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POISONED 

BY 

GILT 



c h a p t e r   1 

steve Sullivan's handsome face grew pale upon answering our office phone. I had no clue who was 

calling, and he seemed to be deliberately avoiding my 

gaze. I tried to distract myself by focusing my attention on 

the cozy sitting area we'd created on the far side of our 

long, rectangular office. The fabric on our luxurious new 

sofa--Thai silk jacquard in a bronze-gold tone, scattered 

with the pale outline of rust-colored leaves--beautifully 

complemented the luscious red-brown hues of the 

exposed-brick wall behind it. 

But as the seconds dragged by and Sullivan remained 
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on the phone, my imagination ran wild. Was the landlord of this building suddenly giving Sullivan and Gilbert 

Designs the boot? Had a loved one died? Was the IRS going to audit us? 

In any case, the phone call had come at a particularly 

bad time. I'd just worked up the nerve to tell Sullivan 

something excruciatingly difficult. Now, based on his reaction to the news on the other end of the line, I braced 

myself for news of a different sort. 

He raked his hand through his light brown hair--yet 

another bad sign--and finally said, "Sure, Richard. We'll 

be here for at least the next half hour. See you then." He 

hung up and rose from his red leather office chair. His 

brow was furrowed, and he clenched his jaw tightly as he 

strode over to the Palladian-style window. 

"Was that Richard Thayers calling about the Earth 

Love contest?" 

"Yeah. Bad news." 

"But . . .  his appointment as contest judge wasn't even 

official until yesterday. Did he already  decide that 

Burke's house didn't win?" 

"It's worse than that." Steve stuffed his hands into the 

pockets of his black jeans. "Richard is withdrawing as 

judge for 'personal reasons.' He's also citing our client for 

possible rule violations. They're going to have to launch a 

full investigation. Might even turn the whole thing over 

to the police." 

"What!? That's ridiculous! You and I have been to 

Burke's house fifty times since we first got the rule book 

from Earth Love! We went over everything with him with 

a fine-toothed comb. His house sailed through all the 

judging for the previous rounds. How could he possibly 

have cheated?" 
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Sullivan remained silent and turned his back to me. I 

couldn't begin to guess what he was thinking, which was 

unusual. In the past two years, we'd gone from bitter rivals to business partners. Along the way, we'd endured 

more than our fair share of trauma, which has a way of revealing a person's true nature very quickly. Fortunately, 

the first six months in the life of our new business had 

been relatively smooth--not silk, maybe, but top-grade 

linen. Our personal relationship, on the other hand, was, 

as ever, about as smooth as jagged glass. We were constantly plagued by bad timing and bad luck. Steve's last 

two phone conversations with his "mentor," Richard 

Thayers, were the perfect example. I'd yet to even meet 

the former teacher whom Sullivan so greatly admired. 

But last night, Richard's call to Sullivan's cell phone had 

interrupted my hopes for the perfect ending to what, until then, had finally, finally been Steve Sullivan's and my 

perfect date. And now, the phone had rung just as I'd 

worked up the courage to suggest to Sullivan that maybe 

tonight we should pick up where we'd left off the night 

before. 

Sullivan continued to stare out the window, fixated on 

its majestic view of the Rockies. I decided to scrap my 

heartfelt but memorized speech. Time for Plan B, which 

was to turn brazen hussy--cute brazen hussy, I hoped-- 

and simply blurt out: "So, Sullivan. My bed or yours 

tonight?" 

"So, Sullivan. Are we being investigated, too, or 

what?" (Somewhere a chicken was squawking, just for 

me.) 

"Sure hope not," he mumbled in the window's direction. 

I struggled to string together the meager clues that 
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Sullivan had given me to this point. The Earth Love contest for energy-efficient homes meant much more to 

Sullivan than it did to me. He was acting as if this award 

would be his crowning professional achievement, 

whereas I felt that the contest's lucrative cash prize went 

to the homeowner, not the interior designer, for good 

reason. But the finalist judge, Richard Thayers, had been 

Steve Sullivan's favorite professor at the Art Institute of 

Colorado, which he'd attended a dozen years ago. 

Sullivan claimed that Thayers taught him everything he 

knew, and he was both anxious and ecstatic at the 

thought that Thayers might choose our design from the 

three finalists for "Best Green Home in Crestview, 

Colorado." 

Still trying to pry some answers out of Sullivan, I 

asked, "By 'stepping down for personal reasons,' does 

Richard mean the fact that he's your mentor? Didn't he 

tell you earlier that the contest sponsors were fine with 

that?" 

"Look, Gilbert." He turned and glowered at me. 

"You'll have to grill him, all right? I already told you what 

little I know." 

My heart sank. Wasn't it only last night that his 

dreamy hazel eyes were staring into mine with loving 

tenderness? He could never keep things in perspective, 

and minor problems often turned us into adversaries. But 

all I said was: "You're obviously only giving me part  of 

Richard's message, though. What exactly did he say?" 

"I wasn't recording him, Gilbert." 

"That's a pity, Sullivan," I snapped. "Because if you 

had been using a tape recorder, you could hit the rewind 

button. Clear back to our date last night. When you were 

calling me 'Erin' as if you liked me." 
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"You're the one who made the rule that we were to 

stick with 'Gilbert' and 'Sullivan' when we're at work!" 

"I'm objecting to your tone of voice when you say my 

name! Call me . . .  Princess Dagweeb, for all I care! Last 

night, when you took my hand and asked me if I minded 

if we skip dessert, I thought . . ."  Damn!  My  throat was 

getting tight with emotion. No way was I going to start 

crying. 

"That is what I meant," he said gently. He crossed the 

room, but stopped short of rounding my desk. "And, believe me, I was sure it was going to be a two-second 

phone conversation when Richard interrupted us last 

night, or I'd have let it keep ringing. But he was acting 

weird. The first thing he said was: 'Why the hell didn't 

you tell me Burke Stratton was your damned client?' 

Then he accused me of teaming up against him with his 

'worst enemy.' " 

That caught my attention. "Why would he have a 

problem with Burke?" 

"That's just it." He spread his arms and grumbled, "I 

still don't know. Richard wouldn't tell me. Just claims the 

guy wrecked his life . . .  says if I'm smart, I'll stay the hell 

away from Burke before he finds a way to wipe out 

Sullivan and Gilbert Designs." 

I nodded, starting to understand. The thought of having his life ruined in a business arrangement would have 

been a painful deja vu for Sullivan; a few years ago he'd 

been conned by a corrupt business partner and had lost 

nearly everything he owned. 

"Having Richard freak out at me was the very last 

thing I wanted to happen last night," he continued. "By 

the time he calmed down and I got off the phone, it was 

too late for me to call Burke and get the story from him." 
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He scowled at me. "And you were acting so crushed that 

I didn't know--" 

"You left the table, Sullivan! One second you're holding my hand, smiling at me, happy because your longlost friend, Richard Thayers, is on the phone, and the 

next you're striding out the door!" 

"One of the men I admire most was yelling in my ear, 

accusing me of betraying him!" 

"I didn't know that! All you had to do was whisper to 

me, 'Something's wrong,' or 'He's upset.' Or you could 

have explained when you returned to the table. Instead, 

you were distracted and abrupt, and you completely gave 

me the brush-off when I asked what Richard had said." 

"Yeah." Sullivan sighed and ran his fingers through his 

hair a second time. "Guess that wasn't one of my better 

moments." He added with a charming smile, "Although, 

again, you made the rule about not talking business after 

hours." 

"Again, I couldn't read your mind," I explained gently. 

"All I knew was, you chose to take a phone call during 

our date, and then you were in a funk. Put yourself in my 

shoes." 

He gave me an exaggerated wince. "I would, but high 

heels make my calves look too big." 

"Don't try to joke your way out of this," I said, though 

I was already having a hard time keeping a straight face. 

"Erin." The man had a gift for saying my name in a 

way that could instantly make me melt. He finally came 

around my desk and leaned toward me, filling me with 

relief at the thought that, for once, we were going to avert 

a potentially disastrous argument. "I promise you that--" 

The door burst open. In walked a man in smudgy gray 

pants and a ratty forest green sweater that I'm pretty sure 
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was on backwards. He had a sizable bald spot amidst his 

wild, unkempt hair, and a large red nose that hinted at a 

drinking problem. But at that moment, he could have 

been Santa Claus himself and I still would have hated 

him, as well as each and every one of his reindeer. To 

make matters much worse, Steve's eyes had just lit up as 

though the man were Santa. 

"Good to see you, Richard," Sullivan said, striding 

toward him. 

"Likewise, S.S.," he returned, giving him a bear hug. 

"Ridiculous that we live in the same town now," he said 

in a raspy voice, "yet we hardly ever see each other. And I 

feel terrible about the circumstances." 

"No kidding." There was an awkward pause, then 

Sullivan said, "You got here pretty quick." 

"I was just around the corner when we hung up, and I 

found a space right away. Before I forget . . . did  you get 

my e-mail about my night class?" 

"Tonight at CU, right? Okay if I drop in?" 

"Absolutely. That's a great idea! It's in room one-ten of 

the history building. We can go hit a pub afterwards . . . 

grab a sandwich and a brewski." 

"Sounds good." 

Richard and Sullivan continued to make arrangements, but all I could think was: So much for our picking 

up where we left off last night. How had the two men gone 

from face-paling angst and accusations of betrayal to 

chatting about night classes and beers? 

Remembering belatedly that I was still in the room, 

Steve clapped his mentor on the back and turned toward 

me. "Richard Thayers, this is Erin Gilbert. Erin, Richard." 

I rose for a moment, and we exchanged "Nice to meet 

you's" and shook hands over my desk. I hoped that his 
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pleasantry was less insincere than mine. I hadn't set the 

bar especially high. 

"Have a seat," Sullivan suggested, giving Richard a pat 

on the back. The three of us moved from our desks to the 

cozy nook near the window. We always allowed our visitors to sit first, and then, if it was available, Sullivan would 

grab the leather smoking chair and I would grab the yellow slipper chair. Today I strode directly to Sullivan's 

smoking chair and plopped myself down before our guest 

could. I hated to act so petulant, but it was the best I 

could do. At least I was keeping my mouth shut. Part of 

me wanted to scream at Thayers: Do you realize you're 

wrecking my love life?! 

Sullivan took my usual seat. Once Richard had settled 

into place on the sofa, I said, "Steve tells me that you're 

stepping down as Earth Love's finalist judge." 

He nodded grimly. "It's the responsible thing to do." 

He sighed. "Too bad. I read the reports from the initialrounds' judges and saw the photographs. Burke Stratton's 

interior was by far the best. Not surprisingly." He winked 

at Sullivan. 

"Thanks," Sullivan said. "Got to say that I agree with 

you. Though I'm far from impartial. But I also have to admit, Darren Campesio's architectural design is interesting and really energy-efficient." 

"That's the one that's partially built into the hillside, 

right? So that the place is part cave? A la Batman?" 

He was mocking the house, sight unseen. Annoyed, I 

chimed in, "The design compensates for the windowless 

portion fairly well. The space makes great use of skylights 

and mirrors." 

Richard looked at me with wide eyes, then blinked a 

couple of times, as if puzzled. "Ah. Glad to hear it." 
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"And the interior for the third finalist has a lot to be 

said for it, too," I added. 

"She means Margot Troy's place," Sullivan explained 

unnecessarily--assuming Richard could subtract two 

from three. "But Erin's biased. She designed Margot's 

kitchen a couple years back." 

"Did she?" Richard asked, again raising his bushy eyebrows. "Too bad you guys didn't just stick to working on 

Margot's house." He shook his head. "When I agreed to 

judge, I didn't know Burke Stratton was even in the competition, let alone a finalist." 

Sullivan was nodding as though he was following 

Richard's thread, but I remained on the outskirts. "And 

you're biased against Burke, so you recused yourself?" I 

prompted. 

Richard nodded and, in a gesture eerily reminiscent of 

Sullivan's, dragged a hand through his messy, patchy 

hair. "The two of us have a problematic relationship. I 

can't begin to be impartial toward that pompous peacock." Shifting his gaze to Sullivan, he said, "If I were 

you, I'd disassociate with Stratton A.S.A.P." 

"Because you think he cheated somehow?" I asked. 

"Oh, he most definitely cheated," Richard said with a 

snort. "There's no doubt about that." 

"How so?" 

"Evidence, my dear. Evidence." He chuckled. I battled the urge to fire off a sarcastic reply. Before I could 

ask: What evidence? he continued, "Sorry to be so vague. 

But when word of what Burke is really up to gets out, no 

one will want to have their names associated with him or 

his residence." 

Sullivan and I exchanged glances. Why was Richard 

paying us a personal visit if he wasn't going to pass along 
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any helpful information? And why was Sullivan now giving me the evil eye if he'd just told me that I would have 

to "grill Richard" myself? "I'm sorry, Richard," I said, 

"but I'm confused. You didn't know till last night Burke 

was in the contest. His house passed the inspections for 

the previous rounds with flying colors. Yet this afternoon, 

you've found such a major violation that you've suggested it may be a criminal matter. How did you get from 

point A to point F so quickly?" 

Richard stiffened and all but sneered at me. "As I believe I already told you, Miss Gilbert, I can't go into the 

details. I'm sorry." He rose, faced Steve, and only then 

forced a smile. "Well. I've wasted enough of your time." 

Steve, too, got to his feet as Richard continued, "I just 

wanted to apologize, face-to-face, for jumping down your 

throat last night." 

"Hey. That's all right." 

"No, it isn't. I leapt to some ridiculous conclusions. 

I'm not always rational when it comes to Burke Stratton. 

The man is bad news. If you continue to work with him, 

you'll regret it. But that's your decision. And this has been 

a hell of a lousy way to resume our friendship, S.S." 

"Yeah. Cruddy circumstances." The men shook 

hands. "Thanks for stopping by." 

"Technically, since I'm the finalist judge till they accept my resignation, I shouldn't have said a word about 

this. But I felt you deserved the heads-up. It was the least 

I could do, really." He gave me a thin smile. "Sorry that 

I'm forced to be so cryptic, Miss Gilbert." 

Not knowing what else to say, I muttered, "Thank you. 

Drive carefully." 

The moment the door closed behind Richard, 
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Sullivan dropped into his desk chair, shot me a look of 

disgust, and snapped, "That was awkward." 

"Yes, it was. And I'm sorry, but truth be told, my questions seemed completely reasonable to me." 

"He'd just gotten through telling us that he shouldn't 

even have been talking to us in the first place! That he 

wasn't at liberty to discuss any details!" 

"No, he hadn't, Sullivan. He must have told you that 

over the phone. All he said at first in my presence was that 

he was sorry to be so vague." 

"It's the same thing!" 

"No, it isn't. Apologizing for being vague is not at all 

the same as being ethically or perhaps legally under a gag 

order." 

He made no comment and returned to his work-- 

rifling through several pictures of formal dining room 

sets in order to whittle down the selection process to the 

best two or three for our client. His every motion was 

made with extra zeal and noise. I reclaimed my seat at my 

desk, which was at a right angle to his, and tried to get 

back to work, too. I gave up within only a minute or two. 

"Why are you angry at me, Sullivan? Could you please 

explain to me what's going on here?" 

"I don't know what Richard knows, Gilbert. But I do 

know he always tells it like it is. Always. So we need to listen." He paused, still so edgy I didn't dare interrupt. "I 

wanted you two to like each other. He's a great motivator . . . 

has such great vision. He believed in me when no one else 

did, including myself. There was a time when just having 

him look over my shoulder at a project I was struggling with 

would suddenly help me to find the  answers. Somehow, it 

feels like the exact opposite is happening. As though he's 
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looking over my shoulder right now, and I'm suddenly seeing all our flaws." 

My heart leapt to my throat. "Our flaws? You don't 

mean in our relationship, do you?" 

He ignored me. A silent yes! 

I stared at him in profile. "Are you having second 

thoughts about our decision not to see other people?" 

He lifted his hands in exasperation. "Damn it, Gilbert! 

I happily quit seeing other women because nobody measured up to you. But when I'm with you, I'm not measuring up to your standards, and--" 

"That's not true," I cried, but he was talking over me. 

"I'm always screwing up. It's always wrong! You were 

right before. We shouldn't date." 

His words seemed to hang in the air. I swiveled in my 

chair to face my monitor and hide my expression from 

him. "Oh. I see." 

The phone rang. 

"I didn't mean 'we shouldn't' as in 'we won't.' Just 

that . . .  you were right that it's not working." 

"No, that's fine." 

"The words just slipped out. I didn't mean to hurt your 

feelings, Erin." 

"I'll get over it." Just like I could dive face-first through 

the window and probably survive. Two years of harboring 

a crush on this one man had just crushed me. Despite my 

overwhelming urge to cry, I picked up the phone. 

Sullivan had risen and was now leaning on my desk. 

He whispered, "But I didn't mean that the way it 

sounded." 

I was too upset to listen. I cleared my throat and said, 

"Sullivan and Gilbert Designs" into the phone. 

"I don't want to stop seeing you." 
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A woman was speaking. I asked her: "Can you please 

hold?" and pressed the button without waiting for her response. 

"Who is that?" Sullivan asked. 

"I don't know. A soon-to-be-former client, most likely." 

I sighed and looked up at him, suddenly feeling a horrid 

pang that made it hurt to breathe. If only he weren't so 

close to being everything I wanted, and yet never within 

reach. "We can't do this now." 

"I don't want to do this at all." 

"Oh, Steve." I massaged my temples, willing myself 

not to lose my composure. "I don't know if you mean 'do 

this' as in breaking up or as in being together. But I just 

meant that this isn't a good time for us to talk about it." 

"No kidding. It's a train wreck. Look. Let me cover our 

last two appointments this afternoon alone, while you see 

if you can get us caught up here. Okay? Meet me tonight 

at Richard's class. Please." 

I nodded as I clicked back on the line and said, "This 

is Erin Gilbert. I'm sorry to keep you waiting." Silence. 

"Hello?" Nobody was there. Sullivan pushed out the 

door. 

"It is a train wreck," I muttered to myself. 

The phone rang again, and I answered immediately. 

"Erin, it's Burke," he said. His typically gentle voice 

was tinged with desperation. "I need your help." 

Had he already been told about the charges Thayers 

had made against him? "Why? What's wrong?" 

"Some idiot with an ax to grind has put me under investigation for false claims of rule violations. Turns out 

the finalist judge is this guy named Richard Thayers, who 

hates my guts. He did some work for me four years ago, 

and it was all such garbage, I refused to pay. It had to be 
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him who made these ridiculous charges. But I don't 

know for sure. Nobody at Earth Love would tell me." 

"Should I--" 

"At any rate," he interrupted, his words gushing out in 

a semitirade, "I'm telling you, Erin, promising you even, 

that the claims are totally bogus. But my status as a finalist is now pending. Worst part is, there'll be some sort of 

trial. It'll be covered in the Crestview Sentinel. My name 

will be dragged through the mud." 

"I'm so sorry, Burke. That's terrible." 

"I need you and Steve to testify. I'll get Jeremy 

Greene, my architect, to testify as well. Once I find out 

what the charges are. Earth Love won't tell me that, yet, 

either. They said I'll have to call back tomorrow morning, 

after they've had a chance to read through the reports." 

"I'll do what I can, Burke, but--" I stopped. This 

wasn't the time to explain about Sullivan's possible conflict of interest. Burke was our client, and we'd been paid 

to be on his side. 

"But what?" 

"Steve's not here, and we'll need to talk this over. All 

three of us. Let's aim for sometime tomorrow, after you've 

learned exactly what you're up against. Or Friday, if that 

works better." 

The other line was flashing with an incoming call. I 

set a tentative time to meet at the office in the morning, 

said a hasty good-bye to Burke, and answered the new 

call. "Erin, this is Margot Troy," a woman's voice huffed. 

"Did you realize you hung up on me?" 

"Was that you on the phone just now?" 

"A minute or two ago, yes. You tried to put me on 

hold." 

"I'm really sorry, Margot." 
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"You've got too many clients. This is the reason I 

didn't hire you to spruce up for the open house last 

Saturday. Today I'd decided I wanted to hire you again, 

for a second small job, but now I won't. In any case, it was 

nice seeing you at the Earth Love open house, and best of 

luck to Burke." 

"That's very kind of you, Margot. And I'm--" 

"True," she interrupted, "but it's also just basic manners. You should have thought to wish me well, for old 

times' sake. But you're obviously too busy even to answer 

my phone call." 

"Margot, I am so--" 

She hung up. "Sorry," I said to myself. 

Margot Troy. My former client from hell. I found both 

her and her home fascinating, though. The woman was 

filthy rich, yet believed so strongly in recycling that she'd 

built and furnished her home entirely from secondhand 

or salvaged materials. I couldn't work for her until the 

contest was over, in any case, but I needed to repair this 

new rift. Tomorrow, maybe. If Sullivan and I had any free 

time. 

Thinking about Steve's and my schedules reminded 

me that I didn't know what time Richard's class was. Had 

either of them mentioned it? And what on earth was going on between Richard and Burke? 

More importantly, were things over between Steve 

and me? Were these walls thick enough that I could let 

out a scream without causing anybody to call 911? 

I took a calming breath and counted to ten. Okay. I 

could still breathe. And count. All was not completely 

lost. On most days, I love my job. I truly do. Just not this 

particular day. 

c h a  p t e r   2

We cannot continue to abuse Earth's 

resources, and we must all do our part. 

Reducing wastefulness can be as simple and painless as using fewer paper 

napkins and rethinking the type of wall 

and window treatments we use. 

--Audrey Munroe 

 

This is what my life's work is all about, I thought 

as I shed my coat and marveled at the deBLISS lectable ambience of my home's foyer. The 

space itself was perfect: Currier and Ives, 

Architectural Digest, welcome-to-my-lovely-life 

perfect. The earthy tones and textural depths of 

the pearl gray plaster walls were divine, as was 

the sparkling chandelier, with its soul-cheering 

wash of light. And the three white calla lilies in 

the crystal vase atop the charming antique 

table. But what was making my heart soar at the 

moment was the breathtaking view of the parlor 

through the French doors. 

DOMESTIC 

Never had I been forced to work quite so 

hard on a room, and especially not on one 
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which already had such great bones--high ceilings, 

hand-carved trim, and antique wide-plank floorboards. 

I helped my landlady with interior design in lieu of paying rent, and it was as Sisyphean a task as I'd ever 

known. This room had gone from a storage room for mismatched furniture to an arts-and-crafts rumpus room 

and back more times than I could count. Even so, my 

eventual triumphant design had been worth every exasperating moment: I had achieved bliss. I hung my 

coat in the closet and entered my new favorite space. 

From the mouthwatering reds and blues of the Oriental carpeting to the hint of peach in the medallion on 

the marvelous coved ceiling, every item in this room was 

beautiful on its own--and seemed even more extraordinary when seen as one piece of the whole composition. Within these four celery-toned walls, the textures, 

shapes, and lines were in such harmony that the space 

was nothing less than sublime. Even Hildi, my cat, looked 

like a scenic prop as she sat curled into a black, satiny 

oval shape on Audrey's gold brocade wing chair. Best 

of all was that Audrey, the epitome of a recalcitrant and 

skeptical home owner, now loved this room every bit as 

much as I did. 

Just around the corner, in stark contrast, the den had 

a willy-nilly mishmash of furnishings. And around the 

other corner, the walls of the dining room were undergoing yet another of Audrey's experiments in, well, 

something or other. She used her house as a testing laboratory for possible segments on her local, Martha 

Stewart-like TV show, Domestic Bliss with Audrey Munroe. 
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I greeted my kitty and sighed at the joy of being embraced by my warm surroundings. But my thoughts 

quickly returned to my latest spat with Sullivan. Then it hit 

me: If we ever got our act together, I would have to 

move out of Audrey's fabulous house. Could that be 

part of what was driving my interminable attraction to 

him? Was I unconsciously drawn to him and our perpetual pattern of limbo, because it delayed me from having to grow up? From getting my own place and 

moving forward with my life? 

With sagging spirits, I made my way to the kitchen, 

where I could hear Audrey working at the chopping 

board. With Audrey at the helm, anything could be getting chopped, from carrots to strands of-- 

I lost my train of thought as a ghastly alteration to the 

dining room ceiling commanded my full attention. Were 

those cherubs?! And was this some kind of a fresco? 

She'd painted a pink-and-yellow-hued baby, with its 

torso on the ceiling and lower half on the wall. A second 

baby was sitting on that one's shoulder, and a third was 

apparently clinging to his ankle for dear life. I looked 

again and corrected myself: her ankle. 

Audrey must have heard my footsteps, because 

she joined me in the dining room. "Erin! You're home 

early!" 

"Yes, but not for long. I'm grabbing something to eat, 

then meeting Sullivan at CU. We're going to a community class together." Like metal paper clips to a magnet, 

my vision was drawn once again to the ceiling."Audrey, 
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ner? You're not thinking of going all Sistine Chapel in 

here, are you?" 

"Are the cherubs too much?" 

"That depends. If you're thinking of continuing to live 

here, as opposed to turning the place into a museum or 

a church, then yes." 

She sighed."That's what I thought, too. I was going to 

apply a decoupage of some sort, but then decided I 

shouldn't be using up paper products. With all your emphasis on green home designs lately, you've raised my 

social consciousness." 

But apparently not your taste, I thought sourly. 

"I couldn't help but think about all those poor trees 

being cut down just to be ground up into wallpaper." 

"There's a wide array of fabrics and sea grasses 

available for wall treatments nowadays." 

"Maybe so, but last year, I did a show segment on using paint to mimic  wallpaper. That surely has to be an 

even greener alternative. In terms of conservation, I 

mean, not literally the color green. So, I was going to 

paint a nice pink rose up there. Unfortunately, it started 

to look like a baby's derriere. Then I started to think 

about you and Steve, and what adorable babies the 

two of you would have, and next thing you know, voila!" 

"Eww! I'm never going to allow Sullivan into our dining room again!" Panicked, I scanned all the walls and 

the ceiling. "Thank God. No storks." I shook my head in 

exasperation. "This grandmother thing must be getting 

to your head!" Some six months ago, she'd been thrilled 

to welcome her first grandchild, and her eldest son had 
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just announced that he and his wife, too, were expecting--but they all lived hundreds of miles away. Locally, I 

seemed to be the next best thing to a blood relative. 

"You  were the one who admitted your biological 

clock was going off." 

"That was just a moment of weakness, inspired by two 

glasses of Beaujolais on an empty stomach." I brushed 

past her into the kitchen and headed straight for the refrigerator. I had a leftover serving of pasta with pesto in 

there that was perfect for a quick dinner. "Besides, you 

know how it is with Steve and me.You'll be working on a 

second coat, with every inch of the dining room filled 

with bouncing babies, before we'll have fully committed to our relationship. If we ever do." 

She studied my features, her own expression crestfallen."Oh, Erin.You're saying you two are back to an 'if' 

state now? Last night, the vibes you two were giving off 

when he came to pick you up were so strong that . . . 

well, frankly, I wasn't even expecting you to come home 

till this morning." 

Time for a subject change. "Seriously, Audrey, using 

paint to emulate wallpaper is an excellent idea. But let's 

nix the cherubs. I'm going to suggest in the strongest 

possible terms: No naked people or mammals of any 

kind." 

"All right. Would clothed bunnies be okay?" 

"No." I put my pasta into the microwave and began 

to throw together a salad, stealing some of the mushrooms and scallions that she'd just been chopping. 

"Didn't your show's expert last year talk about painting 
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vertical stripes? That's a must when you're mimicking 

wallpaper. Also, surely he or she mentioned how you 

should start the process by creating stencils." 

"I don't remember." Audrey crossed her arms and 

leaned against the door casing that trimmed the dining 

room entrance. Thankfully, that lovely section of white 

decorative wood had gone unscathed by Audrey's 

paintbrush. "Although, now that you mention it, I do remember something about stripes and stencils. But I 

wanted to use some free-form drawings." 

"Free-form is just not a smart way to go about creating faux wallpaper. Use chalk plumb lines and masking 

tape, and create vertical painted lines as your first step. 

Or, better yet, allow me  to create them for you. That's 

going to make things much  easier than painting freehand on these huge walls. And it'll force you to get the 

scale right. Then, I'll help you cut out two or three stencils 

for the basic shapes of flowers.You can add free-form filigree and leaves, and shadings on the flowers." 

She clicked her tongue. "You are such a fuddyduddy, Erin." 

"I'm not a fuddy-duddy. I'm a designer. Selecting wall 

treatments is a huge part of my job. I know what I'm 

talking about, Audrey." 

She threw up her hands. "Fine, fine. I'll take your advice . . . on the condition that you'll take mine." 

With visions of her asking me to paint angels sitting on 

clouds, I braced myself and asked: "Which is . . . ?" 

"Regarding your love life. Stop driving me up the 

wall!" 
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"The one with the cherubs?" 

"You and Steve remind me of the amateur ballerinas 

I used to work with. You're so concerned about not 

stepping on each other's toes that you're always tripping on your own feet. Erin, there's no such thing as the 

perfect mate or the perfect relationship for any of us. 

We all have warts. Stop waiting for a guarantee, and 

trust that, whatever the future brings, you'll be able to 

handle it." 

"It's really Steve  who needs to learn that particular 

lesson, Audrey," I grumbled. 

"Interesting. That's exactly what Steve said about 

you, when I gave him that very same piece of advice 

yesterday." 

Stunned, I gaped at her. She swept out of the room. 

c h a p t e r   3 

he steel gray sky of a typical winter late afternoon

Thad turned black and starless by the time I followed the brick walkway at Crestview University. A chill 

wind whistled through the bare tree branches, and I 

struggled to keep my footing on the icy patches that glittered in the yellow light of the street lamps. I made my 

way to the ivy-covered sandstone building and wrestled 

with its heavy door. 

"Let me get that, miss," a man called from behind me. 

"Thank you." 

He followed me inside. He was wearing a dark wool 
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beanie and a sheepskin coat, and he was nice-looking-- 

in his late twenties or early thirties. He gave me a onceover and a broad grin, then said, "My pleasure," as 

though he really meant it. It was a testament to just how 

badly my day had gone that I flashed a grateful smile. 

The warmth from his flattery lasted two seconds, until 

I recognized Richard's raspy voice emanating from the 

open doorway directly ahead of us. The class session was 

in full swing. I'd guessed wrong on the time, although I 

wouldn't have had to guess if Sullivan had bothered to 

answer the message I'd left on his cell phone a couple of 

hours ago. I dashed across the hall and slipped into the 

room, quickly finding Sullivan. A young woman was blatantly ogling him, and I was only too happy to slip into 

the empty seat between them. He gave me a you'reunforgivably-late arched eyebrow. I gave him an I'd'vebeen-on-time-if-you'd-returned-my-call shrug. 

I took in the worn-out room at a glance--fifty black, 

threadbare seats in five tiered rows where fewer than 

twenty of us now sat at semiattention. Redesigning our 

surroundings in the blink of an eye, I gave Richard a 

more enticing stage that curved into the center aisle. 

Then I swapped the dreadful overhead fluorescents and 

acoustic ceiling tiles in favor of a lovely blue-lit coved 

ceiling, and livened the textures and colors throughout 

the space. 

