcome diversion, and I do believe Carl is enjoying teaching and sharing his expertise with the young man. Who knows, maybe he’ll take Randy on as partner someday.


    Flossie had a long story about Aidan, blaming him for forcing her to pull the trigger. She claims he double-crossed her. At the beginning of their little operation, Aidan had vowed to split the sale of the jewelry fifty-fifty, provided she was willing to help lift the jewelry from Carl’s prosperous clients. Flossie, always having a taste for expensive things and a shopping channel habit, did her part. At some point in the relationship, Flossie started falling for him. He, in turn, started cutting her percentage, telling her he’d pay her back later, to trust him, and a bunch of other old lines that Flossie fell for like a sack of bad potatoes.


    That, coupled with her jealousy over his inattention when Eddie and Roger came to town, got the ball rolling for her to contemplate revenge. She took to carrying her father’s old service revolver. The day Aidan got shot, Flossie had prepared to have it out with him once and for all, demanding the money he owed her so she could leave town. When she went out the back entry and saw Aidan coming out of the Goose, she’d been prepared. He pulled her deeper into the alley and away from prying eyes, but his confession that he didn’t love her, and had none of the promised money, sent Flossie over the edge. Shocked by what she’d done and the sight of so much blood, she fled into the funeral home. Only after the state police cleared the alley did Flossie feel that it was safe to dispose of the gun in Betsy’s Dumpster.


    Dr. Cryer won’t see his mother’s necklace ever again, but now that the mystery of the fake jewels is cleared up, he’ll get the insurance money as soon as he files the police report. For now, Dr. Cryer and Carl have made peace, regaining a decades old friendship.


    The state police discovered that Eddie, Roger, and Aidan were known thieves who had used many aliases and had possible mob connections. They think they were trying to infiltrate Maple Gap through Eugene in order to get their hands on the land and turn it into a landfill. Makes me extra glad townsfolk shot down the idea. But defeat apparently didn’t come easy and the three hatched another plan and waved some money under Eugene and Betsy’s noses.


    Mayor Riley was horrified to know how deep Eugene had gotten with those thieves, and how close Maple Gap had become to being the new landfill location. He’s enjoying being mayor. He’s open and honest and is willing to listen to arguments for and against his ideas. We truly are in good hands with Mayor Riley, though I think he misses his cows.


    Chief and I tried to piece together the redhead-in-the-blue-car incident. The license plate hadn’t helped much, only verifying that these guys were crooks, since the registration showed a false name. But without being able to question Eddie and Roger directly, and without being able to find the ladies, the best we can guess is my near miss was an unfortunate accident. There’s no way they knew my reputation as an armchair detective and they had no way of knowing I was working on the crime.


    We’re settling back into a peaceful routine, Hardy and I, enjoying watching the budding romance of Sasha Blightman and Lionel Bailmout. I’ve never seen Sasha’s car need so many repairs, and if that didn’t beat all, I saw her in a sweater streaked with grease the other day, Lionel at her side. It made my heart smile.


    William is being tested and prodded. He hates every minute of it, but has really blossomed under the attention he gets from Elizabeth, Hardy, and me. He’s teaching Elizabeth and me all about bread making, and considering opening up a little shop inside the store that used to be Aidan’s Jewelry. It sure would be nice to have a bakery in Maple Gap again.


    As for Hardy and I, we enjoyed our fortieth anniversary, celebrating with all our babies and grandbabies in attendance. What really tickled our funny bones is finding out how Hardy, in his call to Bryton, had asked his oldest son to get everyone together to have a surprise party for me, not knowing that I was doing the same through Shayna. We all had a good laugh over that, capping off the entire celebration with good food and lots of love.


    The fund-raiser went off without a hitch the following day. We canned hot pepper relish, stirred up pots of chili, one of chicken and noodles, and one of stew. We had loaves of William’s bread in every flavor possible, auctioning them off. And that chocolate babka? It’s delicious! I nibbled enough to get a taste, but seeing the way all the children gobbled it up let me know truly how good it was, plus it brought the highest bid—fifty-nine dollars!


    Beautiful weather and good advertising brought people out from Denver in crowds. We had private donations and some from businesses, enough to raise almost eight thousand dollars for the Buchanans. It was my privilege to present them the check and hold Elizabeth tight as she cried into my shoulder. The amount won’t cover everything, but it’s a start, and with all the offers of sponsorship that are coming in, we’ve decided to do it again in the fall.


    After we presented the check, my oldest boy took the stage. He shocked me and Hardy speechless by sharing with everyone about his experiences growing up and how we’ve made such a positive impact on their lives. The applause and cheers brought tears to my eyes and a hot blush to my cheeks. I don’t do praise. Just when I thought I couldn’t stand another bit of joy, Bryton announced that in honor of our fortieth anniversary, he and his siblings were giving us a surprise.


    An all-expenses-paid surprise.


    I’m dictating this from the deck of the Fair Lady en route to the Mediterranean. Hardy is stretched out beside me working on his suntan, whatever that means for a black man. I think he’s just basking in the peace of knowing he’s on vacation for the next twenty-five days. Rome, Venice, Sicily, I plan on enjoying every minute of this wonderful gift, despite the fact there is a rumor going around that some lady jumped overboard last night for no apparent reason. I’ve been keeping an eye on her husband. He’s sure acting the part of grieving widower, but the tears seem to come on real sudden-like. Too sudden-like, if you get my meaning, and I think I saw him huddled at a table one night, late, with another woman. Hm …
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