The three of us--Sullivan to my right, his ogler to my 

left, and me, the monkey in the middle--were by far the 

youngest people in the room. I took off my gloves and 

Sullivan allowed me to shed my coat unassisted, which 

was unlike him. He looked tired and miserable, even in 

my peripheral vision. 
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rectly in front of me. Her precise, sharp-cut bob was identical to that of--she turned around and fired a glance at 

me with narrowed eyes--Margot Troy! 

Come to think of it, her presence here made sense. 

Margot would have been drawn to the name of the 

course--Going Green. Could she have known in advance that Richard was going to be the finalist judge for 

the green home contest? If so, her being his student certainly tipped the scales in her direction. 

I struggled to focus on Richard's lecture. Did Margot 

know that he'd stepped down as judge? If she was here 

primarily to suck up to him, this latest development 

wasn't going to sit well. 

Margot raised her hand. "I'm sorry, Richard," she said 

in a saccharine voice. "I couldn't hear what you said just 

now. Could you please repeat your observation? The one 

about conservation being our moral obligation?" 

Richard repeated a hoary cliche about our being the 

children of our beloved Mother Earth and it being our 

duty to love, honor, and protect her and her precious, diminishing resources. After several minutes of his droning 

on and on with variations on that same theme, I began to 

suspect that Richard's lecture was the real cause of the 

furrows on Sullivan's brow; Sullivan probably hated that 

his one-time idol was regurgitating the homilies of countless conservationists instead of dazzling us with his own 

vision. 

The girl seated beside me struggled to peer around me 

at Sullivan. She was clicking the spring on her pen repeatedly, probably trying to annoy me into changing 

seats. Fat chance. She looked twenty at the most. I had almost ten years on her, Sullivan had fourteen, and we had 
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amassed a world of shared experience in our relatively 

short time together. 

Richard finally began discussing something personal-- 

his sideline business producing and selling nontoxic products for households, including paints and wood-finishing 

sealants. A middle-aged woman said timidly, "But your 

products cost so much more than the products at the 

home-improvement stores." 

"In terms of money, sure," Richard countered. "But 

think about the cost to the environment. Think about 

how the toxins in all those products are permanently polluting the earth. And once the air and water are gone, we 

won't survive. Mankind will simply cease to exist." 

"Oh, get over yourself, Thayers," a man yelled from 

the back of the room. I turned. It was the man in the 

sheepskin coat who'd held the door for me. 

"Matthew Hayes," Richard intoned wearily as he eyed 

the handsome young man. "Figured you'd show up here 

eventually to disrupt things." 

"Oh, I'm not here to disrupt. I want you to teach me. 

Teach me something I don't know, Mr. Thayers. Something 

that I haven't heard a zillion times before. Teach me how I 

can use responsible products and still make money. Just 

don't focus on the so-called earth-friendly products that you 

personally profit from!" 

Several classroom members had slouched down in 

their seats. Others were stealing tense glances at Richard 

and his heckler. Was it just a coincidence that on the 

same day, this man whom Sullivan so admired had made 

two such ardent enemies? Or had Burke Stratton sent 

Matthew Hayes here? 

"Don't force me to call security, Matthew." 

"Please, don't throw me out, Master Thayers. Teach 
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me how I'm supposed to make my own profit when you 

antipollutants fanatics are picketing outside my business." He stood up, the color rising in his cheeks. "When 

protestors block customers from my door, while handing 

out fliers, printed on your oh-so-ecologically-responsible 

paper, urging people to boycott my company! Teach us 

how big business is bad! Yet they're the only ones who can 

keep their profit margins low! They  can survive despite 

your boycotts. All of which just happens to help sales for 

all your touchy-feely products!" 

An elderly man at the end of our row rose on wobbly 

legs and called to the man behind us, "Sir? I paid good 

money to be here and to listen to Professor Thayers. And 

I'll thank you to either sit there quietly or leave!" 

Matthew Hayes plopped himself back down into 

his chair and crossed his arms. "Dude, sorry to break 

this to you, but if you paid more than a dime for this 

class, you got ripped off." Again he snorted with forced 

laughter. "You actually believe Thayer's nonsense, don't 

you?" 

"Class," Richard said in an authoritarian voice, "this is 

simply a personal vendetta that Mr. Hayes has against 

me. Don't give this misguided man the time of day. He 

skirts the law with his use of ivory and rain forest wood." 

"Untrue! I use recycled materials only, and you know 

it! If any of my materials were illegal, the SEC would 

shut me down." 

"This is not the time or the place," Richard said. "If 

you want to have a private discussion, you--" 

"Yeah, right. Admit it, Thayers. You just can't handle 

anyone with a different mind-set from your own." 

"What mind-set?" Margot remarked over her shoulder. "Do you even have a mind?" 
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I began to wonder if this had all been staged--if 

Richard, the "great motivator," had hired Hayes to liven 

up the class with a debate. I stole a glance at Steve. He 

was glaring at the heckler. 

Hayes again got to his feet. "Come on, Thayers. If your 

product is so safe and earth-friendly, put your mouth 

where your money is. Drink it." 

Richard grabbed a quart-sized can of paint. He 

smirked at Matthew. "This is gold paint, which, as you 

must know, is normally the most toxic of all paints, because of its metallic content. You want me to drink this in 

front of you to prove it's safe?" 

"Absolutely!" the heckler fired back at Richard. "Go 

ahead! Drink your paint. If it's so safe, why not?" 

"No! Don't be crazy, Professor Thayers," a woman student cried, echoing my thoughts exactly. 

"He just wants to make you look foolish and desperate," another woman said. 

"No, no." Richard calmly held up his hand. "He's 

right. About this one thing, I mean. I'm happy to prove to 

this . . .  earth-eroding miscreant that every word I say 

about my products, and our duty to the planet, is the 

truth." He pulled out a Swiss Army knife from the pocket 

of his baggy slacks and started to pry open the can. 

I looked at Sullivan, who was aghast as he watched his 

mentor. "Stop him!" I whispered harshly. 

"How?" he whispered back. 

"Take the cans away from him!" 

"I'm sure he knows what he's doing." To my ear, however, Sullivan had never sounded less sure of himself. 

"He'll be fine, Erin," Margot said under her breath, 

turning toward us. 

"Wait, Mr. Thayers." I shot to my feet. "Can't you just 
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point out that there's a big difference in calling something nontoxic versus edible? Or potable, in this case? I 

mean, just because it won't kill you to eat a cup of mud 

doesn't mean it won't make you sick. Furthermore--" 

I broke off. My words were falling on deaf ears. 

Richard set down the lid and held the gold paint high 

with both hands as though he were a priest lifting the 

Holy Cup at Mass. With his wild eyes and hair, however, 

he looked more like the quintessential mad scientist. All 

around me, his students were shrieking or laughing as if 

this were a grand staged event. 

Richard Thayers took three or four deep gulps from 

his can of paint. Disgusted, I sank into my chair. 

"Ah. Not bad," Richard said, wiping his lips on a paper 

towel that he'd produced from behind the dais. He 

coughed a little, set down the can, and gave his heckler a 

triumphant smile. But I was certain that I glimpsed a hint 

of fear in his eyes. 

Richard glanced at his watch. "Thank you for your attendance tonight." He cleared his throat. "Class is dismissed." 

"Are you okay, Professor Thayers?" an elderly woman's 

frail voice behind me asked. 

"Just fine. Thank you. And thank you all for coming 

tonight. We'll see you here next week. For our final session." He gave a wan smile, then focused on packing up 

his things. 

"This is really not as big of a deal as it seems," Margot 

said quietly, again rotating in her seat to face us. Her expression and voice sounded sincere, her dark brown eyes 

directly meeting my gaze. Margot had the kind of patrician features and style that screamed old money. I 

guessed her to be in her late forties, but she'd had "work 
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done," so it was hard to tell. "I've taken his class three 

years running, and he does this every year." 

"Really?" I asked, still appalled and feeling a little sick 

to my own stomach. "He drinks gold paint every year?" 

"Oh, yes. The first time he did it, everyone panicked. 

Half the class was about to call nine-one-one on our cell 

phones till he convinced us not to. Word's starting to get 

around, though," she grumbled, eyeing Matthew Hayes. 

"Obviously." 

"Matthew Hayes couldn't have known. If he was aware 

that Richard drank paint every year, why would he goad 

him into doing so? He'd only be playing into Richard's 

hand." 

"True. Well. In any case, no worries." She grinned at 

me and stood up. She whispered, "I need to go pay our illustrious instructor some compliments now. It probably 

won't help me win the contest, but it certainly won't 

hurt." 

"Too late for that, Ms. Troy," Steve said. "He stepped 

down today. He knows one of the finalists and couldn't 

be impartial." 

"Oh, but he--" She gave Richard, then me, a confused glance, but a moment later focused on Sullivan 

with a steely resolve. "That could only be your  client. 

Otherwise,  you  wouldn't know before I did. I'm one of 

only three finalists, for heaven's sake. What happened?" 

"We really don't know anything beyond the fact that 

he stepped down, Margot," I said. 

"Peachy," Margot growled. "Just peachy." She narrowed her eyes at the doe-eyed girl beside me, who was 

blatantly listening. "I'm sorry, young lady, does our conversation concern you?" 

"Um, no, er. I was just . . .  worried about Mr. Thayers." 
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"Well, as you've already heard, you needn't bother." 

Margot gathered her things and swept out of the room. 

Steve laid his hand on top of mine and gave my fingers 

a brief squeeze. To my chagrin, that was enough physical 

contact to get my pulse racing, especially when our gazes 

locked. He looked sad. "I'd better go talk to him," Steve 

muttered, then rose. 

"I'll meet you outside," I told him. He caressed my 

shoulder for an instant as he walked behind me, then 

brushed past the girl beside me as though she--despite 

her doleful gaze--were invisible. My karma would no 

doubt give me a head-whack for the glee that brought 

me. The girl rushed out the back door as Sullivan strode 

down the stairs. 

Meanwhile, Matthew Hayes came partway down the 

stairs and stopped at the end of my long row of seats. 

He stood, arms akimbo, giving Richard the evil eye. 

Oblivious, Richard finished packing his half dozen quartsized cans and a pair of spiral notebooks into a filthy canvas bag, which he slung over one shoulder. He looked up 

and smiled at Sullivan. 

"Hey, S.S. Thanks for coming tonight. I'd meant to 

have you say a few words to the class. But then we were so 

rudely interrupted." 

"Oh, puh-lease," Matthew growled. 

"Enough, Hayes," Richard snarled at him. "Show's 

over!" 

Matthew gave him a withering look and stood his 

ground. 

Richard's face was discolored and damp with perspiration. Steve was studying Richard's features intently, and 

seemed to be seeing the same thing I was. 

" 'Fraid I'm going to have to take a rain check on that 

32  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

beer," Richard told Sullivan. "Turns out, I've got to dash 

over to a client's house tonight." He patted Steve on the 

back. "Next time, okay?" 

I hoped that Steve would stick with him, suggest that 

he might need to have his stomach pumped, and insist 

on driving him to an urgent care clinic. Steve looked up 

at me as if to seek my opinion, and I pointed with my 

chin at Richard. He seemed to get the message as he 

turned to leave with him. 

Matthew Hayes was now heading out the back door, 

and I quickened my step to catch up to him. I wanted to 

find out if he'd been hired by Burke to harass Richard. 

"Matthew?" I called just as he was leaving. 

He turned around. "Yeah?" His brow was furrowed. 

He clearly expected me to bicker with him. 

"Hi." I gave him a shamefully flirtatious smile. "My 

name is Erin. That instructor is a piece of work, isn't he?" 

Realizing only then that I'd spoken too quickly and too 

loudly, I looked behind me. To my horror, Steve was 

standing in the other doorway, glaring at me. Damn it! 

Why couldn't I have held my stupid tongue for two seconds!? 

"Yeah," Matthew was saying. "You can say that again." 

Not bloody likely. 

Sullivan stormed out the opposite door, calling, 

"Richard. Wait up." 

I forced a smile and turned back to Matthew. "Don't 

get me wrong. I'm into saving the environment. I love 

our planet just as much as anyone. It's just that you need 

to save yourself, too. You can go so overboard that you 

turn everyone else off." 

"Exactly." He studied my features and gave me another appreciative smile. "You're Erin Gilbert,  aren't 
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you? I think I saw an article about you in the Sentinel a 

while back." 

"You did?" I was smiling, but was cursing on the inside. I was going to be forced to drop my camaraderie 

routine immediately. No way would I smear my reputation as an earth-friendly designer, just to ply an annoying 

heckler for information about his relationship with my 

client. 

"Yeah. You're a designer, right?" 

"Of interiors. Yes." 

Matthew stood aside to allow me to pass through the 

doorway first. As I brushed past him, he grumbled, "I 

hate that guy. But I thought he'd be smarter than to drink 

paint. Yeesh!" 

"So you haven't heard that he drinks from a can every 

year? That's what one of the other students told me a 

minute ago." 

"Actually, yeah, I heard something to that effect, but I 

figured it was just a rumor. That's what gave me the idea." 

He grinned at me. "You know, Erin, we're in different areas of the same field. You've even ordered some furniture 

from me. At least once." 

I finally made the mental connection. "Oh, that's 

right. Of course. Matthew Hayes. You're the 'M.H.' in 

M.H. Custom Furniture." 

He nodded, eyeing me. "And you're the designer for 

one of the finalists for the green home contest." 

"That's right. Do you know my client, Burke 

Stratton?" 

"Not personally. I see that he's in for a big-deal prize, 

though. Yet more greenbacks for the green home owner. 

Huzzah." 
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"I haven't heard anything about any boycott of your 

store in almost a year. Is that really still going on?" 

"Nah. Tonight was just a preventative measure. See, 

every year, Crestview holds this community course, and 

for Thayers's final class, he hands out fliers, along with 

his list of supposed abusers. M.H. Furniture is always one 

of 'em. He gets his students so psyched up, they think it's 

their idea to picket." 

"Even though he's the one handing out the fliers?" 

"Exactly. So this year, I'm cutting them off at the pass." 

He wiggled his eyebrows. "Clever, right?" 

"But  you  don't consider your furniture production 

ecologically irresponsible?" 

He spread his arms. "I admit that I use toxic varnishes. 

And paints. And I use salvaged materials that are illegal to 

import in the raw form. What are we supposed to do? 

Never rework ivory? Hell, by the time I get ahold of it, the 

elephant's already been dead for fifty years. That makes 

me the bad guy, according to Thayers?" 

I didn't reply, but the truth was, I could see both sides 

of the issue. It was such a small step to go from salvaging 

ivory to importing tusks. Yet Audrey had recently procured an antique piano with ivory keys, so, with an only 

moderately ruffled conscience, I now had ivory in my 

own house. 

We entered the lobby, where I saw no sign of Sullivan 

or Richard. I slowed my pace and glanced back. The two 

men were coming out of the men's room. Richard's color 

was considerably better, and his shoulders looked less 

hunched. I breathed a sigh of relief. Steve, however, developed a hitch in his step when he spotted Matthew still 

standing beside me. 
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"How did you get on his list of ecological violators in 

the first place?" I asked Matthew quietly. 

He honed in on Richard with laserlike eyes. "I had the 

guts to argue with the pompous jackass at a conference a 

couple years back. He's been riding me ever since." 

"I see." 

"The funny thing is that the guy's a hypocrite!" 

Matthew raised his voice to make sure Richard could 

overhear as he neared. "He's really not that much into 

the environment. He's just fooled a lot of people into 

thinking he is. He only pretends to be green, because 

that's been his bread and butter for years. Richard 

Thayers is about as green as my rear end." 

"Strange," Richard asked him as he and Sullivan 

walked past us. "Did you hear a noise just now? It 

sounded like a lot of hot air being let out of a balloon." 

Matthew retorted, "You should know." 

We left the building. It was freezing outside, but 

Richard wiped dots of perspiration from his brow. 

Matthew horse-laughed. "What's the matter, Thayers? 

Feeling a little ill from your nontoxic product?" 

I gritted my teeth at the way Matthew was taunting 

him. "Can I give you a ride someplace?" I asked Richard, 

thinking he might accept help from a woman more easily 

than from his former student. 

"No. I'm fine," he barked, and headed quickly into the 

parking lot. He walked with his weight forward, as if he 

was once again in physical pain. 

"I'm Matthew Hayes, of M.H. Custom Furniture," 

Matthew said to Steve, and held out his hand. "Are you 

Steve Sullivan?" 

Sullivan clenched his fists as he faced Matthew, who 
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haps due to the dim light of the street lamp. "Yeah." He 

hesitated, then shook Matthew's hand. 

"I was telling Miss Gilbert that I read the article about 

you two in the paper." 

Sullivan shrugged. "They must have been short on 

news items that day." 

We all turned as Richard drove off in an old Volvo station wagon. Steve and I waved, but he didn't acknowledge us. 

"So, Erin," Matthew said, "could I take you to dinner?" 

"I ate before class. But thanks anyway." 

"You  did?" Sullivan asked in a snarky voice. "You 

weren't planning to join Richard and me after class?" 

"It sounded like you were planning on catching up on 

old times, and I didn't want to be a third wheel." 

"I said I wanted you and Richard to like each other." 

"Ouch. Sorry," Matthew interrupted, holding up his 

palms. "I didn't realize you two were a couple." 

"It's all right," Steve said. "Erin does her own thing." 

He turned away and strode toward his van. 

I felt both hurt and affronted. "It was nice meeting 

you, Matthew," I said automatically, although it was far 

from true. 

"You, too. Stop by my store sometime." He slipped a 

business card into my hand. "My workshop's in the back, 

so I'm pretty much there twenty-four seven." 

"I'll do that," I called over my shoulder as I trotted 

across the lot, only to see Sullivan pulling away. I let myself into my own Sullivan and Gilbert Designs van, 

grabbed my cell phone, and pressed Sullivan's number 

on my speed dial. 

"Yeah?" he answered a moment later. 
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"Hi, Steve. It's me. Doing my own thing. And calling 

you." 

"What did you expect, Erin? You had to flirt with the 

guy who was harassing Richard? You had to hang out 

with him in the lobby? To rub things in Richard's face? 

And mine?" 

"Jeez, Sullivan! Give me a little credit! I was trying to 

find out if Burke Stratton had set up tonight's confrontation! We've run into terrible luck where our clients are 

concerned, so I was worried about Richard's health." I 

paused. When Sullivan said nothing, I added, "Despite 

what Margot Troy said, it really looked to me like something went wrong when Richard drank the paint this 

time. That's why I deliberately struck up a conversation 

with his heckler. So I could ask if he knew Burke 

Stratton. He claims he doesn't." 

Steve remained silent. He pulled his van over ahead of 

me, just a short distance from the parking lot. 

I waited. 

"I . . . didn't put that together," he finally said quietly. 

"So I gathered. And by the way? Even though I did, in 

fact, have dinner before class, I would have claimed  to 

have eaten, just to get away from Matthew Hayes." 

Another long pause. "You don't have to worry about 

Richard's health. He told me he'd gotten the mix wrong, 

is all." 

"The mix?" 

"He . . . cheats a little every year." Steve's voice was deflated. "He dilutes the product he's planning on drinking. 

He says it was too thick this time . . .  that he didn't add 

enough water. So he was feeling a little nauseated. But 

he took an antacid, and he assured me he's fine now." 

"Good. I'm glad." 
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"Erin? I was a real jerk just now. I should've known 

you wouldn't . . ." 

"Flirt with your mentor's arch rival, just because I'm 

such a habitual slut?" 

"I was going to put things more tactfully than that. 

And I know you're not a slut. I'm sorry." 

I crossed my fingers and said suggestively, "You want 

to try and make it up to me?" 

"I'm dying to. Believe me. But . . ." 

He let his voice trail off. Oh, for crying out loud! He'd 

loused up, he admitted as much, and yet he was sticking 

a "but" into our making-up-again conversation?! How 

fair was that?! 

"Erin, I just think I need to call it a day. Before I . . . put  

my foot in my mouth again. Let's start fresh tomorrow." 

I said nothing. 

With a smile in his voice, he teased, "I'll bring you 

flowers and peel you some grapes." 

"Grapes?" 

"Yeah. I think there's some line in Cleopatra  about 

grape peeling. By her love slave. If I'm not mistaken." 

I chuckled. "Well, I like the sound of that love slave 

thing." 

"I was hoping you would. So I'll see you tomorrow?" 

"I guess so. At work. Yippee." 

"Doesn't really feel like work, when you're around." 

My heart made a little flutter that felt like a joyful leap, 

but he said, "Night, Erin," and hung up before I could reply. 

The next morning, as I strolled from my parking space 

toward our office, the view of crystalline blue sky against 
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snowcapped mountains made me fall in love with 

Colorado all over again, even though I'd lived here for almost three years. On such a morning, it was easy to find 

inspiration for my work--the lavender colors of the white 

crested mountains, the azure sky, the deep forest greens 

of the pine trees. 

I felt almost giddy as I let myself inside through the 

carved oak door, smiling at the brushed-nickel faceplate 

that read Sullivan and Gilbert Designs. I was so lucky! I 

lived in one of the most beautiful areas in existence, I was 

working in the career that I loved with the man I-- 

Perish that thought! I was getting way ahead of myself. 

Sullivan and I had only recently figured out how to work 

together without letting our differences boil over--and 

cost us clients. None of the famed couples in happilyever-after fairy tales had to navigate running a two-person 

business together. If I was going to let myself start believing that Sullivan and I could manage that feat, I had to 

ignore an enormous amount of evidence to the contrary. 

After a few minutes of stalling, I gradually got to work. 

By the time my drawings of Burke's sunroom had captured my full attention, I had resolved that my businesshours focus needed to stay squarely on the job. I simply 

could  not  be daydreaming about my love life, or lack 

thereof, when the object of those dreams would, in mere 

minutes, be occupying the only other desk in the room. 

As if on cue, Sullivan stepped through the doorway, 

his cheeks adorably flushed from the cold. My heart instantly began its familiar thrumming. He hung his black 

wool coat next to mine on the antique brass coat rack. He 

carried nary a flower nor a grape, peeled or otherwise. 

Disappointment was already clutching at my throat. 

Maybe if I sat in a closet for long enough, my emotions 
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and my intellect would eventually introduce themselves 

to each other. 

"Hey, Gilbert," he said as he strode toward his desk. 

"There was a traffic snarl-up on Main Street this morning. Really slowed me down." 

"Was it caused by construction?" 

"Maybe. The police had it detoured. Around Aspen 

Street." He gave me a sly smile, then turned back toward 

the door. "Almost forgot." He reached into his coat 

pocket and removed what looked like a tiny white paper 

cup for a catsup dispenser from a fast-food chain. "This is 

for you, m' lady." 

Inside the cup was a single red grape, which he had 

somehow managed to carve into the shape of a rose. 

"Oh!" I cried, gently removing the grape from the cup. 

"This is amazing!" 

He grinned at me and said, "Glad you like it. You'd be 

surprised how many grapes I had to search through till 

I . . .  found one that was shaped like a flower." He'd grown 

distracted as he spoke and was now peering at the drawing behind me. 

Holding his miniature fruit sculpture up to the light, I 

cried, "I love it, Steve! I shall cherish this until it turns 

into a raisin rose!" 

I had just decided to risk having a customer walk in on 

us while I kissed him, but I hesitated. For some reason, 

he was glowering at my artwork. "You're redoing Burke's 

solarium?" he snarled. 

"A little. I was thinking we could check out the salvage 

yard again for some metal to remake into benches. 

Maybe from some old iron security bars. Why? You don't 

like it?" 

"Jeez, Gilbert! I thought you'd be willing to take 
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Richard's advice for at least twenty-four hours! He says we 

should back off from working for Stratton!" 

"I'm not going to do that!" I dropped my carved grape 

back into its catsup cup. "If this was anybody but Richard 

Thayers talking, you would never have given a suggestion 

like that a second thought!" 

"But it was Thayers! Somebody whose opinion I know 

I can trust. So your point is utterly--" 

He broke off at the sound of someone opening our 

door. I had to stop myself from cursing out loud at the 

sight of the blue uniform. A police officer entered the studio, followed by a second officer. 

"Morning," the first man said with a solemn nod. "I'm 

Officer Dantley. This is Officer Riggs." 

Steve rose and shook their hands. "Steve Sullivan. 

And this is my partner, Erin Gilbert." His features were 

drawn, and I knew he had every bit as bad a feeling about 

this visit as I did. 

Officer Riggs nodded at me. "We met last year, Ms. 

Gilbert." 

"That's right. At the benefit." I had a good friend, 

Linda Delgardio, who was on the Crestview police force. 

"We've been told you both were in a class at CU last 

night taught by Richard Thayers. True?" 

"Yes," Steve managed, his voice uncharacteristically 

low. "He was a mentor of mine. He taught some of my 

classes at the Art Institute of Colorado when he was living 

in Denver." 

"We've got some bad news for you," the second officer 

said. "Richard Thayers died early this morning." 

c h a p t e r   4 

Oh, no," I moaned. Steve just gaped at the officers. 

"He was poisoned," Officer Dantley said. "At least according to the preliminary tox screens. He drank something that he apparently didn't realize was extremely 

poisonous." 

The color drained from Steve's face. I rounded my 

desk and grabbed his arm. He appeared to be too 

shocked to say anything. I resisted the urge to embrace 

him and instead asked the policemen, "You mean the 

gold paint from last night's class?" 
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"That's what it appears to be," Dantley replied. "The 

autopsy won't be ready for another day or two." 

"According to our information," Riggs interjected, 

"he's done that drinking-paint act more than once. This 

time it caught up with him." 

"That's what a former client of mine in his class said 

last night," I muttered. 

"Margot Troy?" Officer Riggs asked. 

I nodded. 

"Professor Thayers had her name circled on his class 

roster," Riggs explained. "We spoke with her earlier this 

morning. She told us about your being there." 

Sullivan pulled away from my grasp and leaned back 

onto his desk, gripping the edge so firmly that his knuckles turned white. I wished that the policemen could give 

him a minute or two to collect himself. 

"Mr. Thayers was obviously feeling ill after drinking 

the paint yesterday," I said. "Did he get himself to a doctor?" 

Riggs shook his head. "That's where we think he was 

heading last night. But he pulled over. Apparently too 

sick to keep driving. Unfortunately, he pulled into a 

small side street. Nobody saw him there. Or if they did, 

they didn't realize he was in distress." 

"He died in his car?" I asked. 

" 'Bout halfway between the campus and the hospital," he answered with a grim nod. "A jogger found him 

in the early hours of the morning." 

"He was murdered," Steve insisted. "Someone must 

have switched labels on the can . . .  fooled him into thinking it was his own nontoxic paint, when he was actually 

drinking a toxic product from some other manufacturer. 

That's the only reasonable explanation." 
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"We're investigating that possibility, Mr. Sullivan," 

Dantley said sternly. "Although it could also have been a 

careless accident, made in the production line. Or 

maybe a deliberate act on his own part." 

"Suicide, you mean? No way!" Sullivan fired back. 

"Mr. Thayers had a half dozen of his environmentally 

friendly products in his book bag," Officer Riggs explained, "which he apparently brought to class with him. 

First thing the lab did was test all six cans, and they all 

had exactly what the label said. 'Cept the gold paint." 

"He always drinks that one product," Sullivan said. 

"It's the most impressive, because it's metallic. Yet he says 

it also thins out with water the best." 

There was a pause as both policemen peered at Steve. 

"So . . .  you knew he added water," Officer Dantley stated. 

"Did you share that information with anyone else?" 

"No. Not counting Erin. And I only heard about it after the fact. When Richard told me." 

"For this to have been murder, the killer had to be real 

familiar with Mr. Thayers's routines," Riggs said. 

"We need to interview you two separately," Dantley 

said, giving his partner a piercing glare. He had a more 

authoritative manner than Riggs, which led me to believe he was his superior officer. "Miss Gilbert, would 

you mind coming with me?" 

"Uh, no, that's fine." I cast a longing glance at 

Sullivan, hating to leave him reeling from the news, as I 

followed the policeman through the inner door that led 

to the lobby and stairs. 

The main entrance to our three-story office building 

had a rarely used alcove--rarely used because it was 

poorly lit, stark, and unappealing. Dantley and I took 

seats on the marble slab of a bench as I recounted for him 
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the short history of my dealings with Richard Thayers. 

That led to a lengthy discussion about what little I knew 

of Richard's relationship with Burke Stratton. 

Eventually, we returned to the matter of who could 

have been highly familiar with Richard's lesson plans. 

"Margot Troy told me she'd taken the class two other 

times," I said. "I don't know if anyone else in the class was 

a repeat." 

He made a notation in his pad. "Anyone in the class 

strike you as acting suspicious?" 

"A local furniture maker named Matthew Hayes was 

heckling Thayers, as I'm sure Margot already told you." 

"Yeah. She did." Dantley held my gaze for an uncomfortably long time. "She also said the two of you came in 

together last night." 

I was surprised and a little offended. How had Margot 

even noticed our entrance directly behind her? And why 

had she reported such trivia to the police so quickly? "We 

weren't together. He held the door for me. We just happened to arrive at the same time. That's all." 

"So you didn't talk to him, other than maybe to thank 

him for getting the door?" 

"Not exactly, no." My seat on the marble bench felt intolerably uncomfortable, so I tried to reposition myself, 

then noticed Dantley raise an eyebrow and scribble 

something in his pad. "I chatted with him after class. I 

was curious about the statements he'd made to Richard." 

"Can you recall the exact conversation?" 

I took a calming breath and tried to quell the feeling 

that I was being investigated as a murder suspect. Nobody 

was pointing a finger at me. Officer Dantley was merely 

being thorough. Margot, too, must have felt this anxious 
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peated what Matthew and I had said to each other last 

night as best I could, omitting Sullivan's and my brief quarrel in Matthew's presence. Afterward, Dantley flipped 

back through his notes. 

"What's your personal take on Burke Stratton?" 

"I'm not sure what you mean by 'personal take.' He's 

been our client at Sullivan and Gilbert Designs for 

around six months. He's trying to win the Earth Love 

green home contest. He's a nice guy. Thanks to this contest, he's on the verge of getting major recognition for his 

house, and we're helping him." 

"Who's 'we'?" 

"Steve Sullivan and myself." 

"Got any idea what caused the rift between Thayers 

and Stratton?" 

"All I know is that Burke said he'd hired Richard four 

years ago and fired him because he felt his work was 

shoddy." 

"Had to have been pretty bad, right? Their parting of 

the ways, I mean. You said that Thayers warned you he 

might damage your professional lives." 

"Yes." 

He studied my features, waiting, but I had nothing to 

add. 

"Your partner might be able to fill us in a little better." 

Dantley shut his notepad and tucked it into a jacket 

pocket. "Wait here, please." He returned to my office, 

and I promptly rose. No way would I stay seated on this 

uncomfortable bench like a disobedient child waiting for 

the principal's punishment; I wanted to know what was 

happening in my own office. 

After a minute or two, both officers emerged, and 
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Riggs said, "Thank you, Ms. Gilbert. Please call the station house if you think of anything important you'd like 

to add. We'll be in touch." 

Dantley tipped his cap, and they left. 

I rushed back into my office, deeply concerned about 

Steve. He was staring at the drawing I'd been working on 

for Burke. To my dismay, he tore the drawing off my easel 

and crumpled it. 

"Steve? Do you want to talk about it?" 

"It?" he snapped. 

"About Richard." I couldn't keep my discouragement 

from my voice. Was this how it was always going to be between us? One door opens a crack only to have another one 

slam shut in my face? My rose-shaped grape was still sitting in its little cup on the corner of my desk. It seemed to 

be shriveling before my very eyes. 

"No. Talking won't help. Only getting the bastard who 

did this to him will. Seeing him get locked up with the 

key thrown away. That's all I care about at this point." 

"So when you crumpled Burke's plans for the solarium just now . . .  you think he did it?" 

"Yeah, actually, I do. I think he hated Richard. I think 

it was the last straw for Burke when he found out Richard 

was cutting him out of the competition. And I think he 

killed him." 

"Burke wasn't there last night. And the two of them 

have been estranged since before Richard started teaching that class. So, even if he had learned somehow about 

Richard's drinking his products, he couldn't have realized that it was always gold paint." 

"You don't know that." His hazel eyes were once again 

burning with anger. I had to turn away. I slunk toward my 

desk. Some defeatist part of my brain whined that this 
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thing between Sullivan and me was just too hard. Not 

meant to be. Not worth it. "They were probably friendly 

at one time," he said. 

"True." 

"This is my fault," he muttered, staring at the red and 

black oil painting against the exposed brick wall behind 

his desk. 

"No, it isn't!" I leaned forward on my desk. "Steve. 

Please. Don't bludgeon yourself like this!" 

"I should have insisted on taking him to the hospital. 

I knew something was wrong." His fists were clenched. 

He tossed the mangled floor plan into the steel trash 

can. 

"But he told you he was feeling better. And that appeared to be the truth." 

"I should've seen through that. My god, the man 

drank poisonous paint right in front of me! And I let him 

walk out and try to make his own way to the hospital. All 

because I was so wrapped up in you and that Matthew 

Hayes joker." 

"Oh, Steve! You can't seriously be blaming yourself for 

not reading Richard's mind, can you?" 

He was grinding his teeth, avoiding my eyes. "I know 

in my gut that Burke's guilty." 

"But . . . Burke's a successful M.D. He's well respected 

in the community. All this green design stuff he does is 

just a sideline for him. He doesn't need the winnings. 

And he's already won community service awards, so he's 

got whatever respect and status he could want." 

He sighed. "Maybe that was the problem, Erin." He 

was finally calming down a little, thank goodness. 
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utation was going to get damaged, thanks to Richard. 

He's got his pride on the line." 

"So you think he decided to murder the contest judge? 

Seriously?" 

"Image is everything for some people. He loses his 

self-image, he's dead. He killed to protect it." 

"I guess there have been worse reasons to take someone's life. But . . . he  might be innocent." My heart ached 

for poor Steve. I felt strongly that he was being much too 

hasty to condemn Burke, but at the moment, he needed 

my support, not my critique. "We have to honor our contract with Burke, but I think it's best if I handle all our interactions myself, for the time being," I suggested gently. 

"Okay?" 

Sullivan sighed again, his shoulders sagging. "Why 

the hell didn't I insist on taking Richard to a doctor? 

What was I thinking?" 

He'd already answered that question. He'd been thinking that I was flirting with Matthew Hayes. "I know this is 

harsh, but the fact is, Richard was the only person who 

could have known for sure how sick he was feeling. His 

pride got in the way of asking for help, even when his life 

depended on it." 

Steve gave me an anguished gaze. "I've got to get out 

of here for a while. Clear my head." He grabbed his coat 

and headed out the door without a backward glance. 

I sank miserably into my chair. Why had I argued with 

him? Just once, couldn't I have said what I'd really been 

feeling? Thrown my arms around him and told him how 

much I cared? 

Even as I asked myself those questions, an answer niggled at me. I'd been afraid to test his reaction. It would 

have been unbearably painful for me if Sullivan had 
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pushed me away and blamed me for distracting him from 

Richard's plight last night. 

A minute or two later, the door opened, and I whirled 

around, hoping Steve had already returned. Instead it 

was Burke Stratton. I remembered we had an appointment this morning and as usual, he was right on time. 

His face looked ashen, though his complexion was always quite pale. He was a bookish man in his early forties 

with Nordic coloring--blond with gentle blue eyes behind his thick wire-framed oval lenses. 

With no preamble and without removing his parka, 

Burke asked, "Did you hear what happened to Richard 

Thayers?" He winced immediately and held up a palm. 

"Never mind. You must  have." He dropped into the 

Sheraton chair in front of my desk. "I bumped into Steve 

just now. He wouldn't talk to me. He barely even looked 

at me." 

"He's upset." 

"The two of them were friends?" 

"Yes. Thayers used to be his favorite professor, and 

they'd kept in touch over the years." I peered at him, 

thinking how ironic it would have been if Richard had 

made it to the emergency room last night, and if Burke-- 

his arch enemy--had been there. "How did you hear 

about his death so quickly? Were you at the hospital 

when they found him?" 

He shook his head. "I phoned Earth Love first thing 

this morning, trying to get a handle on when they're going to hold my hearing. The receptionist was in tears." 

"I wonder how they found out." 

"The police. Richard probably had a business card in 
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his wallet." He searched my eyes. "Is this going to be a 

problem?" 

"Pardon?" 

"Steve Sullivan. And his friendship with Richard 

Thayers. The way he looked at me . . .  the glare on his 

face . . . it  was as if he thought I had killed the guy." 

"I'm sure that's not true," I lied. "He glares all the time 

when he's thinking. It's one of his standard facial expressions." 

Burke stared at the maple flooring by his feet. "If 

somebody actually murdered Richard, it wasn't me, Erin. 

I'm a doctor, for God's sake. I save lives. Or at least, I used 

to, and will again. I've been doing medical research the 

past few years." 

"You have? I thought you worked at the hospital." 

"I do. But in the lab. I used to be a pediatrician, but 

when my son died, I needed to take a break from patient 

care." 

"Your son died? Oh, how horrible! I'm so sorry to hear 

that!" 

He nodded. "Almost four years ago. Before I moved 

here from Denver. Childhood leukemia. I thought I'd 

mentioned that when you were looking at the pictures in 

my house." 

"No. You'd just said it was your ex-wife and your son. I 

assumed your wife had full custody." It had been a reasonable conclusion; I'd seen for myself already that he 

had no boy's bedroom or toys in his home, just a Raggedy 

Andy doll in the corner of the master bedroom. 

"I wish that was all there was to it. Then Caleb would 

still be alive." He was battling such sorrow that my heart 

ached for the poor man. "But in any case, Erin, I swear. I 
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could never take a life. I'm not a killer. I don't have it in 

me." 

"I'm so sorry. I've dealt with a couple of clients over 

the years who've lost a child, and I know there's no 

greater loss." 

He nodded, wringing his gloved hands. "There's nothing more painful. If I could have switched places with my 

son, died instead of him, I would have gladly done so. 

Your hopes are gone. You lose your future. Gone." 

"I'm so sorry," I repeated quietly. 

"Thanks." He squared his shoulders and looked at me. 

"That's what led to my rift with Richard. Now he's suddenly dead." 

"Your falling out with Richard was related to your 

son's illness?" 

He closed his eyes and nodded, swallowing hard. 

"Truth, Erin? Richard had good cause to hate me. We'd 

hired him to help us rid the house of carcinogens. Caleb 

died anyway, of course. We all knew it was going to happen. But . . . I  stiffed Richard on the invoice. He presented it to me the day I got back from intensive care, 

when they told me Caleb wasn't ever coming home. I 

was crazed. I . . .  took it out on him. Called him a con 

man." 

"And was he?" 

"No. He did what we hired him to do. He'd told my 

wife and me up front that there was nothing he could do 

to reverse the cancer . . .  but we all hoped he could slow it 

down. He taught us what we should have done originally 

with our interior paints, and so on. He lowered the radon 

emissions in our basement and garage. Hooked us up 

with a dietitian." He shrugged. "About a year ago, I paid 

him what I owed. I tried to apologize, but he wouldn't lis-P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   53 

ten to me." He frowned and added under his breath, 

"Though he cashed my check." 

"You told me yesterday you fired him for his shoddy 

work." 

"That was just the easiest explanation. And was partly 

true. I did fire him . . .  but I only claimed it was shoddy 

because I needed to blame him . . . blame  somebody  for 

my loss. And he does hate me." 

"Why did he hate you, though? Anybody in his position would have understood how . . ."  I  let my voice fade 

as the color rose in Burke's cheeks. "Oh. Did you damage 

his reputation afterwards?" 

He averted his eyes and said, "At the time, I felt I was 

justified in telling people he was a fraud, you know? 

Then, once I returned to my senses, I told myself my behavior was understandable. I'd lost my only child. My 

marriage was in ruins. Who wouldn't need to lash out? 

But after a year went by . . .  things finally dawned on me. 

Right around the time I was building my house in 

Crestview. That's when I discovered that I'd managed to 

hire the same architect as Thayers, so--" 

"Jeremy Greene was Richard's architect?" 

"Yeah. Of Greene Home Architecture. Guess the 

name appealed to both Richard and me. Anyway. It finally hit me that personal tragedy doesn't give anyone the 

right to verbally abuse others. What I'd done to Richard 

was just like if I'd lost a terminal young patient, and the 

parents had sued me or made me into a scapegoat for not 

being able to perform a miracle. Yet . . ."  He  paused and 

hung his head. "I hate having to talk about this. But. For 

the first few weeks after Caleb's death, I really went out 

of my way to spread the word that Stratton's products 

weren't actually reducing carcinogens. I'm a doctor, so 
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people think I know what I'm talking about on all healthrelated subjects. I've since felt horrible about my behavior. Ironically, last night, it occurred to me that maybe 

this whole thing with Richard becoming my judge was 

paving the way out for me . . .  for Richard to get even, or 

for me to get him to accept my apology and put it behind 

us. But now that's never going to happen." He closed his 

eyes. "Instead, this just brings some of those feelings back 

to mind. Of holding my dead son in--" 

He couldn't continue. I retrieved an unopened bottle 

of water from my desk, handed it to him, grabbed a tissue 

for myself, then slid the box over toward him. He availed 

himself of both. I could only imagine the paralysis he 

must have felt as not only a grieving parent, but a children's physician as well. After a lengthy pause, he rubbed 

his forehead and said, "Enough of this subject. But . . . 

do you know how it happened? The receptionist said 

Thayers had been poisoned." 

"He drank what he thought was his own nontoxic 

product, but the cans had apparently been switched and 

relabeled." 

He gaped at me, incredulous. "What product was it? 

Paint? Varnish?" 

"It was a can of gold paint." 

"Gold paint! Oh . . .  crap!" He sank his face into his 

hands. "My God. I'm being set up." 

"What do you mean?" 

He took a few seconds to collect himself. He rose and 

paced. His eyes remained wide with fright, and he kept 

clenching and unclenching his fists. "Do you remember 

the cans of generic paint we had on display in my garage 
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lected gold, because it was more toxic than nonmetallic 

colors?" 

"Yes." We'd put a display together for the open 

house--the dos and don'ts of home building. I put two 

and two together. "Someone took the paint can out of 

your garage?" I asked incredulously. "The 'don't' can was 

stolen?" 

"Right. I'd noticed it was gone, but I figured it just got 

mislaid someplace. Or that the cleaning crew I hired after the open house had put it away in the wrong spot." 

"The police didn't say anything about fingerprints." 

"That doesn't mean they didn't find any." He hugged 

himself, even though he was still wearing his heavy 

parka. He sighed, looking weary and defeated. "Maybe 

it'd be best if I went to the police station myself to tell 

them this. Instead of waiting for them to come to me." 

My heart ached for the poor man. "That might be 

wise. And . . . I'd  get a lawyer, if I were you." 

He gave me a grim smile and headed toward the door. 

"I'm so sorry about all of this, Burke. I'll try to help in 

any way I can." 

"Thanks, Erin. I appreciate that. I just hope it isn't going to cause friction between you and Steve." 

"I'm sure it won't," I lied again. 

Fifteen minutes later, Steve returned. "Burke was 

here," I told him. "For our scheduled meeting this morning. He says he ran into you." 

"Yeah. Erin? We need to cut him loose. I can't give 

him the kind of service he deserves." 

"Like I said before, I'll handle our interactions for the 

both of us, but I don't think I can drop him as a client. 
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Not after what he told me. He says his only child died of 

leukemia. He'd hired Richard to try to help extend his 

son's life. But when he died, Burke was so grief-stricken 

that he took things out on Richard. He went so far as to 

lie about Richard's products and skills. He'd tried to apologize later, but Richard wanted nothing to do with him." 

"He's lying. That doesn't sound like Richard." 

I held my tongue, wondering how well Steve could 

possibly know his professor, considering their limited 

contact during this past decade. "Steve, maybe you 

should take the day off." 

"Maybe I should," he said. And just like that, he left. 

c h a p t e r   5 

he afternoon was hectic, to say the least, with my 

Tcovering work for both of us, and I found myself 

deeply annoyed at myself for having suggested Sullivan 

take the day off. The more I reflected on our conversation with Richard, the more skeptical I was about 

Richard's claiming not to have known that Burke was in 

the contest. I also wondered if Richard had known that 

Burke had hired his architect to design his potentially 

award-winning house. 

Despite being pressed for time, I ran a computer 

search in the local online newspaper for any articles 
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linking Jeremy Greene and Richard Thayers. To my surprise, a short article had been published six months 

ago reporting that Richard had sued Jeremy because of 

the "structurally inadequate" design of his foundation. I 

found it odd that Richard was holding the architect, not 

the builder, accountable for the problem. No subsequent 

articles had been published, so perhaps the matter had 

still been pending when Richard died. 

A fabric-shopping expedition at the end of the day 

happened to place me in the vicinity of Jeremy Greene's 

architecture studio. If nothing else, I wanted to know if 

his being the architect for both Richard's and Burke's 

homes had really been a mere coincidence. And from a 

purely business standpoint, considering the nature of the 

lawsuit, I wanted to know if my client's foundation was 

going to collapse. 

Jeremy's office was in a boxy redbrick structure in 

South Crestview, sadly lacking in architectural interest. 

Jeremy had done little to enhance his one-size-fits-all office space or to show off his skills, other than putting his 

truly excellent basswood models on display. I wondered 

idly if he'd consider hiring Sullivan and Gillbert Designs 

to jazz up his space. 

He was poring over blueprints at his drawing table 

when I arrived. Jeremy was about my age (twenty-nine, 

which reminded me that I was due for celebrating my 

next birthday in the Bahamas). With his eager grin and 

sparkling eyes, he was more cute than handsome--babyfaced with a weak chin and a receding light brown hairline. 

He pushed back from his work when I asked if he had 

a minute to talk and said convincingly that he appreciated the chance to take a break. I sat down on a wheeled 
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swivel chair identical to his own, and silently observed 

that the chocolate brown vinyl flooring was the perfect 

surface for propelling oneself around the space on these 

caster-wheel chairs. This, however, was an acutely inappropriate time to share such inanities, so we somberly exchanged a few words about our sadness and dismay at 

Richard's untimely death. I then told Jeremy how I'd only 

recently learned that he'd designed both Richard's and 

Burke's homes. 

He nodded and indulged in a proud smile. "Modesty 

aside, those are the two best straw-bale homes in 

Colorado. Did Burke tell you that we used much of the 

same floor plan?" 

"No. He told me he didn't know at first that you were 

Richard's designer." 

"The name didn't come up for a while, when I was 

first showing Burke the design. It never occurred to me 

that they'd know each other. Small world." 

So it was  a coincidence--but then, the world of the 

ecologically superfocused in the town of Crestview, 

Colorado, truly was small. "I guess it's no wonder that 

Richard felt he had to withdraw. He was going to be judging a house which was so close in design to his own." 

He shrugged. "Mostly in basic structure . . .  rooflines, 

floor plans. And they both use straw-bale construction, of 

course. But in terms of aesthetics and energy efficiency, 

Burke's house had Richard's beat hands down." 

"I wonder if that made Richard envious. I mean, that 

was the heart and soul of Richard's business . . .  green designs and so forth. And yet here's this physician who has 

built a house that looks like his, but is another ten or fifteen percent more energy-efficient." 

"More like twenty-one percent, actually." 

60  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

"Wow." 

"But Richard knew that was just the nature of these 

things. A lot of breakthroughs have occurred in the last 

couple of years. You can't possibly keep up with them." 

"So Richard didn't get angry about his house not being as energy-efficient as it might have been?" 

Jeremy studied my features for a moment and replied 

cautiously, "He didn't complain to me about it." 

I feigned nonchalance and asked, "So he only complained about his home's foundation?" 

Jeremy's features turned stony, and he stayed silent. 

"I read about the lawsuit. Was that ever resolved?" 

"Yeah. I mean, I haven't heard anything more about it, 

so he probably dropped the suit. Or his lawyer did, based 

on lack of evidence." 

Nice evasion, I said to myself. "The newspaper reported that he was getting cracks in his basement walls 

from an expansive-soil problem. Why did he blame you 

and not the builder?" When Jeremy didn't answer me 

right away, I pressed, "Surely as a conservationist himself, 

Richard wouldn't be objecting to the amount of fly ash in 

the concrete, right?" Fly ash was a by-product of coal furnaces that could be mixed into cement instead of being 

merely discarded, an excellent practice that I knew 

Jeremy always recommended. 

"No, Richard knew the problem had nothing to do 

with fly ash; it was caused by improper construction. But 

the builder shifted the blame onto me, claiming he'd 

built the foundation wall according to my exact specs. 

Richard believed him, for some reason. And, anyway, all 

they needed to do was underpin the support wall. As far 

as I know, that's what they did, finally, and then the house 

was fine." 
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"Jeez. So your design was fine, but the builder 

screwed up, you told them how to fix it, but you still got 

sued? That must have made you furious!" 

He shrugged. "Things like that are the price you pay 

for running your own business. Once Sullivan and 

Gilbert Designs has been around for six or seven years 

like I have, you'll run into lawsuits, too. If you haven't already." 

He wasn't telling me the full story. Richard would 

have had no cause to sue his architect over a construction 

problem that had been easily remedied. I tried in vain to 

read his expression. "I guess that's probably true. 

Unfortunately." 

"Why are you asking about this, Erin? You're not playing amateur sleuth, are you?" 

"I'm just watching out for the interests of my client. 

Burke Stratton would freak if it turns out his foundation 

is crumbling. He's put his heart and soul into that place." 

"Yeah. He sure has." Jeremy sounded bitter. He rolled 

his chair back into position at his drawing table. "It was 

good seeing you, Erin. But I've got to get back to work." 

"Thanks for taking the time to talk," I said in a breezy 

voice. "Take care." 

I left. When the time was right, I was going to have to 

discuss my concerns about Jeremy's design with Steve, 

and then with Burke. If there was a serious flaw in the design or construction of Burke's home, he would most 

likely have to follow in Richard's footsteps and hire a 

lawyer. 

Furthermore, if Richard had uncovered a major flaw that 

was going to topple "the two best straw-bale homes in 

Colorado," Jeremy could have been driven to desperate measures--possibly murder--to protect himself. I considered 
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calling Linda Delgardio, my friend on the police force. She 

never took kindly to my voicing theories regarding police investigations, though. 

As I walked back to my car, my heart leapt at the tones 

of my cell phone. I hoped it was Sullivan. Instead, a 

friend from the Pilates studio I belonged to was organizing a last-minute girls' night out. I hesitated before agreeing to join them. I knew how much pain Sullivan was in, 

and although it felt disloyal of me, I needed a dose of fun 

and a temporary escape. Sadly, Steve's problems were 

still going to be there tomorrow, and by all appearances, 

the only thing he wanted from me right now was some 

space. 

The next morning, Sullivan was in the office when I 

arrived a few minutes after eight. He'd already completed 

a presentation board for a major remodel we were bidding on next week, and he'd redone the sunroom drawing of mine that he'd crumpled. "You must have gotten 

here at six," I said. 

"Closer to five. Couldn't sleep." 

He was avoiding my gaze. "Since you've already got us 

caught up, how 'bout I take you to breakfast?" 

"No. I want to just . . .  keep working. Stay focused on 

the job. Thanks, though." 

Did he mean he wanted to concentrate his energies 

on work for merely this one morning, or for the foreseeable future? "We'd planned on going to that concert in 

Denver tonight. Should we bag it?" 

"Yeah. I'm not . . . I  just can't right now, Gilbert. I've 

got too much on my plate already." 

"I understand." 
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"Good. Thanks." 

"Just don't push me away. I'm on your side." 

He ignored me and went on. "By the way, I crossed 

paths with the woman who cleans the office. She threw 

out the grape I gave you." 

"Oh, no! I meant to take that home last night." 

He still wouldn't look me directly in the eye. "Was that 

drawing okay?" he asked solemnly. 

"Which drawing?" 

"My alterations to Burke's solarium. I figured when 

you said there were iron pieces you wanted to use for 

building the bench, you meant the grating we got at the 

salvage yard for him last week." 

"Yes, that is exactly what I was thinking. It's fine, 

Sullivan. Thanks." The drawing he did, especially the inset showing the bench he'd designed, was much better 

than fine, actually. But it was difficult to praise someone 

who was actively shutting the door in my face. 

Fortunately, I was able to get lost in my work that 

morning until some ninety minutes later, when a portly 

middle-aged man stepped through the door. He was 

dressed in low-riding jeans, a flannel shirt, and a denim 

jacket. He scanned our posh surroundings as he dried his 

construction boots on the mat with the enthusiasm of a 

child trying to build up a charge of static electricity. He 

gave me an affable grin. "Hello, there." His voice was 

halfway to a shout. "Have I got the right place? Is this 

Gilbert and Sullivan Designs?" 

"Sullivan and Gilbert Designs, actually," Steve 

quickly corrected, rising. 

"Ah. Come to think of it, there's probably a sign on the 

door. Should've read it." He opened the door, craned his 
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neck to peer at our nameplate, then shut the door again. 

"Which one's Gilbert and which one's Sullivan?" 

"I'm Erin Gilbert." 

"Steve Sullivan." Steve stepped forward with proffered 

hand. "And you are . . . ?" 

"Name's Walter Emory," the visitor said, his voice still 

booming as he pumped Steve's hand. His name sounded 

familiar to me, but I couldn't place it. "Pleased to meet 

you. I'll probably be seeing you two quite a bit in the next 

week or two." 

As he shook my hand, the name clicked. "You're the 

original founder of Earth Love, aren't you?" I remarked. 

He was also the head of World's Watchdogs, a much 

more controversial association, as I recalled. 

He beamed at me. "That's right. Here to act as the 

new judge for the contest. Earth Love felt it'd be best to 

move forward quickly . . .  then maybe to set up some sort 

of memorial fund in Richard's memory." 

Sullivan peered at him. "You're heading up World's 

Watchdogs now, right?" 

Walter Emory chuckled. "I can tell by the way you're 

both looking at me that you've heard the rumors that we 

have some dangerous ecoterrorist members. Rest assured, those are just rumors. No basis in fact. I haven't 

done anything the Feds consider a crime since I was a 

wild teenager." He had an endearing twinkle in his eye. 

"Quite a ways back, as you can see." The man had to be 

pushing sixty. 

Sullivan took a seat in the leather chair facing him, 

and I sat down in my usual spot. "Richard was a friend of 

mine, too," Sullivan said. "How'd you meet him?" 

"He worked as my consultant while I was forming 
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Earth Love. We met over the Internet, something like ten 

or fifteen years ago. I was still in Juneau at the time." 

"I hear it's beautiful up there," I remarked. 

"Sure is. My parents were hippies and raised me in 

Alaska. A commune, actually." He chuckled. "We never 

had a TV. Took me till I was in my late twenties to discover that most folks in the lower forty-eight figured getting a piece of the good life was all that mattered, and 

natural resources be damned. Now someone's killed one 

of the world's true guardian angels. All I've heard about 

his death is he was teaching a conservation class and poisoned himself with paint, thinking it was nontoxic." 

"That's about the extent of our knowledge, too," 

Sullivan said. "Someone replaced his can with a toxic 

one. He was murdered." 

"And earlier that same day, he'd filed charges against 

your client to boot him from the competition. True?" 

"We don't know if those two things are related," I interjected firmly. "What we do know is that Burke Stratton 

would like to clear his name as quickly as possible." I exchanged glances with Sullivan, realizing too late that I 

must have sounded cold and even heartless to him. 

"I should have figured out this could happen," Walter 

muttered. "To recognize that there'd be some problems, 

at the very least." 

"Pardon?" I asked, confused. 

"Never mind. Just thinking out loud. I should have advised Richard not to agree to be judge. Hindsight's always 

twenty-twenty, as they say." 

"Judging the contest might not have had anything to 

do with his death," I said, pressing my point. "For all we 

know, the police might be on the verge of arresting some 

bitter ex-employee or jealous lover." 
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"Did Richard say anything to you about Burke 

Stratton?" Sullivan asked, ignoring me. 

Walter shook his head. "Name means nothing to me. 

You two must know him pretty well, though. You think 

he's nuts enough to kill a man just because he caught 

him cheating in a contest?" 

"Not in my opinion," I answered quickly. 

Walter fixed his gaze on Sullivan, who had merely 

clenched his jaw. "You disagree?" 

"They'd had a major blowup a few years ago." 

"Ah. Sure. Sure." 

Walter shifted his attention to me as if expecting a rebuttal, but no way was I going to get into a big disagreement right now. It was disconcerting that Walter's 

energies appeared to be much more focused on investigating Richard's death than on judging the contest. 

"Have you had a chance to examine whatever reports 

Richard filed with Earth Love about Stratton's violations?" I asked. 

He rolled his eyes. "What there is of them. He cited 

Stratton for tampering with his meters and with his water 

allocations. But he doesn't list any of the actual evidence 

that led him to those conclusions. Guess he figured he'd 

be presenting that at the hearing." 

"When's that going to take place?" I asked. 

"Soon as possible. We're hoping for Monday, if that 

works out for Dr. Stratton." 

"Is that going to be enough time?" Sullivan asked. 

"You're going to need the police to release whatever evidence Richard had collected, and then examine it yourself." 

Walter lifted his palms. "Vanished. If it ever existed in 

the first place." 
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"Wait." Sullivan gaped at him. "You mean, all of 

Richard's belongings have been searched in the past 

twenty-four hours, and you're already certain Richard's 

evidence against Burke can't be found?" 

"According to the officer I spoke with this morning, 

Richard had all the files from Earth Love with him in his 

car. Not a single report regarding Dr. Stratton's violations, though. His latest notes in his journals were examined. Nothing about Stratton. The contents of his desk 

and file cabinets were inventoried. Under the circumstances, we're just going to have to go with what little 

we've got. If more information turns up, we'll hold a second hearing and reexamine the issue." 

"Why hold a hearing at all?" Sullivan grumbled. 

"You're obviously going to clear him." 

"Earth Love's trying to follow their own contest guidelines as best they can, I guess," Walter replied. He patted 

his thighs twice, then rose. "Good meeting you both. 

Thanks for chatting with me. I'll be seeing you again, I'm 

sure." 

I got up and shook Walter's hand. I thanked him for 

stepping in to help out with the contest, then offered a 

few words of condolence for the loss of his friend. 

Sullivan shook his hand as well. 

Just a few seconds after Walter had closed the door, 

Sullivan turned to me. "That proves it, as far as I'm concerned. The evidence that Burke was cheating had to 

have been stolen from Richard. And only Burke would 

benefit from its sudden disappearance." 

More likely there was no evidence in the first place, I 

thought glumly. "Burke isn't necessarily the only one 

who'd have benefited. I had an interesting conversation 

with Jeremy Greene yesterday evening. There's something 
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fishy going on with him. Did you know that several months 

ago, Richard was suing him for an inadequate design of his 

foundation?" 

"Whose foundation?" 

"Richard's. Jeremy was his architect for the house that 

he built five years ago." 

"Huh. That's . . ."  He  let his voice trail off. 

"Jeremy said it was the builder who loused up and 

nothing was wrong with his design. The strange thing is, 

though, that Richard was suing Jeremy, not the builder. 

In any case, I'm worried about Burke's basement now." 

Steve paced. "Jeremy stood to lose invaluable publicity for his design, if Richard kicked Burke out of the contest," he said thoughtfully. "Still, though, Burke was the 

only one who would have been publicly accused of 

cheating when Richard's evidence was presented in the 

newspapers." 

I considered arguing the point, but held my tongue. 

He started to collect his things, including his portfolio 

case. "I've got to head to Jennifer's house." 

"Jennifer Fairfax? Our presentation for her isn't till 

noon, is it?" 

"No, she moved it up. She wanted me to show her our 

design, then take her to the Denver Design Center this 

morning." 

"Really? When did she suddenly decide all of that?" 

And why was I being cut out of the equation? 

"Uh, yesterday. I ran into her downtown. She said she 

was free all morning and wanted to move our presentation up. I figured the least I could do after you covered 

for me all day yesterday was to do it solo and free up your 

lunch hour today." 

"Great," I said in a monotone. "Thanks." 
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He did a double take. "You don't have a problem with 

this, do you? I'm just taking her to the Design Center, 

not the Brown Palace." 

My problem was that Jennifer Fairfax was a gorgeous 

divorcee who blatantly flirted with Sullivan every chance 

she got. And should I point out that he hadn't as much as 

mentioned the change to my schedule till now, after I'd 

pried the information out of him? If this had been a 

simple case of a client changing an appointment, he 

wouldn't be acting so defensive. 

Apparently it wasn't just Burke who had a potentially 

crumbling foundation. I forced a smile. "No problem. 

Have fun." 

c h a  p t e r   6

You can't help but take special pride 

in home-improvement projects when 

you've done them yourself. On the 

other hand, if you're all thumbs, you 

can take pride in being smart enough 

to hire good help. 

--Audrey Munroe 

 

"I'm really not sure about this base color, 

Erin." Audrey crinkled her nose and stood with 

BLISS her hands on her hips by the dining room table, 

peering at my handiwork."It's a little too beige." 

I took a deep, calming breath and counted 

to ten. Truth be told, I hadn't been pleased with 

the beige myself, but this was  Audrey's house, 

after all, so I'd proceeded after checking with 

her repeatedly about the color--back when it 

would have been a snap to repaint."That's because it is beige." 

"Oh, I know. But this is a linen beige. I think I'd 

have preferred a lemon beige." 

DOMESTIC 

"Lemon versus linen. Interesting difference in 

enunciation." I was babbling, trying not to lose 
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my temper. She'd made up both of those names. The 

nicely descriptive name of the muted yellow that she 

should have allowed me to use was "buttermilk." 

Audrey, meanwhile, was rifling through my books of 

paint chips. She paused and studied one. "Here." She 

tapped it with her fingernail."This is perfect." 

With a sigh, I set down my little one-inch roller. Just 

three feet remained unpainted on my final stripe in the 

entire room. I wiped off my hands and joined her. She 

was leaning against the buffet. We'd moved all the 

furniture to the center of the room and, on Audrey's insistence, had draped drop cloths over it in an unnecessary step of caution. If only she'd taken this much care 

with her paint selections. 

I glanced at the paint chip. Buttermilk. "That's the 

one I recommended when we first started." That color 

would brighten this sometimes too dark northernexposure room. It would also make a lovely contrast with 

the forest green upholstery of her chairs. 

"Is it?" She held it up to the sunlight."Oh, so it is. Excellent recommendation, Erin. I should have listened." 

"Thank you." I started to put away the paint for the 

accent stripes. 

"No, wait. I love the navy blue and the lilac stripes you 

painted. Those colors are perfect." 

I continued to tap down the lid with my hammer. All 

paint cans seem to have an amazing resistance to being properly resealed. At least by me,  that is. "They're 

painted on top of the beige, Audrey." 

"What are you saying?" 

72  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

"That it might be time to hire a professional painter. 

And that, in any case, it's time to call it a night." 

She winced."In other words, all the stripes have to be 

redone, too? Oh, dear. I should have said something 

much sooner." 

"It's all right, Audrey." 

She surveyed the room, turning a slow circle. "You 

know what, Erin? I was wrong. This beige is just fine. Let's 

keep it as is." 

"No. We can change color schemes completely, or 

rethink the faux wallpaper, but keeping this paint is the 

one option that's off the table." 

"I mean it," Audrey protested. "It's fine. I like  the 

beige." 

"You don't call anything 'fine,' Audrey.You're not one 

to settle. And there is no way I'm going to let you 

change your . . . spots now." 

"But I don't want you to be angry at me." 

"I'm not. And in any case, right now, I'm working as 

your designer, and I've got to handle this situation the 

same way I would at any other client's house. No designer worth her salt wants her client to cave merely for 

the sake of not causing trouble. We would much rather 

redo something five times than do it just once but leave 

the client less than thrilled with the results." 

"You're sure?" 

"Absolutely. And especially in this case, because I 

agree with you. That buttermilk color will not only set off 

the design, but it will also complement the yellow tones 

in your kitchen." 
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"Which is precisely what you told me at the start. I'm 

sorry." 

"It's really all right, Audrey. But I do think it's best at this 

point to hire a professional. For painting the base color 

only; I'll still do the stripes. This way we'll have a nice 

clean--and wonderful--canvas for painting the faux 

wallpaper design, and I won't feel like I need to rush 

things, which is when painting mistakes happen." 

"If that's really what you want." 

"Just don't let the pros talk you into hiring them for 

painting the stripes and the roses. I really want to do that 

myself." 

"Deal." She peered at me and to my surprise, gave 

me a hug, which was a little out of character for her. 

Afterwards she held my gaze for a moment."This isn't exactly the way you wanted to be spending your Friday 

night, is it?" 

An understatement. Right around now, Sullivan and I 

should have finished a romantic dinner in Denver and 

been walking hand in hand in Larimer Square to the 

concert venue. "It's not how you'd like to be spending 

yours, either, I'm sure." 

"Well, but my heart isn't invested in any one man, so 

it's different. I've got my little black book at the ready 

anytime I choose to access it." 

"Good for you." 

"If you want to consider dating considerably older 

men, I can let you borrow it." 

I laughed."Thanks. I'll keep that in mind." 

I resumed putting away the painting supplies. Even 
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the striped beige was a massive improvement in this 

room, and I'd be happy to live with it for the next few 

months--or however long it would be until Audrey was 

motivated to hire a painter. 

My thoughts promptly wandered to Sullivan. He'd 

been highly distracted when he returned from his trip to 

Denver with Jennifer Fairfax this afternoon. He'd said 

only that she'd really liked our presentation board, but 

wanted to be "really hands-on with our final decisions." 

It had taken every ounce of my self-restraint to refrain 

from asking whether or not he was sure that "our final 

decisions" were exclusively where she wanted to be 

"really hands-on." 

Audrey was never much help when it came to 

preparation or cleanup, but she did help me move the 

buffet back into place to hide the one missing stripe 

segment. As we inspected its placement, she said, "I'm 

joking about your dating other men. You and Steve are 

meant for each other. I have a sixth sense about these 

things." 

"Then why have you been married four times?" 

She gave me a dirty look but said evenly, "My powers are only effective when used to match other couples." 

"Ah. Well, I think your powers are a tad out of focus 

this time, I'm afraid. Unless I'm wildly off base, Steve's recently decided that his life is complicated enough as it 

is, and he's going to start dating our glamorous divorcee client who's been chasing him for weeks. And even 

if  they  don't date, there's always going to be some 
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other single woman or unhappy not-single woman 

chasing after him." 

"Maybe so. But ultimately he's going to make the 

smart choice and choose you. I'm absolutely certain." 

"Well, thanks, Audrey. I'm touched by your loyalty. But 

frankly, your pronouncement would have been more reassuring if you hadn't also insisted you were 'absolutely 

certain' about the beige." 

"In any case, the moral of this particular story is: Trust 

what the experts tell you. And, Erin, you are the expert 

with paint and interior design . . . but I am the expert at 

matchmaking." 

c h a p t e r   7 

On Monday afternoon, Burke rose from his 

seat on a pale green sofa as I entered the 

lobby of the Earth Love headquarters, where we were 

scheduled to meet for his hearing. He gave me a nervous 

smile and pushed his wire-rim glasses into place. 

"Thanks for doing this, Erin." His gaze lingered past my 

shoulder to the doors, and I knew he was hoping that 

Sullivan had come as well. Burke didn't ask me about 

him, so I didn't volunteer the information that I had no 

idea where Sullivan was, but that he would almost surely 

not be joining us. The last time Sullivan and I had spo-P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   77 

ken, two hours ago, he was with our hands-on client, 

Jennifer Fairfax, and I'd reiterated that he should let me 

handle this hearing. 

A receptionist escorted us to a small auditorium-style 

room, where Walter Emory and two Earth Love executives were seated at a long table on the stage. Walter spotted us and beckoned for us to grab a seat in the front row. 

We did so and waited, Burke a one-man band of jitters. 

Some fifteen minutes later, Walter said, "Let's get 

started." By then about thirty people were in the audience, and because it was cold outside and yet none of 

them had been wearing coats, I figured they must have 

been Earth Love employees. As best I could tell, there 

was only one newspaper reporter in attendance, although 

there were camera crews from all the local TV stations. 

An environmental engineer at Earth Love led things 

off, sitting witness-style in a chair on the opposite side of 

the stage from Walter and his two de facto judges. She 

spoke about the predicted range of meter readings for the 

types of heating, cooling, and passive solar systems in the 

house. She said that all findings were consistent with her 

expectations. 

Next, Burke was called upon to take his turn on the 

hot seat. He said that he absolutely did not tamper with 

his meters or misrepresent the source of the water for his 

nonpotable water usage. (Apparently Richard had accused Burke of diverting water from a nearby brook to 

water his lawn. Earth Love required that only "gray water"--runoff or recycled water from one's own property--could be used.) Burke went on to say that I was 

here on his behalf and would be happy to testify as well. 

Walter conferred very briefly with his cohorts and 

said that wouldn't be necessary. He then dismissed the 
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charges against Burke, pending the discovery of significant evidence to the contrary of his ruling, and announced that the awards banquet would be held a week 

from Saturday, at which time the contest winner would 

be announced. 

That was it for Burke's hearing, which was about as 

undramatic as it could be. The newspaper reporter asked 

Burke for his reaction, and he replied, "I'm glad this formality is behind me. I knew all along that I'd never done 

anything wrong." The reporter nodded, thanked him, 

and headed over to interview Walter Emory. Only one of 

the TV reporters bothered to approach, asking Burke if 

he felt that this hearing had something to do with 

Richard's death. Burke answered simply: "No," and 

walked away. The reporter stammered for a moment, but 

let him go. The rest of the crews packed up quickly, their 

reporters grumbling that this story was too dull to air. 

Clearly, Burke's fears that he was going to be dragged 

through the mud were not coming to pass. 

He and I had parked on opposite sides of the building, 

which wrapped around a large courtyard. As we parted 

company in the lobby, he said, "It's awful that Thayers 

wound up dying so suddenly. I know that under the circumstances this sounds petty, but I would have liked to at 

least defend myself against whatever evidence he felt he 

had against me. This way it's like . . .  having to show your 

grades to the professor to get an A in the class, when you 

already knew you had a perfect score." He shook his head, 

and added, "Or rather, you show 'em to the dean, after the 

professor's died. So you wind up feeling ridiculous and 

selfish for caring that you got an A in the first place." 

"Maybe so, but ultimately what matters is that you 

earned your perfect score." 
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"I guess that's how I have to look at it." He smiled a little, said, "Thanks again, Erin," and headed out a door to 

the side parking lot. I crossed the slate floor, which I 

knew had been built from salvaged roof tiles, and headed 

out toward my van. Today's perfunctory proceedings, 

without so much as a mention of Richard's death, felt 

heartless and empty, as though we were a gaggle of geese 

merely reforming our V formation a few seconds after 

one of our own had been gunned down. On the other 

hand, maybe we were worse than geese. Wasn't there a 

Jack London story about a goose staying by its wounded 

mate's side until death claimed them both? 

As I made my weary trek across the parking lot, I decided that neither extreme was correct, as is so often 

the case. Walter should have said a few words about 

Richard's death and how none of us wanted to be there 

under these sad circumstances, yet the underlying principles driving this contest were so important to Richard 

and to the world that I knew he would have wanted us to 

soldier on. 

I was jarred from my reverie by the sight of Sullivan 

emerging from his van a few rows down from my own van. 

I hurried over to him, glad that he couldn't read my mind 

at that moment; I was picturing myself in the role of the 

goose, rushing to her wounded gander's side. "Hi. There's 

no need to go in. They already exonerated Burke." 

"They did?" He sounded disappointed. 

"Of course. There was no evidence. Why? Did you 

find something incriminating?" 

"Not really. But I'm still going to go talk to the judges." 

"Why?" 

"Someone needs to stand up on Richard's behalf. May 

as well be me." 
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"No, it shouldn't be you! For one thing, you've got a 

conflict of interest regarding our client. For another 

thing, like I said, it's too late. The decision has already 

been reached." To my immense relief, beyond Sullivan's 

shoulder, I could see the string of news vans heading 

down the access road; the last thing I wanted was for this 

disagreement about the innocence of our client to end 

up on the ten o'clock news. 

"If I don't speak up for him, Richard comes out looking like a crazy old fool," he countered. "Like he drank 

poisonous, metallic paint just so he could freak out his 

class, and he made wild, baseless accusations against a finalist. He deserves better than that." 

"I see your point, Steve. I do. And I feel for your loss. 

With all my heart, I wish things were different. But the 

problem is, you and I are supposed to be supporting our 

paying  client right now, not testifying against him . . . 

when you have no proof that he did a single thing 

wrong." 

"That can't be helped. My loyalties are with Richard. 

Nobody else is going to speak for him. He was a good 

man and he deserves to have his side of the story told. 

Furthermore, I'm keeping an eye on our client from here 

on out in order to gather murder evidence, just like you 

would if our positions were reversed." 

"I wouldn't be testifying behind our client's back!" 

"And  I  wouldn't be buying his sob story. He hired 

Richard to rid his former household of carcinogens. His 

son died anyway. I think he blames Richard and finally 

took his revenge." 

"Some four years later? And on that very same day, he 

tells me that he was wrong for how he treated Richard?" 

Despite my best efforts, my anger was only rising. "You 
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know, Sullivan, maybe we should look at what we actually know instead of speculating. We know that Richard 

went berserk and was making wild, baseless accusations 

toward you when he found out Burke was a finalist in the 

contest. Why is it hard for you to believe that Richard 

also made wild, baseless accusations toward Burke?" 

Sullivan met my gaze, but his expression never softened. We both knew I'd made an excellent point. He 

turned away, calling over his shoulder, "I've got to go say 

my piece before the judges scatter. I'll see you later." 

"When?" 

He ignored me and entered the building. 

Though neither he nor anyone else could hear me, I 

retorted, "You'd make a lousy goose, Sullivan!" If I was 

mortally wounded, he'd desert me to go honk at the 

hunter. Then we'd both get shot and die alone. 

While tightening my coat collar, I employed my triedand-true calming tricks--I counted to ten and uttered my 

silent confidence-and-optimism mantra. Individually, 

we'd both been through rougher times than this. We 

would survive. With a heavy dose of luck, so would 

Sullivan and Gilbert Designs. But one thing was now 

abundantly clear to me: The aftereffects of Richard's 

death were going to weigh heavily on us until the killer 

was behind bars. Richard's murder needed to be solved as 

quickly as possible. I was in the position to possibly glean 

some insider information, which I could pass along to 

the police. I also had some free time, because Sullivan 

obviously intended to work on the Fairfax assignment 

alone. I could start by speaking with the two other finalists: Margot Troy and Darren Campesio. 

I had some fences to mend with Margot, so I dialed 

her number on my cell phone. She was as brusque as 
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ever and gave me the impression that she was surprised it 

took me this long to call and arrange a meeting. (One of 

the hardest parts of running a business that lives and dies 

on referrals is having to eat crow when, if anything, you 

should be the one serving it.) 

I arrived at her place some fifteen minutes later. It was 

a two-story, three-bedroom house, featuring the earthtone-colored stucco that had become very popular for 

Colorado residences built in the last decade. Unlike 

Darren's underground home or Burke's straw-bale structure, Margot's house looked to the unpracticed eye like 

any other home in Crestview. Yet she had maximized 

every inch to harness passive and active solar energy. The 

external walls were two inches thicker than standard 

homes to allow for extra insulation, and the foundation 

and attic used an ingenious system of energy-efficient 

heating and cooling. But truth be told, I found such 

house construction details about as interesting as a 

popcorn-textured ceiling. What really got me excited 

about Margot's house were its furnishings. (Well, that 

and the kitchen, which I'd designed for her two years 

ago.) A visit to her home was like going to a new exhibition at a first-rate museum; there was always something 

delightful to look at, but at the same time, there was also 

that museumlike look-but-don't-touch aura, which always kept me from feeling at ease. Homes have a way of 

taking on the personalities of their owners, and Margot's 

aura was made of barbed wire. 

She invited me inside. We got off to a great start while 

Margot took me on a tour to show me her favorite acquisitions of the past several months. Despite her wealth, 

Margot loved to frequent rummage sales and consignment shops, and she studied the classified section of the 
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newspaper every day with the fervor of a sports-gambling 

addict watching the point spread. Brilliantly, however, 

she'd made a rule for herself: Every time she purchased an 

item for her home, she had to donate a comparable item 

to charity. This policy forced her to avoid clutter--the 

garage-sale aficionado's downfall--and to be extremely 

judicious with her purchases. Her taste wasn't all that similar to mine--she had a fondness for Danish modern that 

I didn't share--but her eye was superb when it came to selecting accent pieces that could make a given room. I 

raved about the yellow-and-sage painted metal chandelier 

in her enclosed back porch. Its lemon-bough motif would 

have looked ridiculous in, say, her formal living room, but 

in this airy, outdoorsy space, it was divine. Likewise, she'd 

hung a delightfully delicate mahogany etagere on one 

wall in her ultraelegant living room and placed three of 

the prettiest teacups on it that I'd ever seen. She'd also 

found a stunning ceramic statue of lovers embracing 

at an antiques store in London, which she'd set on the 

mantel in her parlor. This was the room where, I gathered, my tour ended, because she told me to have a seat. 

I avoided her Danish chaise and opted for the floral 

sofa, which she'd picked up a couple of years ago at an 

estate sale. 

"Margot, I wanted to apologize in person for--" 

"That's the least of anyone's concerns now. How is 

Burke taking Richard's death? With his typical intensity, 

I assume?" 

"You know Burke Stratton personally?" 

"We used to date. About a year ago. But it didn't last 

long. He dumped me once he found out we were cocompetitors in the green home contest." 

This was a surprising and unsettling development. For 
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one thing, Margot tended to be guarded about discussing 

her love life, and for another, Burke had never given me 

any indication that he even knew Margot, let alone had 

once dated her. "Why would that bother him?" 

"Oh, it was mostly an excuse. Frankly, his shock at 

finding out I was a fellow contestant seemed staged to 

me. But ostensibly it was because he believed we were 

going to feel too bad if one of us won. What it really came 

down to is that it was obvious to both of us that his architect and I were much better suited for each other." 

"You're dating Jeremy Greene?" I tried not to sound 

quite as surprised as I actually was, both at the news and 

at her willingness to share this intimate information. He 

was some fifteen years younger than she was, though to 

be fair, I wouldn't have given that a second thought if 

their ages had been reversed. 

She beamed at me. "Yes, I am. Ever since Burke set 

me free. Isn't Jeremy wonderful?" 

I didn't know Jeremy well, and yesterday's conversation regarding Richard's lawsuit had left me suspicious of 

the man, so I merely replied, "That's great, Margot. I'm 

glad you're happy." 

"I am. But let's get back to the business at hand. 

Knowing how you're always wanting to make citizen's arrests," she sniffed, "I'm sure you want to hear all about 

what I may have noticed that night . . . if  anyone was hovering nearby the poisonous paint before you arrived, for 

example." 

"Did you see something suspicious?" 

"No, but I do know for a fact that Richard Thayers 

never locked his car. And he used that old Volvo of his 

like a storage locker on wheels. He'd have been driving 
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around for weeks with that paint in his backseat. It would 

have been easy as pie for anyone to swap cans." 

"Who besides you knew that out of the half dozen 

products, he was going to drink the gold paint?" 

"I have no earthly idea. But like I told you in class, it 

had gotten to be fairly common knowledge among us 

ecologically responsible people." 

Which wasn't all that big a community. And it certainly included Jeremy Greene. 

"Did you know Richard personally?" 

She gave me one of her patented stares, in which she 

lowered her chin and peered into my eyes as though she 

were looking over the top of invisible reading glasses. "I 

told you I've taken classes from him for three years running now." 

I hoped she'd elaborate, but when she didn't, I felt 

stuck. As a client, she tended to get annoyed and to clam 

up whenever she felt she was being pressed too hard to 

voice her opinions. She'd likely explode if I asked how 

she'd gotten so familiar with her ex-teacher's personal 

driving habits. So why had she volunteered the information about her dating Jeremy Greene? I had a feeling that 

I was being played, and that she was feeding me specific 

information she wanted me to know, but I couldn't begin 

to decipher why. 

She was fidgeting with a tissue, winding it into a paper 

rope. 

"Is everything all right, Margot? You seem a little on 

edge." 

"Yes, I'm fine." 

She still didn't elaborate and seemed to have no 

intention of doing so in the near future. "I should get going, Margot. I just wanted to apologize to you again for 
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my shoddy phone manners the other day. The house is 

looking great. Best of luck with the contest." 

"Thank you. Although I must say, I had a much better 

chance of winning with Richard than with Walter 

Emory. They were both fruitcakes, but Walter's even nuttier." She clicked her tongue. "If you're looking for suspects, I hope you remember to put him on your list." 

"What motive would he have? He and Richard were 

friends." 

"And friends sometimes turn into the worst enemies." 

Feeling frustrated by the limited information I'd gath-

ered from Margot, I hoped things would go better with 

Darren Campesio. First, though, I dropped off the drawings of the sunroom at Burke's very ordinary-looking 

house. His boxy two-story home was painted a buttery 

yellow with a charcoal gray roof of photovoltaic tiles-- 

utterly unremarkable. But he had an attractive front 

porch, and I'd convinced him to add dollhouselike shutters, which added visual interest and really perked up his 

exterior. He wasn't home, so I left the drawings between 

his inner and outer doors. It seemed wasteful to drive the 

quarter mile or so to Darren's house, and anyway, I didn't 

have an appointment with him, so I decided that I'd walk 

along the hiking trail behind the properties. This way I 

could mention to Darren that I was in the area and was 

curious to see another state-of-the-art green home. 

There was a large piece of property separating Burke's 

and Darren's properties. Months ago, Burke had warned 

Sullivan and me that the home owner, Asia McClure, 

was a major character--and not in a good way. With that 
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ering white windmill behind Darren's house. Burke, I 

knew, was in the process of building an even bigger one, 

and that couldn't possibly make Asia happy. As much as I 

believed in alternative energy sources, I wouldn't want to 

have two enormous towers on either side of my home. 

Zoning laws inside the city limits prevented home owners from building such tall, unsightly structures, but 

Burke and Darren were governed by the much more relaxed county regulations. 

Burke had also said that Asia was an amazing gardener. She had a split-rail fence surrounding her property, except for the small pond situated halfway between 

Burke's and her homes. There was an opening between 

two evergreens next to her back fence, and I couldn't resist taking a closer peek at her property. 

The siding was a pale gray with liberal use of white 

trim and instantly brought to mind the old farmhouses of 

my childhood in upstate New York. I loved the large 

overhangs that shaded the windows, as well as her large 

New England gray-painted deck and lattices on the 

south-facing side. There were cheerful dormers above 

the roof for the deck. The architecture style appeared to 

borrow from the old-fashioned bungalows that had been 

so popular in the 1920s. I grinned at the place as I pictured warm, cozy bedrooms upstairs and inviting public 

spaces on the main floor. 

"What do you think you're doing!" a shrill voice 

shrieked at me. 

I let out a cry of surprise and jumped back. 

Doing a fast step-march across the lawn toward me was 

a short woman in a big sun hat, fastened with a red 

checkerboard ribbon beneath her chin. The woman was 

88  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

built like a bear cub, with short stocky legs and arms, and 

fierce, beady eyes that were focused on me. 

"Sorry, ma'am. Your property caught my eye from the 

footpath, and I--" 

"Look what you did!" She pointed to a spot just to the 

right of my feet. "You stepped on my flower!" 

I looked down and saw the dried-up stem of a daisy 

that had apparently grown out through the rails of the 

fence and had snapped off near its roots. "I'm sorry." 

"That's my private property! You destroyed it!" 

"It wasn't intentional. I must have brushed against it 

with my leg." 

"I didn't say it was intentional. But my plant is equally 

ruined either way." 

"Um, all I can say is I'm sorry. At least it was long past 

its bloom, right?" 

She was glaring at me. Maybe I'd hit a sore spot with 

my mention of its being past its bloom. 

"What were you doing, leaning over my fence and 

ogling my house? Why didn't you stay on the path, where 

you belong? That's the middle of the path right there." 

She stabbed her finger at the path three times. "You're a 

skinny thing. Wasn't it wide enough for you? You think 

you need to tread on my flower beds?" 

"I was simply admiring your lovely home. From outside  your fence. I truly didn't mean to come anywhere 

near your flower bed." Your dormant flower bed with its 

dried-out flowers, I added to myself. "I couldn't resist taking a look at your house. I'm naturally drawn to nice 

homes. I'm an interior designer. Burke Stratton is my 

client." 

She put her hands on her hips and glowered at me. 
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crunching, tree-hugging, it's-not-easy-being-green contest. With that contest judge who got knocked off. 

Though he probably deserved it." 

Surprised, I asked, "Did you know Richard Thayers?" 

"I heard through the grapevine that he was one of 

those . . .  ecoterrorists. Like the people who burned the 

ski lodge in Vail years ago." 

"Where did you hear that? About Richard, I mean?" 

"Around. I belong to some groups who happen to believe in the power of corporate America, not in maniacs 

like that crazy paint-drinking professor." She pursed her 

lips and eyed me up and down. "Whereas you are obviously one of those liberals who flock to Crestview like it's 

their mother ship calling them home. You recommend 

those big ugly windmills to your clients, and you ruin my 

life! You don't even respect private property!" 

Any further discussion was obviously going to be 

pointless. I turned away and headed for the path. "I think 

I'll get back to work now. Pardon me if I caused you or 

your flower any permanent damage." 

I could feel those steely eyes boring holes into the 

back of my head as I continued to Darren Campesio's 

home. I took the well-trod minipath along his property 

line, being careful not to brush against Asia's fence, and 

rounded to his house. Richard was right when he'd 

mocked Darren's house as being "part cave." Seen from 

the rear, the only indication that there was a house here 

was the circular smokestack protruding from the highest 

point of a round hill. I knew from photographs and drawings that the snow-covered bumps in the hill were actually skylights. I'd never been inside his house and was 

dying to do so now. 

I made my way to his front door and used his brass 
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knocker. From this angle, the house looked like an ordinary yellow-brick ranch, albeit one with unusually hilly 

landscaping and a windmill in its backyard. 

Darren came to the door. Burke had told me he was a 

retired military man, and he certainly looked the part: 

muscularly built and wearing camouflage clothes, in his 

sixties or seventies. "Can I help you?" he said, giving me 

a disdainful visual once-over. Clearly, I hadn't passed my 

first inspection. 

"My name is Erin Gilbert. I'm working on the design 

of Burke Stratton's house, and--" 

"I know who you are. I remember seeing you at 

Burke's during the open house." 

His own open house had been at the exact same time 

as Burke's, so that was odd. "You were at Burke's?" 

He gave a slight shrug. "It was my best chance to see 

what the competition was up to. Nothing illegal about 

that. I checked." He lifted his pointy chin. "Unlike your 

client, I'm making an effort to follow the rules." 

"My client was exonerated by Earth Love this morning. He hasn't cheated." 

"Why are you here?" 

"I just wondered if you were willing to talk about the 

contest with me." 

"Why would I want to do that?" 

"I'm trying to help Burke, if I can. I want to clarify 

some things about his past relationship with the deceased, Richard Thayers, the judge of the competition." 

"In other words, you're part designer, part private investigator?" He snorted. 

"I guess you could say that." 

"You're also part fool if you think I'm going to allow 

you to pick up any energy conservation tricks by letting 
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you inside. The guy's already copying my new windmill! 

Isn't that bad enough?" 

"I have no intention of picking up tips at this late date. 

Besides, didn't you say that you were examining Burke's 

house just last week?" 

"Good day, Miss Gilbert." He shut the door. 

Baffled by his belligerent behavior, I walked back the 

way I'd come, passing Asia's property by staying dead center on the path and not so much as taking a sideways 

glance at the trees behind her backyard. 

At Burke's back door, I glanced behind me and did a 

double take. "Talk about the pot calling the kettle black," 

I muttered to myself. Darren had followed me partway 

down the path and was now watching me through huge 

binoculars. Annoyed, I plastered on a phony smile and 

waved. He shifted his lenses to the tree, as though he 

were merely bird watching. 

Burke had gotten home just then and followed my vision to his nosy neighbor. Burke stood in front of me protectively. "Hey!" Burke yelled, gesturing emphatically for 

him to get back. "Go mind your own business, would 

you?" 

"That's exactly what I'm doing," Darren shouted back. 

"Everyone knows you're under investigation! I'm not letting a cheater steal the contest!" 

"A, I was already found innocent by the judges, and B, 

get a life!" 

Darren said nothing and walked back toward his 

house. 

"Can you believe that guy?" Burke muttered, shaking 

his head. 

"Neither of your immediate neighbors was especially 

friendly to me." 
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"I could have predicted that. Let's just say that this 

isn't exactly Mr. Rogers' Neighborhood. What were you 

talking to them about?" 

"I was trying to get a feel for whether or not they had a 

motive for killing Richard and if they could have taken 

the paint can from your garage." 

He gave me a grateful smile. "I'm so glad I have someone on my side. Now if I could just get the police to believe me when I say I'm innocent." 

The next morning, there was a chill in the air, and the 

western sky had that pearly gray color that foretold snow. 

Sullivan and I arrived at our parking spaces at the same 

time and walked in together, chatting about the predicted snowstorm that evening. A business card was on 

the floor when Sullivan opened the door. I picked it up, 

expecting to see a card that a rep had slipped through our 

mail slot. 

"What's that?" Sullivan asked. 

I stared at the card in surprise, wondering why someone had splattered red ink on our Sullivan and Gilbert 

card. An instant later I realized the card had deliberately 

been altered. The red ink was supposed to resemble 

drops of blood. "Oh, damn it," I muttered as I flipped it 

over. 

"What?" 

I held it out so Sullivan could see. On the back, handwritten in block letters, were two words: YOU'RE NEXT! 

c h a p t e r   8 

sullivan and I decided to call my police officer 

friend, Linda Delgardio, immediately. She said 

she'd come to our office as soon as she could and arrived 

about twenty minutes later. Linda was a warm, pretty, vivacious woman, and when she was off duty, she had a 

droll and infectious sense of humor. Right now, however, 

she was all business. "Someone could have picked up 

one of your cards almost anywhere?" she asked as she 

sealed the doctored one into an evidence bag. 

" 'Fraid so," Sullivan replied. 

"Do you have any way of telling how long this 
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particular card has been circulating? Did you make a 

new print run of cards, for example, at some point?" 

Sullivan shook his head. "We just made the one big 

printing more than six months ago. And we gave a hundred or so of them away at the open house for the green 

home contest, over a week ago." 

"We set stacks of them in several rooms at Burke 

Stratton's house," I explained, "and Margot Troy gave 

them away at her place, as well." 

"She did?" Linda and Steve asked in unison. 

"I designed her kitchen a couple of years ago, and she 

told me she was willing to help me advertise." 

"That was nice of her," Sullivan said. 

"Is it possible to lift fingerprints from the card?" I 

asked Linda. 

"I'll take it to the lab, of course, and we'll hope for the 

best. Realistically, I don't see much chance. It's likely 

whoever did this only handled your card by its edges." 

She shrugged. "But sometimes we get lucky." 

"I've got to say, I don't feel especially comforted by the 

thought that we might 'get lucky,' " I said. "This is serious. 

It can only be a threat from the killer." 

"Not necessarily," Linda replied. "It could simply be a 

prank. Murder always brings out the nutcases in the community. Some people seem to crave the thrill of making 

veiled threats." 

"People who just happened to know that Richard 

Thayers was a friend of mine?" Sullivan countered skeptically. 

"The papers carried that article about your work on 

Burke Stratton's house and its being a finalist in the 

Green Design contest," she countered. "And Thayers 

was announced all over the local media as the judge." 
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"But still," I objected, "why would we get singled out? 

Why not one of the contestants, for example?" 

"There's really no way to answer that question, Erin," 

Linda replied. "But then, it doesn't have to make sense to 

us, just to whoever wrote 'you're next' on your business 

card." 

"Come to think of it, there's our link to the Earth Love 

Web sites," Sullivan said. "And to Richard Thayers's site." 

"You added links to our Web pages?" I asked, annoyed. 

I never once failed to notify him when I made significant 

changes or additions to our site. I fired up my computer. 

"Sure. And they linked to ours. For mutually beneficial business referrals." 

I pulled up our Web site and the "Links" page, and 

Linda looked over my shoulder. Sullivan had added several sites to our list. "I don't even know who half of these 

people are," I grumbled. "I doubt that we'll get any business from them at all." 

"It doesn't hurt." 

"Actually, it might, if it established a connection between us and Richard Thayers in the mind of some 

homicidal maniac." As I scanned the list of links, I gaped 

at one of them. "M.H. Custom Furniture?" I asked in 

amazement. "You linked to Matthew Hayes?" 

"I did?" He sounded equally surprised and rushed next 

to Linda to peer over my opposite shoulder. "Jeez, I did! 

I'm taking that one down. I must have added that a couple of months ago, when we ordered the dresser from 

him. For that client on Sable Road." 

"Matthew Hayes is the guy who heckled Richard 

Thayers the night he drank the paint," I explained to 

Linda. 

She nodded. I could tell by her demeanor that she'd 
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already recognized the name. "The link to Richard 

Thayers's site could be the connection, all right, which 

encouraged some random jerk to target you." Linda 

peered at the screen. 

"I guess," I muttered. 

"Or it is  the killer trying to scare us," Sullivan said, 

"and he or she is out for Erin." 

"Excuse me?" I bristled. "Your  name is on the card, 

too, you know." 

"That is a possibility, Erin," Linda said, touching my 

shoulder. "The article mentioned the assistance you gave 

us in solving the murder cases last year." She held my 

gaze and said evenly, "It's hard to know how the killer 

took that news." 

I sighed. "That was just a throwaway line . . .  the reporter insisted it would beef up the human-interest angle." 

"Nevertheless. Who have you been in contact with 

who had a possible motive for killing Mr. Thayers?" 

Linda asked me. 

"What do you mean?" 

"Come on. I know you, Erin. There's no way you 

haven't been asking questions. You seem to be incapable 

of removing yourself from any murder investigation in 

town." 

"That's a little harsh." 

"Yeah, yeah." She flipped open her notepad. "Sorry to 

offend. Just give me the names." 

That was a simple enough question to answer. 

"Burke Stratton, of course. Margot Troy. And Darren 

Campesio." 

"The three finalists," Linda said. 

"Right." 
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She waited for a second or two, then studied my features when I didn't continue. "That's all? You haven't 

spoken to Jeremy Greene, Stratton's architect, about the 

murder?" 

"I've talked to him since then, yes." 

"But not about Thayers? Even though there was an article about them in the paper a few months ago? About 

Jeremy Greene and Thayers having a legal squabble concerning the design of his house?" 

"Well, sure. Thayers's name came up. For one thing, I 

wanted to ask if our client's basement is similar to 

Thayers's since his was apparently substandard." 

"And is it?" Sullivan asked, which, come to think of it, 

was a darned good question that Jeremy hadn't actually 

answered sufficiently. 

"Meaning he's on the list," Linda said before I could 

answer Sullivan, making a notation in her pad. 

"Also, Erin was flirting with Matthew Hayes," Sullivan 

said. I glared at him, but he continued casually, "After 

Richard's final class." 

Linda looked at me expectantly, pen poised. 

"I was making conversation, not flirting," I said to 

Linda. "But it's possible that Matthew's guilty, and if so, 

he would certainly know that our business is connected 

to Richard. But now you've got the complete list. 

Definitely." I paused. "Well, not counting Asia McClure. 

She lives in the house right between Burke's and 

Darren's. But as far as I know, she has no connection to 

Richard Thayers, other than an obvious grudge against 

environmentalists." 

Linda scribbled in her pad and then put the pad in her 

pocket. "Okay," she said with an officious nod. "Take 

care. I'll keep you posted as best I can." 
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"Thanks, Linda." 

"No problem. Let me know right away if you get any 

more threats." I could read frustration in her every little 

gesture. She detested my connection to yet another murder case. I'm sure I  detested my entanglement even 

more. 

Sullivan released a sigh the instant Linda left. "She's 

right. You're an incorrigible snoop." 

"Thanks so much." 

"I didn't mean it as a knock against you. I am, too. 

Occupational hazard. We have to have an intense curiosity about what makes people tick, and we enjoy poking 

around in people's homes. Otherwise we wouldn't be in 

this business." 

"That's true, I suppose," I said, relieved that this wasn't 

going to turn into a quarrel. 

"It's the killer who made this personal . . .  who's threatening us now. All the more reason to get the bastard before he gets us. We need to focus." 

"On the investigation, you mean?" 

"Yeah. It's great of you to try to gather information 

about who killed Richard. Even though I think you'll 

eventually draw the same conclusions I have about our 

client. Which reminds me . . . I'm  sorry about how I acted 

at Earth Love. It was too late for me to testify, by the way, 

so I just had an informal chat with Walter about Richard 

and my suspicions about Burke. Nothing I said changed 

his opinion in the least. We were already on the same 

page." 

He paused and looked at me with an anguished expression. "But Gilbert . . .  right now, I feel like I've got so 

much bottled-up rage in me. I've got to make sure this 

killer pays for what he . . . or  she did. That's just how it is." 
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"I know. I understand how you feel." 

He leaned back against my desktop. "So what have 

you found out so far?" 

"Not much. Like I told Linda, I talked to those people, 

and while nobody dropped any huge clues in my lap, nobody struck me as being incapable of the crime. Darren 

Campesio is a belligerent kook who seems to equate the 

green home contest with Homeland Security. And my 

exchange with Asia McClure, Darren's and Burke's 

neighbor, was also pretty nasty." 

"She has a bad relationship with Burke, right? Hates 

the windmill he's erecting?" 

"Right. She grew especially hostile once she gathered 

I'm pro-conservation. She acts as though ecology is a personal affront to her. And she was so unpleasant that she 

might have doctored our card, just as a mean practical 

joke." 

"A practical joke?" 

"To harass me. It might be a payback for my having 

stepped on her flower when I walked up to her property 

line." 

"You stepped on a flower? How ghastly!" 

"Yeah. According to Asia's reaction, I should have 

been handcuffed and dragged off to jail on the spot, even 

though the daisy was already dead. Heaven only knows 

what she'd have done to me if I'd killed a live one." 

Sullivan grabbed his coat. 

"Where are you going?" 

"We. We're paying a visit to your grouchy friend." 

"Asia?" 

"Yep. We'll test her reaction when we tell her we got 

her message and want to talk about it." 

My hunch was that knocking on Asia McClure's door 
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would be seen by her as an act of aggression. But the fact 

that Steve was both asking me to do something with him 

and taking a proactive role was too appealing to resist. I 

snatched my purse and my coat. 

"Be sure to drive dead-center down Asia's driveway," I 

said as Sullivan signaled to turn onto Asia's property. 

"The woman completely flipped out when I brushed 

against her dead flowers. If you get too close to her junipers, she'll consider it a declaration of war." 

"Let's not assume the worst." 

"That's not an assumption, Sullivan, but rather an informed assessment. I'm telling you now: Do not expect 

sweetness and light from Asia McClure." 

"Okay, but she's not the Antichrist either, surely. Let's 

just give this our best shot." He winked at me, then shut 

off the engine. 

I shook my head in dismay. "You're thinking you're going to charm her in spite of everything I just told you." 

We got out and walked along the path. "No offense, 

Sullivan, but I'm thinking you've met your match." 

"We'll see. In any case, I stand forewarned." He gave 

me what had to be the world's sexiest grin and jabbed at 

the doorbell. 

Moments later, Asia pulled the door open, but kept a 

grip on both the knob and the doorjamb. Her scowl 

made her look like a stone gargoyle. "Well, well. It's the 

decorators. Did you forget the address for your client?" 

"No, not at all," Sullivan said with a chuckle. "We're 

simply following up on your message. The one that you 

dropped through our mail slot." 

"I didn't give you any message. Why would I want to 
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contact you? I have no interest in hiring a decorator. I 

like what I like, and I don't need to pay someone to tell 

me what my tastes are." 

"Good for you." Despite his words, Sullivan's confidence was already visibly faltering. 

"If someone gave you a message and told you to come 

here today," Asia continued, "it wasn't me. Or else you 

made a mistake. Which is more likely." 

"Also, I wanted to apologize one more time," I blurted 

out, sensing that Asia was about to close her door in our 

faces. "I remember how gorgeous your gardens were last 

August, when we first started working at Burke's house. 

You're truly an extraordinary gardener, Ms. McClure." 

She crossed her arms and regarded me coolly. "That's 

because I love flowers. And I love to garden. I like to cultivate beautiful things. It's not hard to get skilled at something you love to do. Though the pests are a problem." 

"You mean the aphids and caterpillars?" Sullivan 

asked. 

She shook her head. "My ecomaniac neighbors. 

Which includes your client. The fool is erecting a windmill now! All because that bigger fool, Darren Campesio, 

has one, so Dr. Stratton wants a taller one in his own 

yard. It's going to cast a shadow across my flower beds! 

Instead of my view of the Rockies, I'll be looking at a 

damned oversized beanie-cap propeller! He should move 

it to his front lawn, so it blocks his own door and not my 

mountain views! Plus, who knows how much noise the 

thing's going to make?" 

"They're virtually silent, and they produce no noxious 

fumes," I assured her. 

"Regardless, it's a huge butt-ugly metal contraption 

that I'll be seeing every day! And speaking of noxious 
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fumes, our pond stinks, thanks to Stratton and his hippie 

food." 

"Hippie food?" Sullivan repeated. 

"Shrimp and algae and green glop! This is infuriating! 

I buy my house for the views and the peace and quiet, 

and now I'm getting a polluted pond and whirling blades 

over my head on both sides!" 

"We'll see what we can do about Burke's windmill," 

Sullivan cajoled. "We might be able to keep the height 

reasonable and reposition it so it's as unobtrusive to your 

property as possible." 

"Better yet, tell him to take his windmill and stick 

it where the sun don't shine! It's all the fault of this 

blasted contest! That's what made both of those men go 

crazy, trying to eke out more and more energy savings, 

all of which are now at my  expense! They're stealing 

my happiness! If your client wants a green home, far as 

I'm concerned, he should just paint the blasted thing 

chartreuse." 

Sullivan chuckled. 

"That wasn't funny," she snapped at him. 

Sullivan looked at me in frustration. Just as she was 

shutting the door, I cried, "Wait. We're here because 

someone wrote a veiled death threat on one of our business cards and stuck it through our mail slot at some 

point last night." 

"Really? Well, it wasn't me." She made a derisive 

noise. "How juvenile. Although you both should have 

been mature enough to come straight out and ask me, so 

maybe you're getting what you deserve." She started to 

close the door in our faces. 

Sullivan stopped the door. "Ms. McClure, please. 

Hear me out. Richard Thayers was my mentor. He 
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meant a great deal to me. Do you have any idea who 

killed him?" 

"No, I do not." She slammed her door shut. 

We walked back to the van in silence. As he slipped 

behind the steering wheel, Sullivan muttered, "Thanks 

for not saying 'I told you so.' " 

"You're welcome." 

I caught a look of deep sadness on his features as I 

glanced at his profile. 

"They'll catch the person who did this, Steve. 

Richard's death is not going to go unpunished." 

He gave me a small smile of gratitude, but said 

nothing. 

The weather rapidly deteriorated that afternoon. Sleet 

was falling as reports of a major snowstorm rolled in. By 

two P.M., we decided it was best to reschedule our lateafternoon appointments, which all our clients readily 

agreed to. By two-thirty, we'd decided to head home. 

"Steve?" I asked, gathering my nerve as we put on our 

coats. "How about coming to my house? We can make 

ourselves some hot cider or cocoa, put some logs on the 

fireplace, and just unwind a little." 

To my horror, he actually winced. "Uh, thanks, 

Gilbert. I'd better get home, though, in case this storm's 

as bad as it's threatening to be right now." 

I stopped myself from asking if having to spend the 

night at my house would be such a terrible hardship, and 

instead said, "Suit yourself," with a shrug. "See you tomorrow." He fumbled with getting the key in the lock, 

which struck me as an intentional diversion to avoid my 

gaze. I brushed past him. 
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"Yeah. See ya, Gilbert." 

I knew at that moment what it felt like to harbor unsubstantiated certainty of another person's guilt. Sullivan 

had to be seeing another woman behind my back. At 

least the heavy sleet made it easy to dash away from him 

with my head down. It also masked the tears pricking at 

my eyes. 

The drive home was slow and slippery, and I was very 

glad to arrive in one piece. Four hours later, Audrey arrived, having had a much harder time getting home from 

the studio in Denver. She was shaking, so I suggested either peppermint schnapps in her hot chocolate or rum in 

her cider. She opted for both and mixed them together, 

calling the concoction a "hot choc-o-cider pepperum." 

To no one's surprise, she soon discovered that the names 

were a better combination than the flavors, and she 

dumped it down the drain in favor of a port wine. 

The three of us--Audrey, Hildi, and I--settled into 

the parlor, as Audrey held court and described her harrowing drive in detail. What was normally a forty-five 

minute drive had taken her nearly five hours, and she'd 

seen so many fender benders that her recap turned out to 

be surprisingly lengthy. 

We were just starting to discuss our options for dinner 

when an enormous crash shook the house. Hildi tore out 

of the room and up the stairs. I felt like following her. 

Was this noisy attack on my home related to the death 

threat? 

"What on earth was that?" Audrey paled, shrinking 

into her wing chair. 

"I don't know. It sounded like a bomb going off in our 
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kitchen." I gripped the back and the arm of the 

Ultrasuede sofa. If I could have managed the feat, I'd 

have burrowed between the cushions. 

"Where did Hildi go?" 

"She ran upstairs, probably to hide under my bed." 

"Sensible," Audrey replied. "Maybe we should go join 

her." 

"I think we'd better go look at the kitchen. Something 

large must have hit it." 

"You first. I'll be right behind you, though." 

We rose, and wordlessly shuffled through the dining 

room toward the kitchen. A stiff breeze blew toward us, 

which could only mean that a wall or window was missing. The damage greeted us as soon as we neared the entrance. "Oh, my god," Audrey said as we surveyed the 

broken tree limbs and the knee-high pile of debris. 

"It's the cottonwood tree. A branch broke off." Although 

I held my tongue, I'd warned her last year that cottonwoods 

were notorious for losing huge branches in storms, and 

that hers had been planted too close to the house for comfort. "It took out half your kitchen," I said, stunned. The 

lovely black granite countertops were cracked. The island 

and cooktop were crushed, the sink smashed. Water burbled through the pipes somewhere underneath the trunklike tree limb. "I'm going to run downstairs and shut off 

your water main." 

She nodded. Tears brimmed in her eyes. 

"Audrey, I am so, so sorry this happened." 

Again, she nodded, still unable to speak. I turned and 

jogged down the stairs. The least I could do was keep her 

kitchen from flooding. Yet I had the desperate feeling 

that there was little else I'd be able to do to shore up her 
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spirits, now that her gorgeous, sparkling kitchen lay in ruins. 

It took me a while to squeeze past all of Audrey's suitcases and boxes of art supplies and shut off the main. 

Afterwards, I raced back up the stairs, expecting to see 

Audrey sobbing. Instead, she was on the phone, calmly 

making arrangements. She thanked whoever was on the 

line and hung up. "I've called a tree company," she declared. "They'll cut up the branch and haul it out of 

here. Next I'll call my insurance agent and get him up to 

speed." 

"Okay. I'll call my favorite contractor, and we'll see 

how soon he can get here to board up the damage." I 

sighed. "Again, Audrey, I'm so sorry." 

"Oh, well," she said cheerfully. "The house is fully insured. The refrigerator's fine, so we didn't lose any food. 

And now that the branch has knocked out half the room, 

it's the perfect time for me to bump that wall out and 

build the breakfast nook I've always wanted." 

c h a  p t e r   9

Personally, I believe that when life 

gives you lemons, you shouldn't settle 

for mere lemonade. Lemon chiffon 

pie, for example, is my absolute 

favorite dessert. 

--Audrey Munroe 

 

After donning parkas and fastening an old 

wool blanket as best we could across the gap in 

BLISS the wall, followed by several minutes of phone 

calls to the insurance company and contractors, Audrey and I were able to find humor in the 

sudden intrusion of half a tree in our kitchen. As 

we inspected the damage, I remarked, "You 

never said anything about wanting a breakfast 

nook before." 

"Well . . . I  do  now.  And I live with an interior 

designer who can help me plan an even nicer 

kitchen. How perfect is that ?" 

I chuckled. "Gee, thanks, Audrey. It's nice to 

DOMESTIC  know that I can help you turn this disaster into 

something positive." 
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"Yes, indeed. We can bring the kitchen up to greenhome standards this way." 

I hesitated. "Actually, Audrey, we can--and will--get 

the most energy-efficient appliances on the market, for 

anything that's sustained considerable damage. But 

Energy Star guidelines went into effect in 1993, so that's 

when efficiency standards took a quantum leap. 

There's nothing in here more than five years old." 

"Well, not counting the two of us." 

I grinned. "Right. I just meant that they'd be worth 

considering replacing if they were ten-plus years old, 

because of energy efficiency. And we'll do whatever 

else you'd like to do in addition to that. But the truth 

about green homes is that the greenest home is the 

one that's already built." 

"Maybe so, but this home is missing one wall and a 

sizable portion of its roof." 

"True. But when you apply that same axiom to a 

remodel, it's the one that uses the fewest new materials." 

"Oh, I see." She scanned the damaged roof, window, 

and wall. "In that case, we'll concentrate on rebuilding 

only the damaged areas and building the breakfast 

nook there." She pointed to the corner where there 

were cracks in the walls from the heaviest part of the 

branch."Are you saying that we'd be better off continuing the heart-of-pine floorboards rather than going with 

bamboo or cork throughout?" 

"Almost definitely, just because there's such a small 

percentage of the pine that's likely to have been dam-D o m e s t i c   B l i s s   1 0 9  

aged. By the same token, we should order replacement 

cabinetry from the same manufacturer, instead of all 

new cabinets throughout. We just need to ensure that 

they use formaldehyde-free materials for the shelves 

and drawers .. . maybe wheatboard or strawboard, if 

that's an option." 

She nodded and scanned the ceiling."You know, I've 

always wanted a skylight over my sink. And we can 

make a combination greenhouse/breakfast nook with 

lots of windows." 

"That'd be wonderful. That's what's known as daylighting--when we reduce our power use by taking advantage of daylight." I stopped, realizing she was well 

familiar with the term and didn't need a lecture from 

me. But as I scanned the room, I made a mental inventory. We could use individually controlled task lighting so 

we wouldn't waste electricity illuminating more space 

than we'd need, and we'd install fluorescent bulbs. 

We'd add insulation when we rebuilt the wall, and all 

the new windows would have high-performance glazing. Plus we'd make sure we could create cross breezes 

through the new kitchen. "Since the sink's a goner, we 

can consider getting rid of the garbage disposal and installing a recycling center in one cabinet." 

"I could live without a disposal," Audrey said thoughtfully. 

"And we could construct the greenhouse to have an 

external door. We can heat the room exclusively with 

passive solar energy and close it off at night. That way, 

too, we can do wonders with the floor . . . put down 
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heat-absorbing slate. I'm sure I can find nice tiles at the 

reclamation yard." 

"Hildi will love a nice sunny room with a warm floor." 

"She will. It'll be like her own private sauna." 

"I can't wait. I'm so glad this happened!" 

"You are?" 

"Yes. Work with me, here, Erin. This is how I avoid needing mood-enhancing drugs." 

"In that case, this storm damage is a stroke of good 

luck. Just not for the tree." 

"Well, no. But this was an act of nature, so it must have 

been its time." A chilly breeze swept through the room. 

"Let's seal off this room once we get my dishes and 

cookware moved into the dining room. I've got that 

thick roll of plastic in the storage room of the basement, 

and some duct tape. Good thing you didn't quite finish 

painting the dining room. Now we'll be able to tape the 

plastic to the walls without worrying about damaging 

the paint." 

"Yet another positive take on this." 

"And I've got the perfect architect in mind. We'll be 

killing two stones at once when I hire him to work for us." 

I chuckled a little at her deliberate botching of the 

two-birds cliche."Really? Who?" 

"Jeremy Greene." 

"Audrey! I consider him a key suspect in Richard 

Thayers's death!" 

"Precisely! And what better way to get information 

out of him than by hiring him?" 
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he next morning, it was strange and upsetting for 

Tme to enter the dining room and realize that we 

would be using this cramped, claustrophobic room as 

our makeshift kitchen for weeks to come. The space was 

the typical clutter catastrophe that normally caused people to solicit my services. Last night, I'd urged Audrey to 

put everything in storage except those few items that she 

knew we would need for the short term. Yet she must 

have dragged armloads of stuff into the room the minute 

I'd gone to bed. Two full sets of plates, including her 

fine china, were stacked in the corners. We were now 
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equipped to serve a dinner party of sixteen, provided the 

dinner guests ignored the fact that we had no oven or 

cooktop, and that seven of the eight chairs at the table 

were either filled or blocked by the complete contents of 

her sizable pantry. Cans, pasta boxes, cereal boxes, and 

spices were piled everywhere, and cookware, utensils, 

and glasses sat on every flat surface. 

Audrey had at least stuck with my directive to reserve 

her sidebar for her essential small appliances, which 

would temporarily serve as our only means to cook indoors. There I'd placed her coffeemaker (which was already doing its thing, thanks to the timer), her toaster, hot 

plate, and electric frying pan. The microwave was too 

large for the sidebar, but rested on the ice chest next to 

the designated temporary home for the refrigerator. 

Unfortunately, she'd also brought out the pasta maker, 

the bread maker--which hadn't been used once in the 

two years that I'd lived with her--two mixers, the ice 

cream maker, and the blender. I was betting that the waffle iron was around here somewhere. 

I heard Audrey open the front door, no doubt to retrieve the newspaper. She shuffled into the room in her 

robe and snow boots, her nose buried in the paper. I 

watched her nervously. She was taking her life into her 

hands, given the numerous opportunities to trip over 

something. Once she'd arrived safely, I considered quipping that she'd missed the opportunity to use the chandelier as storage hooks, but I didn't want to give her 

any ideas and instead simply gave her a cheery, "Good 

morning." 

"Morning, Erin." She poured herself a cup of coffee. 

"We got an even foot of snow yesterday. Maplewood's 
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ing to want to read the front-page story first, though." She 

handed me the A section of the Sentinel. 

My vision was drawn to a photograph of Richard 

Thayers at a rally, holding a placard that read World's 

Watchdogs.  The banner headline was "Ecoterrorism 

Connection?" 

"Oh, jeez. Sullivan's going to be on the rampage." 

With considerable effort, I angled myself past the stacks 

and boxes and into a chair to read the rest. 

"Did you see the paper this morning?" Sullivan 

promptly asked when I arrived at the office. "The 

Sentinel  printed nonsensical speculation by a batch of 

talk-radio airheads, claiming Richard was an ecoterrorist. 

And so some rational person got fed up and decided to 

strike back by committing first-degree murder." 

"I did see it." I hung up my coat and scarf, and made 

my way to my desk chair. "They must have been talking 

to someone in the same social circles as Asia McClure, 

because she suggested the same possibility to me the 

other day." 

"Yeah, well, that woman's a crabapple with legs. The 

story is total crap. No way was Richard an ecoterrorist." 

"The papers never said that he was, you realize . . .  only 

that the killer could have assumed he was a member of 

World's Watchdogs, because he was photographed at 

their rally." 

"Watchdogs has nothing to do with ecoterrorism, either. It was a misguided splinter group of theirs that 

claimed responsibility for a handful of ecoterrorist acts." 

"I know." That doesn't mean the killer knew that, 

though, I said to myself. 
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Sullivan remained tightly wound. "I called Walter 

Emory and asked him to drop by to discuss this. He cares 

as much about finding Richard's killer as I do." 

That last remark stung me immeasurably. I couldn't 

decide if objecting would make things better or worse, 

but after a few seconds, I reluctantly let it pass. "What 

time did he--" 

The little brass bell above the door jingled as someone 

opened it. Speak of the devil, I thought, as Walter 

stepped inside, wearing the same coat and baggy pants 

he'd worn on his last visit, although he'd added a hat with 

Elmer Fudd earflaps to his ensemble. 

"Morning, Walter," I said. 

"Morning." He beamed at me. "Fine day, isn't it?" he 

nearly shouted. 

"If you like gray, dreary, and cold," Sullivan replied. 

"When you get to be my age, any day you can get out 

of bed counts as a fine morning." He removed his hat and 

coat, but kept hold of both instead of using our coat tree. 

"I've been worried about the story on the front page of 

the Sentinel today," Sullivan said. "Did you read it?" 

"Yeah, I did." 

"Do you think there's any substance to the claim that 

Richard could have been killed by an antiecoterrorist?" 

"Kind of doubt it." Walter lowered himself into the 

chair that was stationed halfway between our desks and 

laid his coat and hat over his knees. "Don't you? I mean, 

killing somebody for being a zealot when it comes to the 

environment doesn't make a whole lot of sense." 

"Yeah," Sullivan said, "but there've been less sensible 

motives that have driven people to murder." 

Walter crossed his arms and regarded him for a moment. "You see, Steve, here's the way I look at it. Of the 
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two of us, Richard Thayers and myself, I'm the one with 

the national reputation for lobbying to save our planet. 

So if anyone's going to be a target of pro-pollution vigilantes, it's going to be me, not him." 

"But whoever killed Richard Thayers probably isn't 

someone who's focused in on the national news," I interposed. "It's more likely someone with a personal ax to 

grind. Maybe someone who's just thinking locally, about 

a perceived slight, or because his own business failed." 

Someone like Matthew Hayes, I mused in silence. 

"Ah. You mean someone who's got his or her selfinterest at heart, but who is spurred on by a big hatred of 

environmentalists." 

"Maybe," I replied with a shrug. 

"Well, I guess that's always possible." 

"Aren't you nervous?" Sullivan asked Walter. 

"About?" 

"About your own safety. If this is the work of someone 

who detests your organization and all that it stands for, 

don't you worry that you might have put yourself in the 

crosshairs?" 

Walter sat staring into space for a moment, his eyes 

widening. "Hmm. In other words, I could be next in 

line." 

"I didn't mean to scare you," Sullivan said. "In fact, 

Erin and I got the message 'You're next' on our own business card . . .  with red paint splattered on it. We're in the 

crosshairs ourselves." 

"So you're just spreading the joy around, eh?" Walter 

replied, giving me a jovial wink. In that moment, my appreciation for the man doubled. 

"I'm sure nothing will happen, Walter," I said. "For all 

we know, Richard's murder might have nothing to do 
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with the contest, or his interest in conservation. But a little precaution and vigilance wouldn't hurt." 

"Just keep your eyes open," Sullivan added. 

"Right. I will." He grinned at me. "Thanks for your 

concern, Erin. And don't worry. I'm nearly done with my 

judging. Just one more impromptu visit to each of the finalists' homes, to see if catching them off guard makes 

any difference. Then I'm putting this sorry affair to bed, 

once and for all." 

"Good," I said. "I'm glad for everyone's sake that this is 

almost over with, so we can move on." 

"Yeah. Not counting Richard," Sullivan growled. 

I winced, chagrined at my own insensitivity. 

"Oh, now, Erin didn't mean it like that." Walter got to 

his feet and struggled back into his coat, shuffling his hat 

between his hands. "Anybody can see she doesn't have a 

mean bone in her body." He gave me a nod, and said, 

"I've got to shove off." He grinned at Sullivan. "It's been 

good for me to see for myself that part of Richard lives on 

through his students. I'll keep you posted on the contest." 

Walter's visit seemed to put Sullivan into a funk. 

Maybe he took offense to Walter's taking my side, or 

maybe he was still mired in angst over his recent loss, but 

once again he seemed to need some space. I wondered, 

though, if all this "space" he needed wasn't steadily pushing me right out of his life. I started working on Audrey's 

new kitchen, calculating that with all the extra hours 

Sullivan was putting into our work, I could squeeze in an 

hour or even two for my personal project without falling 

behind. 

Audrey called on my cell phone at half past eleven 
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with a cheering suggestion. "You should drop by to see 

Jeremy Greene during lunch and tell him about the design ideas we were discussing last night. He came by the 

house a couple of hours ago and said he'd get right to 

work." 

"This is a small project, Audrey. You don't really need 

an architect," I told her for the third time. 

"Oh, I know. I realize you could do this for me. But I'd 

really like to get the chance to know Mr. Greene a little 

better." (This was the second time she'd given me this explanation; the first time she'd offered me the lame excuse 

that I was "too busy," which wasn't the case.) "And, 

frankly, I'm surprised you're not jumping at the chance 

to have him around here yourself." 

"Why would I want a murder suspect hanging around 

my house?" In my peripheral vision, I saw Sullivan pivot 

from his drawing and gape at me. "The reasonable question is why do you want one nearby? Plus, the man's being sued for malpractice." 

"Irregardless, I want to help you smoke out the murderer." 

"So you're spending money on an architect who's a 

possible murder suspect just because you're curious to 

see if he's stupid enough to say something incriminating?" 

"Something like that, yes. My insurance man just 

promised me a generous check, so I can afford Mr. 

Greene's services. One of the best things about being 

wealthy and single is that nobody can tell me what to do 

with my own money." 

"Point taken. But I hope you'll get a discount if he 

winds up finishing the job from the Crestview jail while 

serving a life sentence for murder." 
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"I'll see if he'll put that clause in our contract. Take 

care, dear, and I'll talk to you later." 

I said good-bye and hung up. Sullivan was still staring 

at me. "Audrey hired an architect?" 

"Yes. A tree branch crashed through our kitchen roof 

last night, so she decided to expand." 

"And to 'Go Greene' with an e  on the end?" ("Go 

Greene" was Jeremy's advertising slogan.) 

"Exactly. I tried to talk her out of it, but she's stubborn." But then again, as the look of concern on Steve's 

face reminded me, so was I. Prideful, as well. Maybe I'd 

rushed to the wrong conclusion yesterday about his seeing someone else. In any case, I couldn't very well expect 

Sullivan to wear his heart on his sleeve for me while I was 

keeping mine locked away in a vault. "And, by the way, I 

want this murder to be solved, too. Because I care about 

you." 

Our gazes met as Sullivan seemed on the verge of saying something, but then he turned back to his computer 

screen. 

Margot Troy was sitting on Jeremy's desk with Jeremy 

standing right beside her when I arrived at his office a few 

minutes after noon. He straightened his collar as he sat 

down in his chair. It was all too obvious that I'd interrupted an embrace. "Hello, Jeremy. Hi, Margot." 

"Erin!" she exclaimed, atypically happily. "What are 

you doing here?" 

"Audrey hired Jeremy to work on some passive solar 

lighting for our kitchen. I wanted to discuss some ideas 

with him." 
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"Oh, what fun!" Margot said. "What's she thinking 

about doing? A full remodel?" 

"No, just repairing some major damage from last 

night's storm, and adding a sitting area. She insists she 

doesn't want to increase my workload by having me design it myself." 

"I wonder if she's considering building a solarium," 

Margot said. "That might be really nice. She can grow 

her own spices and even some vegetables." 

I grinned. "That's precisely what Audrey and I decided 

we wanted to do last night. We'll put a second kitchen 

table out there." 

"Wonderful! Are you going to attach a glass ceiling 

and walls to--" 

Jeremy cleared his throat, obviously not appreciating 

her discussing design ideas with his de facto client. 

Margot took the hint and said, "Well, must hop." She 

collected her purse and donned her coat. "See you later, 

hon." She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and left. 

"So what's up, Erin?" Jeremy asked, gesturing for me 

to sit in the same chair as I'd taken the last time. He 

scratched at some stubble. Perhaps he was trying to grow 

a beard to compensate for his weak chin. 

"I drew some quick sketches for Audrey's new kitchen. 

She asked me to show them to you." 

"Fine. I'll take a look." He didn't mask his irritation 

very well. 

"Thanks for humoring me." 

He caught my cold gaze, and at least had the decency 

to blush a little. "You know how it goes. Too much input 

from the home owners can really screw up my plans." 

"Audrey and I are the ones who'll be living with the 
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final results. That's why it's important to take our opinions into consideration." 

He peered at me. "Did you show these drawings to 

Audrey?" 

"I described them to her, and she approves." 

He frowned and slowly pushed back from his light 

table. "Well, then, I guess I should look at them right 

now." 

"Only if you actually want this job." 

"Ouch." 

So much for Walter's assertion that my bones were 

never mean. "Sorry. I'm a bit stressed," I said. 

"Still worrying about Richard Thayers?" he asked. 

"Yes. I'd like to know that the killer will be brought to 

justice sooner, rather than later." 

He unfurled my drawings and looked at the first one. 

"Nope. You've got this ceiling too high. That's going to 

trap the hot air and warm the room like nobody's business." 

"That's why there's a ceiling fan in the next drawing." 

"Really?" He chuckled. "A designer  who doesn't 

cringe at ceiling fans? What's next? Futons?" I had no response, and a moment later he said, "The cabinets look 

good." 

"Thanks." 

He rolled the plans back up. "I can work with this. I'll 

get back to you both next week, and we'll go over my initial ideas." 

"Thanks, Jeremy." I glanced over at a blueprint spread 

on his desk. It was of Burke's house. "Are you doing some 

more work for Burke?" 

A flash of panic registered in his eyes. "No. I was just 
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going over them with an eye for what I can adopt in my 

current projects." 

"So there are no problems with his foundation or anything?" 

"Why do you ask?" 

"No reason." 

"The foundation's fine. Now if you'll excuse me, I've 

got to prepare for an appointment at one. See you later, 

Erin." 

Later that day, I stewed over Jeremy's reaction as I 

drove to Burke's house for an appointment to discuss his 

sunroom. Maybe my paranoia had kicked into high gear 

prematurely, but I was now very worried that whatever 

went wrong in the design of Richard's foundation had 

also gone wrong with Burke's. 

I needed to take a look down there for myself. There 

was no sense in alarming Burke unless it was clear that 

something was amiss. 

Burke said he'd already reviewed my drawings for his 

solarium, and he approved the changes before we'd even 

had the chance to sit down, or even to leave his small but 

tasteful foyer. Sullivan and I had played up the rustic 

French country charm in this entrance. Sunny yellow 

paint warmed the plaster walls, and we'd designed a pair 

of arched sculpture nooks into the thick straw-bale construction on either side of the front door. The gold-hued 

slate floor added to the charm in the space, which served 

as a wonderful welcome to Burke's quaint, comfortable 

home. We'd emphasized a homey, kick-off-your-shoesand-stay-awhile atmosphere throughout the home. The 

entire house now had the feel of an unpretentious and 
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cozy old-world cottage that Sullivan and I--and Burke-- 

utterly adored. 

I gestured toward the glass inner door and asked, "Do 

you mind if I take a quick look in your basement before I 

go?" 

"No, but why?" 

"Just curious. Jeremy happened to be looking at your 

blueprints when I stopped into his office to talk about 

someone else's house." 

"Why would that--" He broke off as the doorbell 

rang. 

To my surprise, it was Asia at the door. She beamed 

ominously at us. Skulking behind her was Darren 

Campesio. Asia said, "Good day, Burke. And Erin." 

"Hi, Asia," Burke said warily. His gaze shifted to 

Darren. "Darren," he muttered with a nod. 

Darren held up a palm and said, "I got no idea why 

I'm here. Asia dragged me over, claiming she didn't want 

to have to repeat herself." 

"May we come in?" she asked. She hoisted a big shopping bag to chin level. "I brought some visual aids with 

me." 

"Visual aids?" Burke asked as he gestured for her to 

come in. 

"Yes," she said matter-of-factly. I stepped back as Asia 

and Darren entered the close quarters. "I thought you'd 

be interested in seeing my plans for my new exterior decorating." 

"Exterior decorating? I . . .  don't follow." 

She stationed herself in a corner of the small foyer, 

turned, and set down the bag by her feet. Eyeing Burke 

with a malicious grin, she said, "I've got some inventive 
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tween the trees and the fence that divides our properties. 

I've drawn a sketch of their precise locations." She thrust 

the sheet of paper at Burke, and I peered over his shoulder at what resembled a child's treasure map. "Wherever 

you see little X's behind all of my evergreens, there will 

be one of these." She removed a pink plastic flamingo 

from her sack. "People are always sticking such things in 

their front lawns, but that would be too respectful of your 

rights. I'll hang my flamingos from the tree branches. If I 

were to put them in the ground, you could simply replace the split-rail with a cedar picket fence, which 

would block your view of them completely. We can't 

have that, now, can we?" 

"You're out of your mind!" Darren said with a laugh. 

"No wonder you're named after a third-world continent!" 

Burke and I both gave Darren a long look, though Asia 

ignored his offensive and inane comment. "Asia, be reasonable," Burke pleaded. "I'd remove the windmill if I 

could, but that would be the least green thing I could 

possibly do--ordering a whole batch of customized materials for a big construction project and then scrapping 

them." 

As if he'd never spoken, Asia continued, "This way, 

with my pink flamingos wired into place on the tree 

branches, they will forever grace your property, looking 

down at you from above the fence. And furthermore, I'm 

stocking the pond with carp." 

"Carp? But . . .  they'll eat the shrimp larvae that I'm going to raise in the spring! And they'll--" 

"I'm putting them in my half of the pond." She put her 

hands on her hips. "Which is my right. The same way 

you put shrimp in your half of the pond." 

"But my shrimp aren't going to eat your carp!" 
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"Rules of natural selectivity." She turned one of her 

hands aloft and dipped slightly to that side. She looked 

like the proverbial little teapot just waiting to be tipped 

over and poured out. "As a big-deal environmentalist, I 

would think you'd be all in favor of such a thing. You people do advocate letting nature take its natural course, 

don't you?" 

"At the moment, I'm more interested in not having 

my food source get destroyed by you!" 

"Oh, please. Food source? You showed me those 

shrimp last spring. They're no bigger than insect larvae! 

That's why they call them 'shrimps' to begin with." 

Darren chuckled. "Asia doesn't like shrimp!" 

Burke glared at him, and Asia quickly told Darren, 

"Oh, don't worry. I have plans for your property border, 

too. Big plans. Consider it payback for the my-windmillis-bigger-than-yours competition." 

"But your view of the mountains isn't blocked by my 

windmill! I'm on the east side!" 

"Even so, I don't like the thought of my property being 

flanked by your  windmill, either. What if a big blast of 

wind knocks over your tower, and it crashes into my 

fence?" 

"The weather moves from west to east! It's Burke's 

windmill you've got to worry about crashing into your 

house, not mine!" 

"An earthquake, then. Regardless, you were the one 

who started this whole ridiculous business of windmills 

in the first place." She pulled out a white inflatable toy, 

still in its bag. "Now, these inflatable Santas and snowmen are going to look a little out of place among my trees 

year-round, but it is my property, after all. So I can do as I 

please." 
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Burke and Darren were turning red. Burke kept fidgeting with his glasses, and I half expected him to rip them 

off his face and chuck them at his neighbor's face. 

"To top it all off, I've decided to get more with the 

times, so I'm going to be using an iPod from now on 

when I garden. That's going to become a necessity, because I'm taking up a second hobby. Along with raising 

carp, I'll be collecting these!" She brought out a ghastly 

violet-colored wind chime. "Since both of you have such 

an interest in wind, I know how much you'll appreciate 

being able to monitor the wind just by listening. I'm 

thinking a hundred chimes should do the trick." 

"Asia," Burke moaned, "this is a ridiculous overreaction." 

"Oh, and I'm installing colored lights along our fence 

line, Darren. It'll look just like Mardi Gras, year-round. 

Won't that be nice? And, with all those wind chimes going at once, it'll sound like one, too." She turned to glare 

at Burke. "And smell like one, thanks to your stinky 

shrimp hatchery. Unless my carp do the trick." 

"I'm merely trying to develop personal food sources 

from the pond." 

"You make enough money to buy groceries!" 

"That's not the point. It's about sustainability. About 

not taking more than we put in." 

She looked him over from head to toe. "You're a doctor. If you're that obsessive about maintaining our resources, why don't you reduce the earth's population by 

letting your patients die?" 

"I don't expect people like you to understand," he 

growled. 

"No, Dr. Stratton. Because people like me  are sane! 

Whereas  you  and that dead judge of yours are both 
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loony." She forced a smile. "You've got one week from today to take your windmills down, or my exterior decorating goes up. Good day, gentlemen. And Erin." She 

gathered up her bag of goodies and left, leaving Burke 

and Darren staring in stunned silence. 

"Would carp really eat shrimp larvae?" I asked Burke. 

"Probably." He sighed. "Maybe she's bluffing." 

"She isn't," Darren replied. "She hates conservationists. Told me so herself. I spotted her lugging an orange 

cooler toward the pond this morning. I asked what was in 

it, and all she said was, 'You'll find out soon enough.' 

Damn it, we have a right to put up windmills! We have to 

stop her! Or at last retaliate!" 

"How? She hates everything and everyone. It makes 

her unflappable." Burke paused and added thoughtfully, 

"Except . . .  she does love flowers." 

"Yeah, of course she does," Darren grumbled. "But 

that's only because they're the only life form that doesn't 

actively shrink from her presence." 

Burke chuckled, and as the two men smiled at each 

other, they seemed to share a moment of friendship. 

Darren was the first one who looked away. 

"There's another possible course of action," I said. 

"Acknowledge her point and take down your windmills." 

"I can't allow someone to bully me into giving up on 

my plans," Burke retorted. "The windmill's already been 

paid for." 

"Mine, too. Plus mine's already fully installed. The 

thing cost me a fortune. I'll get reimbursed twofold when 

I win the contest, though." 

"Unless I win," Burke said. 

"That's never going to happen." 

Burke snorted. 
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Darren shot him a furious glare, then opened the 

door. "Never!" He slammed the door. 

Burke shook his head and sighed, his shoulders sagging. I didn't know what to say. Both of Burke's neighbors 

struck me as being borderline emotionally disturbed. 

Asia could have felt that poisoning a conservationist was 

mere poetic justice. Darren had so much emotional investment in this contest that if he'd had an encounter 

with Richard, he might have killed Richard over a disparaging remark about his house. 

And for that matter, Asia or Darren might be so malicious that one of them had taken the paint from Burke's 

garage and swapped it with Richard's--just to frame 

Burke Stratton for the crime. 

c h a p t e r   1 1  

he next morning, Sullivan, looking a little out of 

Tsorts, entered our office carrying a stack of notebooks, which he shuffled from arm to arm as he hung up 

his coat. I was on the tail end of a phone conversation 

and nodded to him in greeting, but he paid me no attention. As I hung up, he dropped a stack of nine obviously 

well-used spiral notebooks onto his desk. He eased into 

his leather desk chair, eyeing the stack all the while. 

"Okay, I'll go first. What's up with the notebooks?" 

He glanced at me. "Turns out, they're my inheritance. 

From Richard's estate. He left specific instructions in his 
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will that I was to get the contents of the top drawer in his 

file cabinet." He gestured at the notebooks. "That's what 

was in there. Richard's lawyer had to call the police, and 

they just now called me and said I could come in and 

claim them." 

"That's . . . surprising. You and Richard hadn't been in 

touch in years." 

"I know. He must have changed his will in the week or 

two before he died." 

"Are they notes from his classes?" 

"A couple of them are. Mostly they're just . . . ideas  that  

he's had. For environmental projects and things. I've 

only had the chance to skim through them so far." 

"He didn't leave you any instructions about them, did 

he? Telling you what he wanted you to do with his 

notes?" 

"No. I wasn't expecting to get anything at all, of 

course. And it just feels strange . . .  reading Richard's 

words, now that he's dead." 

"Have the police examined them yet?" 

He nodded, paging through the notebook on top of 

the stack. "That's where I got them, just now. From 

Detective O'Reilly. Your favorite," he said sarcastically. 

I shuddered and made a comical grimace, and he 

grinned and said, "He asked about you." 

"He did?" 

"Of course. The guy's obviously got a big crush on 

you." 

"Oh, please! He does not! He treats me with nothing 

short of contempt!" 

"Just calling 'em like I see 'em." 

"Have you had your vision checked lately?" 

Sullivan ignored my remark and sighed as he flipped 
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through a notebook. "When O'Reilly handed the notebooks over to me, he said, 'Most of this stuff is better than 

sleeping pills.' A lot of the notes do seem to be pretty random. But there could be a clue in here someplace, and if 

so, I'm going to find it." 

As the day wore on, Sullivan was only halfway present. 

He made a reasonable showing when we visited with 

clients, but he spent every other moment with his nose in 

one of Richard's notebooks. I tried hard not to get annoyed, but my patience had worn thin when he told me 

to drive--even though he'd insisted we take his van--to 

all our joint appointments just so he could continue to 

read Richard's notebooks. 

"Huh. This is interesting," he muttered as I swung into 

the left lane. We were navigating heavy traffic on our return trip from a client who lived halfway between 

Crestview and Denver. 

"What?" 

"Richard wrote down Margot Troy's address and 

phone number and circled it." 

"In what context?" 

"Can't tell. There are a couple of businesses on the 

same page. They sound like investment firms." 

"Maybe her name's just there because he was going to 

judge her house for the Earth Love contest." 

"No, these notes are from long before then. Five years 

ago." He flipped back and forth through a couple of 

pages as he scanned Richard's angular handwriting. 

"Yeah. Looks like Margot might have been an investor in 

some business venture of Richard's. That was right 
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ucts." He paused. "I noticed she called him Richard in 

class. Her fellow classmates were all calling him 

Professor Thayers. He paused. "Would Margot be home 

this time of day?" 

"I have no idea." 

He glanced at his watch. "Let's give it a shot, just in 

case." 

Far be it from me to object to investigating a surprising 

link to a murder victim. Truth be told, because Margot 

worked out of her home--she had a computerconsulting business--I knew she was quite likely to be 

home. "This whole thing keeps getting more and more 

strange," I remarked. 

"Yeah." 

"Richard had prior relationships with two of the three 

finalists chosen by the committee. It's odd that he 

dropped out as judge for Burke, when he must have already known Margot Troy was also a finalist." 

"Which implies he knew he could be impartial toward 

her," Sullivan replied defensively. "In any case, he 

wouldn't need a second reason, so why mention it as he 

was stepping down?" 

"Margot skirted the question when I asked if she knew 

him personally." 

"Maybe she just didn't want to gossip about their relationship." 

"It's not gossip when you're talking about yourself." I 

glanced at him when we stopped at a red light. His brow 

was creased, and he tilted the page at an angle. When he 

continued to stare at one spot, I asked, "What?" 

"Looks like the two of them might have dated or something." 

"He writes about his romances?" 
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"He doodles." 

"You mean things like Margot plus Richard enclosed 

in a heart?" 

"Not exactly, no." 

As he flipped the page, I caught a glance of what 

looked like a drawing of a naked woman. It hit me then 

how little I knew about Richard's personal history. "Was 

Richard ever married?" 

"For thirty years. His wife died several years ago. Heart 

disease." He switched notebooks. Even from the briefest 

of glances, it was obvious that this particular notebook 

was the most recent; the paper edges were much cleaner, 

and a sizable portion appeared to have been unused. 

Sullivan thumbed through the pages to find the last journal entry. 

"Not to be unduly pessimistic, but I don't know how 

forthcoming Margot's going to be. Like I said, she's already dodged my questions about Richard. And when the 

police examined the notebooks, they must have picked 

up on Margot and Richard's relationship, too." 

"True. But we might have an easier time getting information out of her than the police could." 

"How so? The police have a legitimate reason to ask. 

Whereas, if you're planning on questioning her about obscene doodles in Richard's notebook, I can guarantee 

Margot's going to throw us out on our ears." 

He looked up from his reading material. For the moment, I'd captured his full attention. "Good point. Now 

that you mention it, you'd be better off solo. You can . . . 

make girl talk with her. You know. Get her chatting about 

former lovers and stuff." 

"Oh, sure, Steve," I said with a sarcastic laugh. "That'll 

be a snap. I do that with all my clients. Especially the 
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ones who are as friendly and low-key as Margot. We like 

to have giggle-fests and pillow fights in our underwear." 

Sullivan grinned. "Sounds great to me. Tell you what. 

I'll be a good soldier and keep an eye on you through the 

window." 

I had to smile. It was nice that he was teasing me, at 

least. We pulled into the driveway, and he ducked into 

the backseat, quickly reabsorbed by his reading. I went to 

Margot's door, half hoping she wasn't home, while trying 

to think of a viable excuse to draw us into this girly conversation that Sullivan was expecting of us. She opened 

the door, sporting her usual frosty expression. "Erin. This 

is a surprise." 

I could only think: For you and me both. Wanna have 

a pillow fight and talk about boys? "I was in the neighborhood and, well, I just wanted to stop by to see if you'd already handled that quick design job you mentioned last 

week." 

"I mentioned a design job?" 

"Yes, you did." I could feel my cheeks warming. It 

sounded as if I was desperate for work and had come begging. I wished a better excuse had come to mind. "That 

time you called but I put you on hold, you'd mentioned 

having reconsidered hiring me." 

"Oh, heavens, Erin." She arched an eyebrow. "I'd forgotten all about that. You know how I am." 

"I see. Well, since I'm here, maybe we could chat for a 

few minutes." 

She eyed me suspiciously, but then stepped aside. 

"Come on in." 

This felt awkward and downright embarrassing. At 

least I'd been granted entry. Sullivan owed me, big time. 

She led me to what was, hands down, the nicest room in 
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the house, if I did say so myself: her kitchen. Margot held 

fast to the rule that everything must be secondhand or salvaged, and so even her modern, energy-efficient appliances had been purchased either at scratch-and-dent 

sales or from homes in forfeiture. I sat down on one of her 

cognac leather barstools. I'd found them at an ill-fated 

downtown restaurant. I ran my hands appreciatively over 

the counter--a lovely green made from recycled glass. 

The backsplash, too, was a light green, also produced 

from recycled glass. 

"Would you like a cup of tea?" 

"I'd love some. Thank you." 

She already had water steaming in her kettle. As she 

prepared two cups of peppermint tea, I said lightly, "I 

suppose Richard's going to have lots of friends and loved 

ones at the service tomorrow." 

"Probably so." 

"You're going, aren't you?" 

"Yes." 

I waited a beat in the hopes that she'd mention that 

they'd once been friends, but she merely pursed her lips 

and started bobbing the tea bags in the cups with so 

much energy that the hot water almost sloshed over the 

rims. I sighed. "Did you and Richard know each other 

before you first took a class from him?" 

She drained the last drops from a tea bag by squeezing 

it, then cursed and dropped the teabag, shoved the cup at 

me, and ran cold water over her burned hand. "Why do 

you ask? Did Richard say something to you about me?" 

"No." 

She gingerly dried her hand, flung the second tea bag 

into the sink, and sat down beside me with her own cup, 

her lips pursed all the while. Knowing what a recycling 
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queen Margot was, I felt honored to have been granted 

my own unused tea bag, but she was so on edge, I elected 

to keep that thought to myself. 

"Burke said something, then?" She fixed a piercing 

glare on me as she studied my features. "Because I know 

I didn't say anything." 

Now I was stuck, and my tea was so hot I could only 

take the smallest of sips as a means for stalling. "Steve 

found your name and address in one of Richard's old 

notebooks, which Richard left to him in his will." 

"I see." She frowned and took a sip of tea. "The police 

gave the notes to Steve. And he told you. So much for my 

privacy." 

"We won't share that information with anyone else." 

She rolled her eyes. "Well, I suppose I might as well 

tell you the truth. Let's just say that my financial dealings 

with Mr. Thayers provided me with an unexpected, and 

substantial, tax write-off. His heart was in the right place, 

but idea men like Richard Thayers tend to dismiss marketing as part of the equation for successfully launching a 

business." 

"Do you mean that Richard's products didn't sell?" 

She snorted. "It was a disaster. I basically lost every 

dime of my investment . . . in   air purifiers." I waited 

through some lengthy sips of tea for her to continue. "He 

learned his lesson, though. That's why he started teaching continuing-ed classes at CU. That way, he could sell 

his zero-off-gassing products to his students." 

"He had his own private, captive audience." 

"Not unlike professors who teach exclusively from 

textbooks they write themselves." She took one more sip 

of tea and made a face, then glanced at her watch. "I hate 

to be rude, Erin, but I have a conference call." 
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"Oh. Okay." I took a couple of quick sips of tea, realizing I'd be deserting most of it. "I'll let myself out, then." 

"Thanks for dropping by. Don't worry. There will always be the wannabes, like Richard Thayers, who can't 

quite figure out the inside joke." 

She swept out of the room, and I let myself out her 

front door, utterly perplexed by her parting words. I got 

back into the driver's seat of Sullivan's van and shut the 

door. 

"That was quick," he said. 

"And strange. You were right. She was an investor in 

Richard's air purifiers and lost her entire investment. But 

I couldn't find a graceful way to ask if they were once a 

couple, as well." 

"Did she seem resentful toward Richard?" Sullivan 

asked. 

"Not at all. Although . . .  she was very reluctant to tell 

me about it. Maybe they'd had a secret agreement that 

he'd compensate for her lost revenue by judging this contest and selecting her home." 

"No way! Richard wouldn't have done anything so underhanded." 

I kept my expression placid and said nothing. Sullivan 

appeared determined to believe that Richard Thayers 

hadn't changed in more than a decade since they'd 

known each other well. Yet I was sorely tempted to ask if, 

back then, Richard would have swallowed paint in front 

of his students or accused Steve of "teaming up with an 

enemy" merely because he'd been hired for a design job. 


I dearly wanted to be there for Steve in his time of need, 

but it was difficult when the Richard Thayers whom 

Sullivan admired greatly and defended vehemently was 
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so strikingly different from the odd and unimpressive 

man Thayers seemed to me to have become. 

Sullivan returned to the passenger seat after we'd 

pulled away from the curb and promptly resumed reading. "Are you learning any brilliant ideas from Richard?" 

I asked. 

"Sure. Always." 

We were silent for several minutes. Sullivan seemed to 

be stewing about something. At length he said, "I can't 

help but wonder about these notes. Why he gave them to 

me." 

"It is a little strange. I guess it must be because you 

were his favorite student, and he wanted you to carry on 

in his footsteps." 

"Maybe." 

We'd joined a long string of cars at an intersection, all 

of us waiting to turn left in heavy traffic. His brow remained deeply creased, and I battled the urge to reach 

over and smooth it. Finally, I asked, "What's wrong?" 

"There's a disturbing passage in here. It might explain 

why the police aren't working full-steam on the case." 

"Read it to me." 

Just as I was finally able to make the left turn, he 

cleared his throat and read, " 'I can't help but wonder if 

there's truth in what they're quietly saying about me . . . 

that I'm a fraud, just in it for the money. Sometimes it all 

seems so pointless. Even if I never drive or fly anywhere 

again for the rest of my life, I still wouldn't spare the 

ozone as much damage as one burning oil well in the 

Middle East causes. The world would be better off without me.' " 

He stopped. 
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I asked softly, driving on, "You don't think he was talking about suicide, do you?" 

He started flipping pages. "Not until you consider 

what he also wrote a few days later." 

"Go on." 

" 'I get a thrill from shocking my students when I drink 

the gilt. The way the girls shriek! Just for that moment, I 

imagine what it'd be like to actually poison myself in 

front of a full classroom. I should just do that and get it all 

over with. Let's face it. That's precisely what I deserve." 

There was a long, awkward pause. "I don't know what 

to say," I finally stammered. "But it seems strange that the 

police would release something like that to you, if they'd 

read it and considered it solid evidence." 

"You're forgetting, Erin," he said dejectedly. "It's not 

evidence of a murder, but rather a motive for suicide. So 

they probably don't need to keep it in their possession. 

I'm sure they just made a photocopy." 

We had reached our lot. I pulled into his parking 

space and turned toward him. He'd shut the notebook 

and was now staring straight ahead, his expression glum. 

I put my hand on his shoulder, hoping some words of 

wisdom or reassurance would occur to me, but he pulled 

away from me and got out of the van. 

At least he waited for me between our vans, though, as 

opposed to storming off someplace by himself. "It wasn't 

suicide, Gilbert." 

"Okay," I murmured. 

"No, I'm positive. He was just having a weak moment 

when he wrote that stuff. He would never have invited 

me to that particular class, or seemed so surprised by the 

consistency of the paint, if he was planning on killing 

himself." 
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"So we'll solve this thing ourselves, if we have to." 

He gave me a grateful smile, which I struggled to return. I didn't know Richard enough to say one way or the 

other, but I was inwardly panic-stricken by my own suspicions. 

What if Richard had asked Sullivan to the lecture as 

part of his plan for framing Burke Stratton to take the murder rap for his suicide? 

I started to head toward our office, but Sullivan hesitated, staring at the asphalt near my van. He headed 

toward the front tire. "What's wrong?" I asked. "I don't 

have a flat, do I?" 

"Not yet. But you'd better be careful as you leave. 

There's some broken glass." 

With a sinking feeling, I quickly rounded the front of 

my van. "Jeez! One of my headlights is smashed!" 

Sullivan joined me, cursing. We both knew this 

couldn't have been an accident; my space was at a right 

angle to the side of a building, which made front-end 

fender benders impossible. 

Something was protruding from the ring of jagged 

glass that rimmed the cavity of my headlight. It looked 

like a business card. "Uh-oh." 

"Another anonymous message?" Sullivan asked me, 

while I extracted it with my gloved fingers. 

Indeed, it was a second red-splattered Sullivan and 

Gilbert card. I flipped it over quickly, expecting to see a 

second death threat. This time, there was only a crude 

drawing of a smiley face. 

c h a p t e r   1 2  

It was strange how ominous a childish little sketch 

could seem. Sullivan wanted to go with me to the 

police, but that seemed like a waste of his time, so he reluctantly agreed to let me go alone, provided I made 

good on my promise to keep him informed. 

Linda Delgardio took my statement. After I'd given 

her what little information I could, I asked how the investigation was going. With a slight shrug, she replied, "It's 

still considered an open case, at least." 

The phrase "at least" clearly spelled doom. My heart 
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sank, for Sullivan's sake. "You're ready to conclude it was 

suicide, aren't you?" 

She peered at me, weighing her words. "There is some 

talk that it'll eventually get ruled a suicide." 

"Were Burke's fingerprints found on the can of gold 

paint?" 

"I'm not at liberty to say, Erin." She touched my hand, 

her demeanor both gentle and sad at once. "You know 

that." 

"That's okay. I already know the answer. Burke told me 

himself that a paint can that had gone missing from his 

garage had to be the one that Richard drank from, so 

Burke's fingerprints would have been all over the can itself . . .  just not on Richard's company's label. The killer 

would have stuck the label itself onto the can later. And 

Sullivan read the section of Richard's notes to me where 

he was speculating about drinking a toxic product. So I'm 

sure Detective O'Reilly and lots of your colleagues have 

concluded this was Richard's last act of vengeance . . .  trying to make Burke take the fall for an act of suicide." 

Linda pursed her lips. 

"I know how much you hate it when I play amateur 

sleuth, but for what it's worth, Sullivan swears Richard 

would never commit suicide." 

"How well did Steve really know his former teacher, 

though?" Linda asked rhetorically. "Plus, we located several people who toured Burke's place at that open house 

the Sunday before Mr. Thayers's death. One middleaged couple picked out Richard Thayers's photograph 

from a number of random pictures and said that he was 

there that day." 

"Uh-oh. So it is  looking like Richard could have 

taken that can himself." Something was bugging me, 
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though, and an instant later, I made the connection. 

"Richard told us he'd only found out last Tuesday that 

Burke's home was in the contest, let alone a finalist. 

Those were his exact words. But if he'd really been 

there the previous Sunday, he must have known Burke 

was a finalist. Which either means he was lying to 

Sullivan, or that the couple who picked out Richard's 

photograph was mistaken." 

Linda held my gaze for a long moment before replying. "Sometimes witnesses see photographs of victims 

or suspects, and their minds can play tricks on them 

and give them a false memory. You were there that 

weekend. Did you ever see Thayers? Or any of the suspects?" 

I shook my head. "Hundreds of people came through 

Burke's house that weekend. I hadn't met Richard, yet, so 

we could have crossed paths without my noticing." 

She nodded. She was chewing on her lip, which she 

sometimes did when she was lost in thought. After another lengthy pause, she said, "You mentioned the name 

Asia McClure to me. Have you had any more dealings 

with her recently?" 

"Yes. And not pleasant ones. It's an understatement to 

say that she is not a conservationist. She says she spotted 

me at the open house, so she certainly could have swiped 

the paint can. But she's not really a suspect, is she? Did 

she even know Richard Thayers?" 

"Not personally," Linda replied. "But a few months 

ago her political group, Consumers for Common Sense, 

had quite a skirmish with his World's Watchdogs group. 

Things got ugly and both Asia and Richard were arrested." She studied me, then said, "By the way, I'm only 

telling you this because that story will be in tomorrow's 
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paper anyway. Our public information officer was asked 

about it in a press briefing just this morning." 

"Asia is combative enough to resort to extremes. She 

might have felt that Richard deserved to be tricked into 

making himself ill by drinking toxins. She's currently on 

the warpath about Burke's building a windmill and ruining her view. Maybe that's related somehow to Richard, 

since he was a vocal advocate of renewable energy." 

I paused, trying to put my thoughts in order. "Maybe 

Richard was at the open house, but didn't want to admit 

it, because Earth Love had specifically stated he wasn't 

allowed to attend the finalists' open houses. Asia and 

Richard could have crossed paths that day and gotten 

into an altercation afterwards. Maybe he saw her spraying 

pesticides and confronted her." 

"Using a pesticide? In January?" Linda asked skeptically. 

"Or something similar." I considered alternative scenarios, and remembered something about Asia's house 

that had barely registered with me at the time. "Last 

week, during that stretch of warm weather, her back 

porch had what looked like a fresh coat of paint. Maybe 

she was painting that weekend, and Richard gave her a 

lecture about poisoning the environment with noxious 

off-gases." 

"That's what lawyers call sheer conjecture, Erin." 

"Sure, but it makes sense. For one thing, Richard's attending the open house could explain how he could have 

found Burke's violations so quickly. One of those violations had to do with nonpotable-water usage, so he would 

have been examining the small pond that's bisected by 

Asia's property line. Asia watches her property like a 

hawk. And, frankly, it's much more believable that 
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Richard did read the articles in which the finalists were 

announced, though he claimed he didn't learn their 

names till the very night it was publicly announced that 

he was judging. I know I would be reading everything I 

could about a contest I was about to judge. Wouldn't 

you?" 

She sighed. "I really shouldn't be discussing my theories with you, Erin. But do you  think an argument between Asia and Thayers would be motive for her to 

poison Richard Thayers?" 

I shrugged. "In a boxing match, she'd hit below the 

belt at every opportunity. And she's my top suspect for 

doctoring my business cards." 

"I'll have a talk with her." 

"Thanks. I'd appreciate that." I paused, still pondering 

the scenario of Richard's having kept an eye on Burke's 

property. "You know, if Richard was skulking around on 

Burke's property, he could have run into Darren 

Campesio at some point, too. Darren told me he went to 

Burke's open house, and I've seen him watching over 

Burke's property with binoculars. He runs around in 

combat fatigues, like he's part of some covert surveillance 

operation." 

She studied my features. "You're not going to suggest 

that Mr. Campesio killed Thayers because he thought 

Thayers was trespassing, are you?" 

"No, but Darren's an odd guy. He could have confronted Richard, learned that he was the contest judge, 

and gotten into an argument with him about rule violations. Richard seemed singularly unimpressed with 

Darren's house when we spoke about it the afternoon before he died." 
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Linda said nothing, but she shook her head slightly as 

if every bit as confounded by the behavior of Burke's 

neighbors as I was. She shoved back from the table. 

"Erin, I'll see if I can learn who's doing this with your 

business cards and smashed your headlight. And I'll talk 

to Ms. McClure and Mr. Campesio. But . . ." 

"Don't hold my breath?" 

"The simplest explanation is usually the right one. In 

other words, it's likeliest that Richard committed suicide. 

But we'll do our best." 

"You personally don't think it was suicide, though, do 

you?" 

"I wouldn't be surprised either way." 

In all honesty, neither would I, but Sullivan would 

never forgive me for saying that to a police officer. I 

thanked her and left, then called Sullivan from my van in 

the parking lot. I gave him a severely edited version of my 

conversation with Linda. He sounded skeptical when I 

finished by insisting, "That's really all we discussed." 

"You sound too perky, which usually means you're not 

telling me something. They think it was suicide, don't 

they?" 

"Yes." 

He sounded utterly discouraged as he said good-bye. 

As I drove home, I found myself bothered by something Linda had said. It was next to impossible to remember seeing someone in passing among the steady stream 

of visitors. And yet, I did remember some man watching 

me long enough to catch my attention. 

At a red light, I used a designer's trick and shut my 

eyes momentarily to recall the room at that moment. It 

took me less than a second, but sure enough, I pulled up 
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a clear mental picture. I was now almost positive that my 

ogler had been Matthew Hayes. 

Audrey wasn't home by dinnertime, which meant she 

was either working late or on a date. With no functioning 

kitchen, it was easier to microwave a frozen dinner for 

myself than to prepare a healthier meal. I ate at my computer in the messy, cluttered den, trolling the Internet 

for possible connections between Burke Stratton and 

Matthew Hayes. The possibility of their having met at 

Burke's open house and discovering that they had a common enemy was weighing heavily on me. I could find no 

clues or connections, but I did  find a photograph of a 

desk on the M.H. Custom Furniture Web site that would 

be stunning in Burke's study. This was why it was a good 

thing I was a designer and not a police officer; I was forever getting distracted by lovely furniture. I could see myself having to bite my lip rather than make unforgivable 

statements like: "It's terrible that your friend is dead, but 

that table his head is resting on is absolutely fabulous!" 

I surrendered to my urge and called Burke to describe 

the desk. He went to the Web page showing the piece 

while we were still on the phone. "You're right!" he said. 

"I love it!" 

"So do I. But you recognize the name of the company, 

don't you?" 

He paused. "No. Not at all. Should I?" 

"It's Matthew Hayes's company. He was the one who 

was heckling Richard Thayers the night he drank the 

toxic paint." 

"Shoot! No, I missed the connection completely." He 

paused. "What should I do?" 
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"It's really up to you, Burke. This particular desk in the 

photo is tiger maple, which is not from the rain forest, 

and it's entirely custom-made. We can request that he use 

environmentally friendly varnish and locally processed 

pine, and so on. But you should know that he does use 

banned materials, although he claims they're recycled 

only." 

Another long pause. "What would you do?" 

"I'm not sure, to be honest. We've bought from him in 

the past, before we knew about his questionable ethics." 

"Okay. Well, just . . . go  ahead and order it from him, 

but make it very clear that I'll only accept the desk on the 

condition that I can return it if I discover that he's abused 

any trade regulations." 

"Will do." 

He thanked me and hung up. 

Late Friday morning, Richard Thayers's family finally 

held a service in Crestview for him. It was a dreary affair 

at the small, drafty shelter of a local park that Richard 

had reputedly frequented. The gray, overcast sky seemed 

to suck all the color from the surrounding landscape. 

Sullivan gave one of several eulogies--as did Walter 

Emory--but kept his speech impersonal, sharing only 

how he tried to keep in mind the lessons Professor 

Thayers had taught him every day in his own job. Margot 

was there but ducked out quickly afterwards, and she was 

the only mourner I recognized. 

Sullivan seemed so determined to hide behind a stoic 

mask that, at the gathering immediately following the service, he treated his own parents as mere acquaintances-- 
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thanking them for coming down all the way from their 

new retirement condo in the mountains two hours away. 

His mom spoke to me privately and said, "Even as a little boy, he could never stand to let anyone see him cry." 

"That doesn't surprise me." 

She searched my eyes. "How are things between the 

two of you?" 

"Good." Trying to evade the issue, I said, "Business 

has been excellent, really, and it looks like it'll continue 

strong this year . . .  knock on wood." 

"I mean, how are things personally? Romantically?" 

I fought off a sigh. This hardly seemed the time or the 

place for such a question, not to mention that she should 

be asking her son that question, not me. "Frankly, I think 

he's seeing someone else." 

"Don't let that stop you, Erin." 

I glanced around and spotted Sullivan on the opposite 

side of the parking lot. He couldn't overhear us from that 

distance. "I'm letting the need to keep our business relationship strong stop me." 

"Hmm. Steve gave me the same excuse when I asked 

him that question." 

"Probably because it's not merely an excuse. Running 

a two-person business and trying to date is kind of like . . . 

making out in a canoe. It's hard to stay afloat." 

"Clever analogy. But you two are meant for each other. 

Take care, Erin." She and Sullivan's father gave me parting hugs, then called another good-bye to Sullivan, standing by his van. 

He and I made our way toward each other as his parents drove away. He gave me a sheepish smile. "I saw you 

talking to my mom. She can talk your ear off sometimes." 
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I touched his hand and said, "Let's leave the van here, 

and I'll buy you a cup of coffee someplace." 

To my surprise, he took my hand and laced his fingers 

through mine. "Deal." 

We strolled over the lovely wood bridge that spanned 

Crestview Creek. After a minute or two, I gathered my 

nerve and said, "So tell me more about the real Richard 

Thayers." 

"He was a great teacher and a true role model. Like I 

just got through saying at the service." He released his 

grasp and stuck his hand in his coat pocket. "And you've 

already made it clear you weren't impressed by him." 

"But I didn't know him. So enlighten me. Tell me 

about your favorite experience in his classroom." 

Sullivan thought for a moment, then smiled a little. 

"That had to have been the day he brought a frog into the 

classroom to demonstrate design ergonomics." 

"Using a frog?" I asked with a smile. 

"Like I said before, he was a nonconformist. He'd built 

this mazelike foam-board house with a clear plastic roof. 

In the center of the house is a sunken goldfish bowl, half 

full of water. Then he sets the frog inside the outer wall. 

And the frog just sits there. So Richard asks: 'Why doesn't 

the frog move?' The students are calling out answers all 

at once: 'The walls are too narrow.' 'The ceiling's too low,' 

and so on, and Richard is making adjustments to the enclosure and nodding. This rapid interchange of ideas is 

happening, and he asks us things like: 'What would make 

this even better for the frog?' We keep firing ideas at him, 

but, ultimately, the frog still isn't moving, even after 

Richard has removed all the inner walls. We're throwing 

out suggestions--may be it's too hot in there, or too cold, 

or the walls should have been green or the floor covered 
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with silt. Finally, one girl says, 'How would we know? It's 

just a stupid frog!' So Richard points at her and says, 

'Whose fault is that? The frog's?' And I interrupt and say 

to him, 'It's yours, because we didn't get the chance to research habitats for frogs.' And he grins and says, 'Exactly, 

S.S. When you're building a home, you've got to build it 

with the occupant's needs in mind. You can't expect your 

client to always be able to tell you what those needs are. 

You've got to be able to know what options to present. In 

short, you've got to be smarter than the frog." 

Although my first thought was how resentful our clients 

would be to hear themselves likened to frogs, I said, "Wow. 

He sounds like a wonderful, engaging teacher." 

We reached the coffee shop, where eight aluminum 

tables were crammed into a space big enough for only 

six, ordered coffees, and found seats. Sullivan told me 

several more anecdotes about Richard, both as a teacher 

and as a sounding board for Sullivan's environmentally 

minded designs. He then said, "Now that some time's 

gone by, I'm ready and able to work with Burke again." 

"You are?" 

"Yes." 

"Okay . . .  but why do you want to? Are you starting to 

doubt his guilt?" 

"Not really. But I'll be better able to keep tabs on him 

when I'm part of his inner circle." 

"You're going to work for the person you think killed 

your friend? Do you really think that's wise?" 

He shrugged. "I can handle it." He checked the display on his cell phone. "Jeez. Look at the time!" 

I glanced at my watch and silently agreed that it was 

much later than I'd have guessed. We hurried back to the 

van. As he moved toward me, I thought he was just going 

P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   151 

to unlock my door, but to my total surprise, he took me in 

his arms and kissed me tenderly. As our embrace ended 

reluctantly, he whispered, "Thank you," then opened the 

door for me. 

My head was spinning, but as Sullivan drove us toward 

the office, I remembered reading an article in a women's 

magazine, addressing what they'd termed "funeral passion." Apparently, attending funerals encourages us to 

confront our own mortality, thereby inspiring false feelings of passion. 

I had to stop reading women's magazines. 

As we neared the office, Sullivan said he had something to do, and dropped me off at my van. Although I 

didn't call him on it, judging by his caginess, his "something to do" had to be with Ms. Hands-on. Just like that, 

my mood did one of its flip-flops. I avoided looking at 

him as I got out of his van and into mine. 

Feeling miserable, I drove to M.H. Custom Furniture 

and went into Matthew's store. He was there alone. I 

forced a smile. "Hi, Matthew." 

He smirked at me. "Well, well. Erin Gilbert. This is a 

surprise. Fraternizing with the enemy?" 

"I don't consider you a personal enemy." 

"Just an enemy of the environment." 

I shrugged at the element of truth in that statement. 

He grinned. "You're going to love the article in tomorrow's paper, about how I'm giving a discount to all cardcarrying members of Consumers for Common Sense." 

"I heard about that group yesterday, for the first time. I 

met the woman who founded it, in fact." 

"Asia McClure," he said with a nod. "She's the one 

who suggested the discount." 
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"What's this 'common sense' that they've apparently 

got and the rest of us lack?" 

"We object to environmental extremists. We're for sensible fair exchange on the open market. We don't want 

the government or anyone else telling us what we should 

or should not buy." 

"Isn't it self-defeating for any business owner in 

Crestview to actively come out against conservation?" 

"I'm not against conservation. Just against this notion 

that we've got to criminalize selling products made from 

rare and exotic materials. It's basic supply and demand. 

When the supply is low, the demand and the price go up. 

Nobody is ever banned from selling antiques, or rare 

coins." 

"It's not the same thing. One's a fixed entity. The other 

is trying to preserve diminishing resources." 

"Oh, we'll have wiped the human race off the planet 

long before anyone will notice or care that the mahogany 

trees are gone, too. Anyway, what brings you to my offensive little corner of the world? Other than to debate 

global policies, I mean." 

"As it happens, I'm on a mission from one of my 

clients. Burke Stratton." 

"Mr. Green Machine himself? That's ironic." 

"There's a corner desk you make that would be perfect 

for him. Provided you use a zero-off-gassing finish on it, 

of course." 

"Of course," he replied. "So Gilbert and Sullivan isn't 

boycotting my company?" 

"Not yet." 

"Glad to hear it." He grinned. "I'm grateful for your 

hypocrisy." 

"Oh, from everything I've read you're in complete 
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compliance with the trade laws. You're simply trying to 

change them through legal means. Am I giving you too 

much credit?" 

"No, that's absolutely true." 

"You're sure? Because it's not too late for me to boycott 

you." 

He held up his palms and gave me a sincere-looking 

smile. "Honest, Erin. I might not be the planet's best steward, but I'm nowhere near its worst, and I never will be." 

"That's nice to hear, Matthew. For one thing, this sale 

will be contingent on your practices remaining true to 

the tests. If Burke discovers you are, in fact, violating import agreements, he's going to demand a refund." 

"I can't see that happening anytime soon," he said 

cryptically. 

My cell phone rang. It was Sullivan. I excused myself 

and walked to the far side of the store to answer quietly. 

"I'm at Burke's. You'd better come out here right 

away," Steve said. 

So he wasn't  with Jennifer Hands-on Fairfax. Maybe 

I'd jumped to conclusions. Maybe he wasn't seeing her, 

after all. Part of me wanted to leap for joy, but the somberness in his voice kept me grounded. "What's wrong?" 

"I know why Richard disqualified Burke." Before offering any additional explanation, he hung up. 

I finished placing my order with Matthew and left. 

Some fifteen or twenty minutes later, Sullivan was waiting for me in his van when I pulled into Burke's driveway. 

"Is Burke here?" 

He shook his head. "The garage is empty. That's the 

first thing I checked." 
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"You're here by yourself?" 

He spread his arms. "It was the only way I could search 

for evidence in private." 

"Evidence that he was cheating on the contest, or that 

he killed Richard?" 

"Could be both." 

Sullivan walked me down along the small creek that 

formed the water source for the pond. He pointed at the 

ground. "Look carefully along the underbrush." 

At first I didn't see anything, but when I told him that, 

he said, "Look harder." 

"Uh-oh." I stared in disbelief. "Are those power cables?" 

"Yep. I traced them back. They lead from Asia's to 

Burke's property. Burke has been siphoning power from 

Asia McClure. His home isn't truly self-sustaining, after 

all." 

I stared at the cable, still not quite believing my eyes. 

It was impossible to believe that nobody had noticed 

this--that Sullivan and I hadn't noticed it--during the 

full six months and more since Burke had first entered 

the Earth Love contest. Finally, I muttered, "This is 

just . . .  unbelievable." 

"It's what Richard must have meant when he talked 

about what our client was 'really doing.' Let's face it, 

Gilbert. Burke has a double motive for killing Richard." 

"You think he would have killed Richard just to save 

himself from getting booted out of this contest?" 

"By the time you consider their past relationship, yes." 

"According to Burke, he was trying to resolve their 

problems." 

"He was lying." 
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"How do you know? Did you find anything in his 

notes about their troubles?" 

"No, I didn't. But I knew Richard. He didn't pull all 

this out of a hat. If he complained about someone, that 

person had a problem. Period. So Burke did something to 

him." 

"Or maybe Richard never forgave Burke for the vile 

things that he said when his son died!" 

"I just can't believe that," Sullivan said. "I'm reporting 

this to Earth Love." 

"Absolutely. But maybe there's another explanation. 

Maybe he wasn't siphoning power with the cable, but 

rather--" 

A twig snapped behind us. I turned quickly. Burke was 

standing there, glowering at us. "What cable?" he demanded. "What are you talking about?" 

I felt more than saw Sullivan tense up, and I knew that 

he was inwardly seething at Burke's presence. "Sorry to 

be sneaking around on your property, Burke," Sullivan 

said, his voice clipped. I doubted Burke would detect the 

source of his discomfiture, at least. "It's my doing, not 

Erin's. I wanted the chance to double-check in privacy 

whatever Richard Thayers had found on your property 

that wasn't kosher." 

"But I haven't done anything wrong!" Burke protested. 

"What cable are you--" 

He drew closer and looked at the ground by our feet. 

He'd obviously spotted the black cable for himself. 

"It's a power line from Asia's house to yours." 

"It can't be!" 

"Burke," Sullivan said, "this cable runs between your 

and Asia's properties. It's located at the back corners of 

both of your yards, where the power company is likeliest 
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to have installed their power lines. It looks like it's a 

splice, which taps into her power supply and feeds into 

yours." 

"But . . . I  didn't put it there." 

"Somebody did. And it's going to be really hard to believe that anyone other than you would have installed 

and buried the cable without your knowledge." 

"But . . .  that's exactly what happened!" He gaped at 

the coax cable, as if willing it to vanish. "Maybe Richard 

set me up." 

"He wouldn't have done that," Sullivan insisted. "He 

wouldn't have any reason to do that. He'd already said he 

was stepping down." 

"Burke?" I interjected. "We're going to have to report 

this to Walter Emory and see what he says about it." 

"I'm being set up! If not by Richard, then by somebody! By Darren or Asia, maybe." 

"That would have taken a lot of nerve," I said, "not to 

mention electrical know-how." 

"Asia's a major nutcase, but she's also a genius. And 

Darren's held several jobs, including repairing computers for IBM. Either one of them could have done this." 

"But they're both fanatics about watching out in the 

neighborhood. Unless they were working in cahoots, one 

would have caught the guilty other in the act." 

"Or it was done at night, or when one of them was out 

of town. In any case, there's no way I did this myself. So 

go ahead and call Walter. I've got to find out who's doing 

this to me!" He looked at us, wild-eyed, and grabbed his 

head. "I'm being framed again!" 
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he three of us--Burke, Sullivan, and I--went inTside to talk things out. Sullivan was obviously 

loath to admit that Burke's claims of his innocence were 

very convincing, but at least he was attentive and cordial 

toward our client. Sullivan got ahold of Walter Emory 

and convinced him to meet us at Burke's house immediately. "It's time for Earth Love to hire a private investigator," Sullivan urged Walter over the phone. "Someone 

who can test for fingerprints." 

Burke said to me, "I'll have someone cover for me at 

the lab," as he dialed a number on his cell phone. 
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While we waited, Burke paced and fidgeted incessantly with his glasses, muttering that he couldn't believe 

this was happening. He continued to offer various scenarios as to how someone could have gotten away with it. He 

even suggested, "Maybe it was Margot Troy. I think she 

still resents me for breaking up with her. I don't think her 

ego could withstand my winning the contest right after 

dumping her." 

"Margot doesn't live anywhere near here," I replied. 

"She couldn't have run those wires without being seen by 

anyone at the three houses with views of the footpath." 

"She could have easily done it with her boyfriend's 

help, though," he fired back. 

"You think Jeremy would have sabotaged a house of 

his own design?" Sullivan asked. 

He shrugged. "If he's nuts enough about his girlfriend. 

Guys will do all sorts of crazy things for their ladies." 

"Not that crazy," Sullivan retorted. 

"The thing is, Jeremy and I have been butting heads 

lately," Burke countered. "I got real concerned about my 

basement after reading about Richard's lawsuit, and 

Jeremy keeps trying to blow me off. What if he realized 

he's backed the wrong horse? That my house is falling to 

pieces, thanks to his faulty design? He could have decided to cut his losses . . .  shift the blame for losing the 

contest onto me by making it look like I was cheating, 

and help his wealthy girlfriend to win." 

Steve gaped at Burke for a moment, then shifted his 

gaze to me, and I knew at once that Steve's certainty that 

Burke was guilty had been shaken. Either Asia or Darren 

was angry enough about Burke's windmill that one of 
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test, and now Burke had just given us plausible motives 

for Margot or Jeremy to frame him, as well. 

"Discovering this cable might give you exactly what 

you wanted," I said to Burke, patting him on the shoulder. "This is your chance to answer Richard's charges 

against you." 

Burke sighed. "Yeah. I guess that's one good thing to 

come of it. As long as the judges believe me when I say I 

didn't hook the damned thing up myself. What do you 

think my chances are of that happening?" 

Sullivan cleared his throat. "You've got Erin and me to 

vouch for you. You're our client, so Earth Love will know 

we have a vested interest, but it can't hurt." 

Burke said, "Thanks, man," and gave him a friendly 

jab on his arm. 

I gave Sullivan a grateful smile, which he didn't acknowledge. It killed him, I knew, to have to admit to himself that his mentor's intense rage at Burke might very 

well have been completely misplaced. Which in turn 

meant Sullivan's suspicions about our beleaguered client 

might have been misplaced, as well. 

Walter, accompanied by another man, arrived about 

an hour after Sullivan had called him. Walter had been 

somber at the service earlier, but his usual cheery demeanor had since been restored. "So, my friends," he 

said. "Another power tap line, eh? Don't you hate it 

when this happens?" He chuckled at his silly sarcasm, 

then introduced his companion as Earth Love's security 

chief and investigator, Bob Jones. 

"I didn't do this," Burke immediately implored. 

"Someone is framing me." 

160  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

"That's what the last guy said," the investigator replied. 

Walter chuckled and nodded. 

"What last guy?" Burke asked, his voice desperate. 

"I've judged more than twenty of these contests 

across the country in the last few years," Walter replied. 

"This is the third time a power line was run from an external source." 

"That's . . . appalling!" Burke said. "But this is the first 

time the home owner was set up." 

"Second time, actually," Jones said. 

"Yeah," Walter explained. "We had a really jealous 

maniac over in Dallas. Eating too much tofu, you ask 

me." He drew air circles around his ear. "That's when 

Earth Love started the policy that all semifinalists had to 

provide their fingerprints." 

"That guy had the ugliest kids I've ever seen," Jones 

muttered. 

"Okay. So there's precedence, at least," Burke said. 

"Provided  you  can be open-minded about my innocence." 

"Oh, sure," Walter replied with a wink. "I'm always 

open-minded." 

"Even when your friend and colleague was murdered?" Burke asked incredulously. "And withdrew from 

judging because of me?" 

"Let's examine the evidence, shall we?" Walter said 

evenly. "Fear not, my friends. We'll get to the bottom of 

this." 

Sullivan and I explained that we had to get back to work. 

Burke merely shrugged his shoulders when we said goodbye to him, saying that he was resigned to his fate. The moment we were alone, I asked Sullivan, "So are you starting 

to have doubts about Burke having killed Richard?" 
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"Some," he grumbled. "Right now, we both have to 

concentrate on getting caught up at work." 

All told, our remaining meetings for the day didn't go 

well. One carpenter had put a nail through a pipe, and 

another client had changed her mind completely, causing us to start over from scratch. At home afterwards, 

Audrey and I were both cranky. We snapped at each 

other as we ate our microwaved dinners. Feeling exhausted and discouraged, I went to bed early, calling it 

another exciting Friday night. But the phone at my bedside rang a few minutes after eleven P.M., awakening me 

from a deep slumber. 

"Erin, are you awake?" the caller asked. 

"I am now." I tried to rouse myself. Hildi was meowing 

in protest, and I agreed with the sentiment. "Who is 

this?" 

"It's Burke Stratton." 

"Burke? What's wrong?" 

"Nothing. Nothing at all. Sorry to be calling you so 

late, but I just got home and listened to a phone message 

from Walter Emory. I'm going to be cleared!" 

"Cleared?" 

"Eventually. It was Margot Troy!" 

"You're . . ."  I  stopped, shaking off my brain fog enough 

to realize that he wasn't talking about the murder, but 

rather, the running of the illegal power line. "That 

doesn't make any sense." 

"Maybe not, but her fingerprints were found on the 

cable itself and on my meter box. And there's no way for 

them to have gotten there innocently." 

"That's great news." I yawned. "I'm glad to hear that 

they're getting this resolved." 
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"Me, too. Sorry for waking you. Sleep well." He hung 

up. 

I returned the phone to its cradle, now wide awake 

and with the sinking feeling that I was going to stay that 

way for quite a while to come. For Margot Troy to have 

pulled such a stupid, ugly stunt, she must have hated 

Burke. Maybe she'd framed him for Richard's murder, 

too. 

The following morning, I called Steve Sullivan to tell 

him what Burke had reported to me the night before. 

"Jeez, that's weird," Sullivan grumbled. "Seems way out 

of character for her." 

"Yeah, it is. But like Burke told me last night, there's 

no other viable explanation for her prints being on his 

electric meter." I hesitated, then said, "I'll be setting myself up for more than one major tongue-lashing, but I've 

got to know what's behind this. I'm going over to her 

house and asking her point-blank what's going on." 

"Let me know what she says." 

To my pleasant surprise, Margot quickly agreed to 

have me come over, so I went directly there from my 

house, and we took seats on her living room sofa. Wasting 

no time on small talk, which I knew Margot appreciated, 

I asked, "Did you hear from Walter Emory about what 

happened yesterday?" 

"About my fingerprints being on Burke's meter, you 

mean? I heard, obviously, but I was merely checking out 

my competition's power consumption. Nothing sordid 

was going on." 

She was avoiding my gaze. "Margot, things just aren't 

adding up for me." 
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"What do you mean?" 

"For one thing, I can't imagine you really being so interested in your competition's electrical usage that you 

went sneaking around his house, checking his meter 

readings. You could have asked someone at Earth Love to 

tell you what his consumption rates were. It wasn't privileged information or anything." 

"I had my reasons, Erin." 

"What reasons?" 

She sighed and pursed her lips, but I was determined 

to wait her out. Eventually she frowned and said, "I 

couldn't ask Earth Love about Burke's meter readings 

without possibly tipping my hand about . . . my  concerns. 

Jeremy has more riding on this contest than anyone else." 

"How so?" 

"Having his design win this contest could finally give 

him the respect for his work that he's deserved and craved 

for years now." 

"I can see that being true. But . . . he'd  have had a lot 

easier time explaining his fingerprints on Burke's power 

meter than you would. He's the architect, after all, and 

he's working on the sunroom design even as we speak. 

Why did you take it upon yourself to check it out?" 

"Because . . . I  needed to see for myself if the energy 

consumption was really as low as Jeremy was bragging 

about. I didn't believe him. And, as it turned out, with 

good reason." 

She was now fidgeting so badly that I half expected her 

to start digging the upholstery tacks out of her vintage 

linen sofa. Only one explanation came to mind. "Do you 

suspect Jeremy ran those auxiliary power lines?" I asked. 

She winced and answered dejectedly, "The latest figures that Jeremy bragged to me about were impossible. 
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Unless Burke's windmill was operational, that is. After I 

saw for myself that the windmill hasn't been fully installed, I confronted Jeremy and he confessed to me privately. But please don't repeat that to anyone." 

"He had to know the engineers at Earth Love were going to realize the numbers were impossible. In fact, he's 

incredibly lucky that the engineer who spoke at Burke's 

hearing didn't pick up on the discrepancy." 

Margot nodded. "That's why Jeremy waited till the last 

minute to hook everything up . . . on  the very day Richard 

Thayers was officially named judge. The final round was 

only supposed to last a week. Jeremy gambled that it 

would be just long enough to make Burke's meter readings first-rate, but not unduly suspicious. And Jeremy 

never would have felt forced to hook it up in the first 

place, except that things kept going wrong with the installation of Burke's windmill." 

"And so . . .  Jeremy siphoned power from Burke's nextdoor neighbor?" 

She nodded. "When it was clear the windmill wasn't 

going to be operational in time, Jeremy calculated that, 

even so, the tower and the blades would be in place. So 

he ran the cable, planning on hooking it up the minute 

the shell of the windmill was in place. That way, he 

could siphon power but make it look like the windmill 

was producing it. Except the supplier botched the job 

and had to backorder most of the tower and the blades. 

Jeremy knew by then that he'd get caught in the act if he 

pulled out the cable, so he waited till the last minute to 

hook it up, thinking it would boost Burke's chances of 

winning, but not lead to his getting the boot. In retrospect, he knows full well how stupid that was, but he was 

desperate." 
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"Was Burke in on the deception?" 

"I asked Jeremy that, and he says no." 

"Do you believe him?" 

"Yes. Jeremy would have no reason to take full responsibility. It would speak better for him if he'd merely been 

acting on his client's behalf." 

I took a moment to digest the information. "Margot, 

this is too serious for you to keep quiet. This could easily 

turn into a criminal investigation. A man is dead! Right 

after he was publicly seeking answers to those very improprieties at Burke's house! You've got to tell the police 

about this." 

She pursed her lips, and her eyes misted over. After a 

long pause, she gritted her teeth and said defiantly, 

"Who's to say I didn't?" 

"Did you?" 

"Jeremy would kill me if he knew this, but yes, I told 

them." 

"I haven't heard any news about his being arrested." 

"I doubt he was. Burke called me right after you did 

this morning, and apparently he'd already told the police 

he didn't want to press charges against Jeremy. Burke 

wanted to know if I was the snitch who'd turned him in. I 

lied and said no. But I don't know what will happen with 

whatever home owners he was pilfering power from. 

Maybe they'll have Jeremy arrested, I don't know. They 

were the ones who were actually getting ripped off." 

If Asia McClure failed to prosecute to the fullest extent of the law, I'd be shocked. And suspicious about her 

motives. "What about the utility company? Are they 

pressing charges?" 

"They've been getting paid and didn't know there was 

a problem. Frankly, the greatest damage at the moment is 
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to my and Jeremy's relationship. He hasn't called me 

since the Earth Love people first talked to him about this 

yesterday, and he hasn't been answering any of my--" 

She broke off at a soft thump against an outer wall of her 

house. "What was that?" 

"I don't know, but--" 

I'd been about to say it was probably nothing, but she 

leapt to her feet and raced out the back door, grabbing 

something from the kitchen cabinet en route. I followed 

a few paces behind her and grew alarmed when I heard 

her cry: "Stop right there! I'm armed and dangerous!" 

I rounded the corner after her, petrified that she'd 

grabbed a gun. She'd shouted at Walter Emory and the 

investigator, Bob Jones. "Whoa," Walter said, as Bob and 

I gaped at her. "We're just running an unscheduled inspection of the finalists' meters to make sure everything's 

copacetic. No need for the pepper spray. Or mace. Or 

whatever you've got there." 

"You were right the first time." Margot put the little 

bottle into her pocket. "You scared me." 

"Likewise, ma'am," Walter replied with a chuckle. 

"You're not going to find any cable splices or whatever 

at my house. I'm a very capable watchdog." She hesitated. "I mean in reference to a Doberman. Not to your 

ecology group, World's Watchdogs." 

"So I gathered." 

"Everything checks out fine," Jones said to Walter. 

Walter grinned at me. "Hi, Erin." He feigned wiping 

sweat from his brow. "This is just not my day for stealth. 

Second time in one day." 

"Did you have trouble at Burke's house?" I asked. 

"No, but I sure did at Mr. Campesio's. Scared me so 

bad I decided to save Burke's house for later. Campesio 

P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   167 

came popping out at me, wearing this guerrilla-warfare 

outfit. I half expected him to shoot me on the spot." 

"Not with me there, he wouldn't," Jones immediately 

stated. 

"Oh, right," Walter said amiably. "Forgot I was traveling with a security officer. It's like having my own bodyguard." 

"You got it," Jones said, puffing out his chest. 

Walter rolled his eyes and gave me a wink. I'm sure we 

all noticed that Bob hadn't exactly leapt in front of 

Walter, prepared to take a shot of pepper spray for him 

from Margot. 

Margot lifted a sculpted eyebrow. "In my  case, you 

should have knocked on the door. I don't appreciate surprises." 

"Have you already told them about Jeremy?" I asked 

her, pretending it was an innocent question. 

"Erin!" Margot snarled. 

"Yeah, she did," Walter quickly replied. "We talked to 

Mr. Greene last night. He admitted he was the one who 

hooked up the power line. Said it was all his own idea. It 

made sense," Walter added with a shrug. 

"And it fit the evidence," Bob said. "It explained why 

the only place on the power cable where Ms. Troy's fingerprints were found was right where it hooked into the 

box . . .  not where the power lines were coupled together." 

"You were trying to unhook the line," Walter asked her 

gently, "weren't you, Ms. Troy?" 

"Without risking electrocution, yes," she said. "And 

unless Burke or Darren has been tampering with my 

lines, you're not going to find anything wrong here." 

"Good thing," Walter said. 

"As long as we're all here," Margot said, lifting her 
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chin, "just tell me my status now. Have I been disqualified?" 

"No, Ms. Troy. We discussed this with management at 

Earth Love first thing this morning, and we're convinced 

that Jeremy acted alone. You've been absolved. As has 

Burke Stratton, and, of course, Darren Campesio." 

"That's great, but . . ."  I  hesitated as Margot's piercing 

gaze shifted toward me. "Sorry, Margot, but isn't there 

also a rule about getting disqualified if you willfully ignore knowledge of rule-breaking by another party?" 

"She didn't," Walter quickly interjected. "Mr. Sullivan 

wasn't the first I'd heard from yesterday regarding this 

matter. Ms. Troy beat him to it. She called me right after 

the memorial service." 

"I'd only just found out myself two days ago, when 

Jeremy came to me privately and confessed. I said I'd give 

him some time to work things out for himself, but yesterday, when he'd still done nothing, I finally took matters 

into my own hands." 

"Coincidentally, right when Sullivan had found the 

pirated power line?" I asked her as gently as I could. 

"Coincidences  do  happen, Erin," she replied in a 

haughty voice. 

"One piece of important information that should 

make you both happy," Walter said, "is that I'm nearly 

done. Just have to check to make sure all my i's are dotted 

and my t's are crossed, and I'll be ready to make my final 

decision. Monday or Tuesday at the latest." 

"That's wonderful," Margot said, finally boasting a 

sincere-looking smile. "I can't tell you how much I'll enjoy having this whole contest ordeal come to an end." 

"Yeah," Walter said, chuckling again "I think we're 

safe in saying that goes for all of us." 
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On Monday morning, Sullivan and I pulled into 

Burke's driveway for a scheduled meeting. "I just wish I 

could figure out how Margot knew I'd discovered the bogus power line," Sullivan grumbled. After my phone call 

on Saturday morning, we hadn't spoken again all weekend, but during our drive I'd filled him in on every last 

detail of my conversation with Margot. 

"Maybe she paid someone to keep an eye on Burke's 

house. In any case, that wasn't the part that bothers me. 

It's that Jeremy hooked the splice up in the first place." 

He said nothing. I knew I'd given him that reply at 

least twice. We made our way to Burke's door, and 

Sullivan rang the doorbell. 

After waiting a reasonable period, he knocked and 

again pushed the doorbell button. Sullivan said, "He's 

not here." 

"We'd better check the garage," I muttered, already 

heading around the house to peer through the window in 

the door by the backyard. "He's never late for an appointment." 

Sullivan followed in my footsteps. Just as I rounded 

the corner, I froze. Some twenty feet ahead of me, I saw 

what looked for all the world like a man lying prostrate 

on the ground. He wore an Elmer Fudd hunter's cap. 

Sullivan pulled up short, followed my gaze, and muttered a curse under his breath. An instant later, he was 

running toward the body. I followed, cringing. 

Sullivan knelt beside Walter Emory's lifeless body. His 

clothing was drenched in bright crimson. There were 

two bullet holes in his jacket. 
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steve checked Walter's body frantically for vital 

signs as a wave of sorrow and despair washed over 

me. Though I knew it was too late, I dropped to 

my knees, grabbed Walter's lifeless hand, and cried, 

"Walter?!" 

"He's dead," Steve said quietly. 

I released my grip and got to my feet. "What is going 

on?! Why is Walter even here? On Saturday he said that 

he'd nearly completed his judging." 

"I'm calling nine-one-one," Steve said, already punching the numbers into his cell phone. 
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Snow was beginning to fall. The crystalline white 

flakes were starting to land on Walter's face. I couldn't 

stand the sight; it seemed inhuman and degrading to 

leave him in the elements like this. Sullivan must have 

shared my reaction, because even as he solemnly spoke 

to the dispatcher--reporting a murder and giving the 

address--he was removing his coat. 

"Wait," I said. "There's a blanket in the van. I'll get it." 

He nodded, and I dashed to the van, eager to get away 

for even a few seconds to clear my head. The instant the 

macabre scene was out of sight behind Burke's house, a 

sense of bitter rage overtook me. In the space of two 

weeks, Sullivan had lost his mentor, and now Walter 

Emory, an eminently decent human being, was dead, 

too. I wanted to throw a tantrum and rail about the unfairness of it all. 

I threw open the back door to the van, grabbed the 

navy blue fleece blanket, and slammed the door shut. I 

turned and tried to take a few slow, deep breaths, willing 

myself not to fall apart. 

A car was parked across the street. It looked just like 

Burke's forest green hybrid. The vehicle was facing the 

wrong direction and partially in the ditch. 

I took a step toward the car, then remembered that 

Sullivan was waiting for the blanket. I strode back to him. 

The snow was already starting to accumulate. This was 

the Colorado champagne powder that was a skier's delight. Right now, though, it just felt like so much salt, 

pouring onto an open wound. 

Sullivan shook his head at me and lowered his cell 

phone. "The dispatcher told me we shouldn't drape anything over Walter. We'd be lousing up the evidence." 
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"So we're just supposed to leave him like this? Getting 

covered in snow like a . . .  park bench?" 

Sullivan gave me a defeated shrug, listened to his 

phone for a moment, then explained to the dispatcher 

that we hadn't entered the house and couldn't say for certain whether or not it was vacant. 

When he paused, I told him, "I'll be out front." I 

tossed the blanket back into the van and stared across the 

street. The vehicle was still there. My heart was pounding 

as I approached the car. Was Burke the second victim? 

My feet seemed to be moving of their own accord, bringing me to the car window against my will. 

It was indeed Burke's Toyota. 

His car was far enough off the side of the road that 

Sullivan and I must have driven past without even seeing 

it. Burke sat behind the wheel, motionless. 

"Burke?" My heart was in my throat. He didn't answer. 

With the various patterns of shadow and light on the 

windshield, I couldn't see if Burke's eyes were open or 

shut. He certainly appeared to be unharmed, though. As 

I started around the car to the driver-side door, I could 

see that he was alive. He was pale, with dots of perspiration on his brow. He was gripping his steering wheel hard 

with both hands, and his engine was turned off. 

He looked at me for a moment, turned the key in the 

ignition to activate the power, then rolled down the window. "Did you call the police?" he asked. 

"Sullivan's on the phone now with nine-one-one. 

What on earth are you doing, Burke?" I had to consciously keep my voice below the level of a shriek. 

"I don't know. I . . .  kind of panicked." 

"When?" 

"When I found Walter's body. In my backyard." 
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Again, I willed my voice to stay reasonably calm, although I wanted to grab the man by his lapels. "So you 

found him dead, and you didn't call the police?" 

He shook his head. "I was going to run away. All I 

could think was: I've got to get out of here! I mean, I 

couldn't believe it! This is such a nightmare. A second 

murder. This time at my own house!" 

"But if you're innocent, nothing makes you look guilty 

faster than running." 

"Worked out okay for O.J. Simpson." 

"You're not a celebrity." 

He searched my eyes, his own nearly bulging out of 

their sockets. "Erin. I'm screwed. The police are going to 

assume I did this! I know I'm still tops on their list for 

Thayers's murder." 

"Was anybody else here? Do you have an alibi?" 

"No." 

"Did you see anyone? Hear any cars in your driveway? 

Anything?" 

He shook his head. "I thought I heard the doorbell 

while I was in the shower. But when I shut off the water, 

it was quiet. I figured I must have been hearing things. 

Then I heard a bang a minute or two later. I assumed it 

was someone's old pickup truck backfiring." 

"When did you spot Walter Emory?" 

"Um, I happened to look out my back door. In the 

kitchen." He still seemed to be out of sorts and was struggling to concentrate. "When I came downstairs. I 

thought someone was lying in my backyard. And then I 

started to put things together . . .  and I realized that had 

been a gunshot earlier. I ran out and tried to do CPR on 

him, but it was too late. That's when, I dunno, I just . . . 

went a little nuts. I got into my car and started to head out 
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of town. Then I got ahold of myself and came back. But 

this is as far as I could force myself to come. Erin, they're 

going to arrest me on the spot." 

The distant sound of sirens was growing louder. 

"That's the police. They'll be here any second. You've got 

to come back with me to the house. Right now! Tell them 

the whole story." 

"They'll arrest me!" 

"Burke. You have no choice but to take that chance." 

His eyes were vacant, his face and his lips pale. He still 

wasn't budging from his car. The sirens sounded like they 

were just around the bend. He stared through the windshield with a glassy expression. 

"Look at me, Burke. You've got to come with me now 

and explain things to the police." 

He nodded numbly and emerged from his car. "This 

has been the worst nightmare. Why does this keep happening?" 

I had no answers for him. Two black-and-white police 

cars pulled into Burke's driveway just as we were making 

our way up his walkway. A pair of officers emerged from 

each car, and we were promptly ordered: "Hold it right 

there!" 

While Burke explained that this was his house and 

that he'd discovered the body in his backyard, a third vehicle, a tan four-door sedan, pulled in and parked at the 

base of the driveway. I gritted my teeth at the sight of the 

driver--Detective O'Reilly. He was my least-favorite officer. He glowered at me as if to make certain I knew that I 

was his least-favorite Crestview citizen. And to think that 

Sullivan had the ridiculous notion that O'Reilly had a 

crush on me! 

He drew a steady bead on me. "Miss Gilbert." 
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"Detective O'Reilly." 

"Come with me," he ordered, and pulled me away 

from Burke, marching me through the freshly fallen 

snow in the front yard. "Sergeant Holcombe," he called 

to the closest policeman. "Keep an eye on her. I'll question her myself in a few minutes." 

O'Reilly and the three remaining uniformed officers 

spoke to Burke. I could only hear snippets of the conversation. Understandably, they were taking tremendous exception to his decision to bolt without calling them. I 

waited, shivering in the cold. At length, O'Reilly ordered 

one of the others to come with him to the backyard to see 

what Sullivan had to say, and for two other officers to take 

Burke to the station house and get his statement. 

That left just me and the officer who'd been assigned 

to watch me in the front yard. He was obviously a body 

builder--his uniform seemed ready to burst at the seams, 

a la Hulk Hogan. After a few minutes of silence he said, 

"This was a shooting death?" 

"Yes. Of someone I knew. He was judging this ecobuilt home of my client for a contest." 

"Hnnh," he muttered, then we fell into a silence 

again. Finally, O'Reilly returned. He was talking on his 

radio. With a jerk of his chin, O'Reilly indicated that the 

other officer should go to the backyard. 

O'Reilly completed his radio conversation and sauntered over to me. "What does this make now, Miss 

Gilbert?" he asked. "Three, four times someone's been 

murdered at your client's house? If things didn't always 

manage to shake out otherwise, I'd swear you were a serial killer. I don't even know what to say to you at this 

point." 

It felt humiliating to have to endure his remarks. "You 

176  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

usually don't say all that much to me. You ask me questions and act as if my every answer is a lie. You make me 

feel as though it was my fault for being the one to find 

some poor person has been murdered. Well, I'm not asking for any of this to happen! What am I supposed to do?" 

"Have you considered relocating to Denver?" 

"No. Have you considered switching to the Denver 

police department?" 

He glared at me. "It has crossed my mind of late, yes." 

I said nothing. 

"Let's proceed," he commanded. "Take me through 

your morning, till the time you arrived. And then be sure 

and explain precisely why, with a dead body splayed in 

front of you, you decided on your own to go traipsing 

down the road toward Stratton's car and speak with him 

about the murder." 

"It wasn't like that!" My knees were shaking and I 

dearly wanted to sit down someplace before they buckled. 

"Like what?" 

"Like I decided to take a little stroll and have a chat 

with my client! When I first went up to the car, I wasn't 

even sure if he was dead or alive! He was scared and 

didn't know what to do, so I convinced him to come back 

with me and talk to you people!" 

"You're doing this backwards, Miss Gilbert. Let's get to 

that chronologically. Then you can offer up all your excuses for talking to our prime suspect before we had the 

chance to interrogate him ourselves. All right?" 

"Is there any way I can request a different detective to 

question me?" 

"Sure. You can request it. Won't do any good, though." 
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"Are you this snide and nasty all the time, or just when 

you're on the job?" 

"Nah. Only when I'm working. Being around murderers and other criminals tends to bring out the worst in 

me." He waited a moment, sighed, then said gently, "Let's 

go sit in my car. You look about ready to collapse." 

A couple of hours later, Steve and I were finally al-

lowed to leave. We promptly got into an argument regarding Burke's innocence. "Okay, Sullivan," I finally 

told him. "I admit Burke's behavior today was really 

bizarre. Even though he knew he'd be accused, he 

should have contacted the police immediately." 

"Right." 

"But . . .  that's just it. This is all so incriminating, I have 

to think he's telling the truth." 

"Either that, or he somehow found himself with no 

options and grew desperate. He killed Walter after finding out that Walter uncovered the evidence that was going to convict him of Richard's murder. Then he 

concocted this whole story once he realized he wasn't going to be able to escape." 

"Then why stay in his car? Why not return home and 

act shocked at our having discovered Walter's body in his 

backyard?" 

"I don't know. I'm not a killer. I can't begin to imagine 

a killer's thought patterns." 

"You don't know that he is a killer! Just last Friday, you 

admitted you had some doubts whether or not he was 

guilty. We need to presume his innocence here," I stated 

firmly. 

"Why?" Sullivan asked, smacking the steering wheel 
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with his hand for emphasis. "We're not jury members. I 

think we should presume that we'll live longer if we stay 

the hell away from Burke Stratton!" 

"In other words, you've changed your mind about 

gleaning inside information from Burke that might help 

the police to convict Richard's killer." 

Sullivan said nothing, but his jaw muscles were working overtime. Finally he replied, "No. But we're watching each other's backs really carefully from here on out. 

Neither of us ever comes into this neighborhood without 

the other." 

"I can live with that." 

"I sure as hell hope so," he replied. 

The next day, Burke called my cell phone. "Well," he 

said, "at least I haven't been arrested yet. But it's obviously just a matter of time. Someone's framing me so well 

that  I  half suspect I'm guilty, even though I'm the one 

person I know for a fact is innocent!" 

"Hang in there," I muttered, not knowing what else to 

say. 

"I need help. I can't just sit back and assume the police are going to sort out the truth. They're going to go 

with the simplest scenario. And that's with me as the 

killer!" 

I winced at the wording and held my tongue. Hadn't 

Linda Delgardio just recently said something about the 

simplest answers usually being the correct ones? 

"Do you know of any great private investigators in 

Crestview?" 

"No, I'm sorry, I don't." 

"I'll . . .  look in the yellow pages." He paused. "Are you 
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coming to Earth Love this afternoon?" When I hesitated, 

confused, he continued, "They're holding a meeting for 

the finalists at four P.M. Undoubtedly to inform us that 

the contest has been canceled." 

"Nobody notified me about the meeting, and I--" 

"Please come, Erin. I'm going to be treated like a 

pariah, and I'd really like to know at least one person is 

there who's on my side." 

"Sullivan and I have a client appointment. But we'll 

try our best to reschedule. I'll meet you there, if I can 

swing it." 

"This competition has become totally bogus," Darren 

grumbled. He and I were the first to arrive for the meeting at Earth Love, and we were waiting in a conference 

room at their headquarters. "First off, nobody is going to 

have such a death wish that they'd be willing to become 

the new judge. And even if they do, it's an unfair competition because the judges keep dying!" 

I gave him my most withering stare. I'd developed an 

intense dislike for Darren and could all too easily envision him as a crackpot capable of murdering two men. 

"This  has  been a terrific inconvenience to all of us," I 

said dryly. "It was really inconsiderate of both Richard 

and Walter." 

"I didn't mean to sound heartless." 

Intent on ignoring him, I scanned the hallway 

through the glass wall. Maybe I could excuse myself and 

track down the receptionist; she'd shown us in and then 

promptly left, muttering something about a coffee cart. 

The same pair of executives who'd conferred with Walter 

at Burke's hearing had also left, saying they'd return in a 
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few minutes. I smiled as Sullivan neared, ushered in by a 

second receptionist. 

"In any case," Darren continued, "Margot Troy and I 

should just throw in the towel at this point." 

"You think Burke will win?" I asked just as Sullivan 

entered the room. 

"Of course. He has an emotional advantage because 

he's been implicated, so the new judge will be scared to 

pick anyone else." 

Sullivan said, "Hey, Gilbert. I didn't miss everything 

again, did I?" 

"No, we're the first ones here." 

"Earth Love's running of this meeting is a disorganized mess," Darren added. "Not exactly big news, right?" 

He cupped his hands over his mouth and cried sarcastically, "Stop the presses!" 

Sullivan's posture stiffened beside me, and I silently 

willed: Go ahead, Sullivan. Pop Darren one, right in his 

lantern jaw. 

Burke arrived next. His eyes were bloodshot, and his 

blond hair had a cowlick that stuck straight up like the 

flag on a mailbox. 

"I'm grateful you're both here," Burke said. "Thank 

you." 

"It was the least we could do," I replied, just as 

Sullivan was muttering, "No problem." 

"I half expected to read in today's headline you were 

in jail," Darren said to Burke. 

Burke stared at him with empty, exhausted eyes. "I'm 

the police's chief suspect. And I didn't do it. I'm innocent." 

"Good luck with that," Darren said. 

"Your sympathy is overwhelming," Burke growled. 

P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   181 

Darren shrugged. "Hey. It's not like you're the only 

one the police are investigating." 

"You, too?" 

He nodded grimly. "Let's just say that they don't take 

kindly to the fact that my Magnum is missing from my 

gun collection." 

"You've got a gun collection?" Sullivan asked him, 

just as the harried receptionist returned, pushing a cart 

containing a coffee urn, a pitcher of water, and a box of 

sugar cookies. 

"Got my own shooting range, in the back room," 

Darren continued proudly. "One of the advantages of 

having an underground house." He glared at Burke. 

"Apparently, though, I've got to do a better job of keeping 

the place locked up when I'm not home." 

"The gun wasn't stolen at the open house, was it?" I 

asked. Maybe the thief had stolen both the gun and the 

gold paint at roughly the same time. 

Darren shook his head. "On the following Monday. I 

had everything locked in the glass case through the weekend. Though I sure wish now I hadn't let half of 

Crestview see that I own firearms. I'd figured I could 

show them off without having some bleeding-heart liberal contest judge see 'em. The finalist judge wasn't supposed to attend the open houses, you know. Not that it 

stopped Richard Thayers." 

"He was there?" I asked in alarm. 

"Yes. As I told the police," he answered, nodding. 

"Course, I never saw him come inside, just spotted him 

over by the pond." 

"That must have been when he discovered that illegal 

cable my idiotic architect ran!" Burke exclaimed. 

A full battalion of Earth Love executives, from what 
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looked like the CEO down to first-level managers, swept 

into the room, Margot Troy in their midst. She took a seat 

across from Burke. Her fingers were so fidgety that they 

looked like spider legs. The two female managers sat 

down as well, taking all of the remaining seats in the 

room and forcing the three men to remain standing. 

One of the more regal-looking men, wearing a sports 

jacket and seated at the head of the elongated oval table, 

introduced himself as Preston Wilcott. He glanced at a 

three-by-five note card and stated, "We've decided, under 

these tragic circumstances, that we're going to cancel the 

green home contest. No winner will be declared. We will 

instead start a fund for outstanding ecological contributions to society. The fund will be named for both Walter 

Emory and Richard Thayers." He paused, scanned the 

crowd's faces, then continued, "We deeply regret the 

events that have transpired and our inevitable decision to 

cancel the contest. All of us at Earth Love recognize the 

considerable effort that each of you has--" 

"Please, let's not be too hasty," Margot interrupted. "I 

believe I have a suggestion that will fill everyone's needs." 

Mr. Wilcott peered over his reading glasses at her. "I 

hardly think that's possible at this juncture, Ms. Troy. 

The loss of two colleagues can never be recompensed." 

"No, of course not. But there is one person, a local 

celebrity, who can restore the dignity and stature to this 

contest that it so richly deserves." 

"A celebrity?" he repeated. 

"Yes. We are fortunate to have a strong connection to a 

TV host whose show specializes in homes and lifestyles." 

Uh-oh.  I knew exactly what was coming next, and it 

was a terrible idea. Margot grinned at me, and I shook my 

head violently at her. She looked puzzled for a moment, 
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but then returned her gaze to Mr. Wilcott and announced, "I propose that we ask Audrey Munroe, of 

Domestic Bliss with Audrey Munroe on Channel Four, to 

judge the Earth Love green home contest." 

"I'd like to go on record saying I'm opposed to that 

idea," I promptly interjected. Margot glared at me, and I 

glared right back at her. 

Mr. Wilcott allowed everyone to discuss the idea for 

several minutes, at which time Sullivan and I both said 

that we could be putting Audrey Munroe in danger--a 

notion that Margot, Darren, and a couple of employees 

countered by stating that there was no harm in asking 

Audrey, who could simply decline if she felt in any way 

jeopardized. 

At length, Wilcott took a quick straw poll of his employees in the room, which turned out to be unanimous 

in Audrey's favor. He sighed and stared into space for 

what felt like several minutes. Finally, he said, "To desert 

the contest feels like an admission of Earth Love's culpability for two murders. That is abjectly unfair. Furthermore, if we complete the contest successfully, we might 

be able to spare not just ourselves but the very concept of 

green design from becoming the butt of late-night talk 

show jokes. Both Richard Thayers and Walter Emory devoted their careers to the noble cause of saving our 

planet. Regrettably, it seems they've also sacrificed their 

lives to that cause. They deserve better than to become a 

punch line for their efforts. So, I'm willing to continue 

the contest only if Ms. Munroe agrees to be the judge. 

Otherwise . . ." 

"Then that's what will happen," Margot stated firmly. 

"I'll convince her." She lifted her chin. "We've met more 

than once at charity functions," she added, giving me a 
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sideways glance, "and she is a wonderful, generous person." 

"All right, then. Let's adjourn. Please ask Ms. Munroe 

to contact me personally. Assuming she's amenable, we'll 

attempt to carry on." 

"Thank you, Mr. Wilcott." 

He gave her a thin smile, weariness and sorrow weighing heavily on his features. The Earth Love employees 

left en masse. 

Margot promptly turned to me and hissed, "Once 

again, Erin, you disappoint me." She swept from the 

room. 

Burke grimaced as he watched her. Then he shook his 

head and gave me a sympathetic smile. "Typical Margot 

self-centeredness. That's the reason I recognized early on 

that the two of us were a bad match." 

Darren guffawed. "You just don't know how to handle 

ladies with money, my friend." He winked, then left, calling, "Ms. Troy! Wait up. Let me get that door for you!" 

Exhausted and discouraged, I arrived at home a couple 

of hours later. I was eager to curl up on my favorite sofa 

with Hildi and shake off the stress of the day. 

Hildi promptly greeted me with a rub against my legs 

when I stepped into the parlor. I swept her up and cuddled her, just as Audrey entered the room from the dining 

room-cum-temporary kitchen. 

"Erin, you're never going to believe what I've just decided to do," she said with a huge smile on her face. 

I must have unconsciously squeezed Hildi, because 

she hissed and scampered from my arms. "Please don't 

tell me you're the new judge of Earth Love's contest." 
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"I'm the new judge!" She arched an eyebrow and gave 

me a disapproving once-over, apparently having gathered 

the tenor of my last statement. "Aren't you going to thank 

me?" 

"Why would I be thankful? You're deliberately putting 

yourself in harm's way! Did you forget all about my 

telling you that the first two judges were murdered, for 

heaven's sake?" 

"How many times have I asked you to keep yourself 

out of danger, but you haven't listened? This is very hypocritical of you, Erin." 

"You're right. I'm a hypocrite. Be that as it may, you 

really, really need to reconsider." 

"I've thought this through enough times already. I told 

them that come hell or high water, I was only going to 

spend the remainder of this week on the contest. I'm simply going to pick up right where their last judge left off." 

"And by that you mean shot dead on somebody's 

lawn?" 

"Of course not! I'm not in any danger. The fact that 

two contest judges have died doesn't mean that they were 

killed  because  they were judges. The previous victims 

had prior relationships with each other and with the finalists. I don't. And while I certainly am correctly considered an environmentalist and a conservationist, those are 

far from my most noted characteristics." 

"Which would be more along the order of . . .  oh, I 

don't know. Maybe rashness and stubbornness." 

Ignoring me, she continued, "The contest will be over 

once and for all by this Saturday. I assure you, Erin, I do 

not have a death wish. I simply believe in what Earth 

Love is trying to do for the world, and I want to help them 

accomplish their goals. My biggest fear is just that I'll be 
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partial and unable to judge your client's house as harshly 

as everyone else's. But when I thought about it more, I realized I'm up to the task. You  will understand, after all, 

that I absolutely cannot show favoritism. Won't you, 

Erin?" 

"I don't know," I snapped, aware that I was sounding a 

bit like a petulant brat, but not caring. "I wasn't listening. 

Just like you haven't been listening to me." 

"Pardon, Erin?" She winked. "My thoughts must have 

wandered. I'm afraid I didn't hear a word you just said." 

c h a  p t e r   1 5

"An old Mexican proverb (although I 

could be wrong about its derivation) 

warns us that, unless you know where 

you've been, you can't possibly know 

where you're going. Perhaps that's 

why we sometimes feel so lost." 

--Audrey Munroe 

 

"You know what bothers me, Erin?" Audrey 

asked, breaking the silence that had only reBLISS cently blessed us as I settled into my book and 

she had momentarily taken up her latest project--a quilt for her second grandchild. 

"Is there only one answer to your question?" I 

asked, a little testy, not wanting to leave the 

company of my book's characters. 

"We no longer treasure anything." 

Uh-oh. That, if I'd ever heard one, was a precursor for one of Audrey's patented rants. I'd be 

lucky to get back to my reading within the hour. 

Time for preemptive measures."That's not true. I 

DOMESTIC  treasure your friendship. And I treasure this book 

that I'm reading." Laying it on thick, I continued, 
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"Most of all, I treasure these quiet evenings at home. 

They're so restorative for me that, 

I 

without them, 

couldn't possibly keep going during hard times. Such as 

the day I had today, when I was feeling so down in the 

dumps from Walter's death, coming so soon after 

Richard's. So thank you, Audrey, for this gift of refuge and 

respite that you've given me." 

"I mean in general," she replied, not batting an eye at 

my obsequious speech."As a society. We've turned ourselves into a nation of disposables. Disposable income. 

Disposable toilet-bowl brushes. Disposable relationships. 

When does it end?" 

"That's a question I was just now asking myself," I muttered, cradling the book in my hands. 

"Take this quilt, for example. I'm making it for my second grandchild's crib. And every single scrap of cloth 

that's going into it has particular relevance for the baby. 

Each piece of fabric was worn by one of the baby's relatives." 

"That's sweet." 

"More importantly, it's an heirloom in the making. 

How can we hope to teach our culture to treasure its 

ancestry if we don't teach the new members of our 

own families to treasure their grandparents and greatgrandparents?" 

"That's an excellent point, Audrey, although I hope 

you were teaching your sons to treasure their grandparents. Back before you became one yourself." 

"I'm not saying that mothers should teach their 

daughters and sons how to cross-stitch their family tree, 
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mind you." I reluctantly shut my book, realizing that 

when she was willing to ignore my snide remarks, there 

was no stopping her."Although, come to think of it, that's 

an excellent idea to present in a future broadcast. 

There's been a resurgence of sewing circles, you know. 

Probably because we have lost so much of our heritage 

lately. I'm going to suggest to my audience that they 

consider introducing some of the classics of the past-- 

cross-stitched family trees that are handed down to the 

next generation, along with the skills to continue them. 

Coiled rag rugs, made from outgrown hand-me-downs. 

And, of course, quilts like this one." 

As she spoke, she spread out her patchwork fabric, 

and a pink petal on her cornflower pattern caught my 

eye. I leaned forward. "Hey. That pink fabric looks familiar. This isn't from my pink blouse, is it? I've been missing 

that blouse for months now!" 

"Didn't I tell you about that?" Audrey asked, blushing 

to match the hue of the pirated fabric. "I had an accident involving some India ink when I was working on 

Japanese painting techniques." 

"And how did my blouse get involved?" 

"I don't recall the precise sequence of events. But it 

brings to mind something I've been meaning to tell you 

for a while now." She looked impishly at me. "Pink isn't 

really one of your colors, Erin." 

"Audrey!" 

"I'll replace the blouse, the next time we go shopping. But you really should look at a deeper red. Magenta, maybe." 
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"Speaking of fabric stains," I snapped,"isn't this going 

to be a problematic baby gift? Handmade quilts aren't 

really all that washable, are they? Don't they need to 

be hand washed?" 

"Well, yes, but--" 

"And I'm sure you don't think a new mom has time to 

do frequent hand washings, do you? I mean, you know 

a baby's blanket is only going to go for two or three 

days tops between washings. That's going to cause a 

whole lot of wear and tear on all of those heirloom fabrics of yours." 

"Not to mention on your pink blouse," she said under 

her breath. 

"It's not as if your mother's wedding dress, for example, was intended to be washed twenty or thirty times inside of two months." 

"Good point. Fortunately, however, I'm way ahead 

of you. Quilts of this size make wonderful wall hangings 

for a baby's room. My son and his wife can wrap little 

Audrey in it when they're coming home from the hospital. Then they can capture the moment in photographs 

and frame some of them. Those photographs, along 

with the quilt itself, will make a wonderful matched set to 

hang on a wall of the nursery. It will look lovely. And, 

many years from now, when Audrey is old enough to appreciate some family history, she will have a memento. 

One which can be handed down through the ages. 

Which is why, incidentally, I'm also creating a chart that 

lists where each piece of fabric comes from. Including 

your pink blouse, from her auntie Erin." 
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I felt touched and said, "It's amazing that you 

can recall the source of that many different fabric 

swatches." 

"Yes,  well . . . I'm   taking creative license whenever 

necessary." She pointed at a particular section of her 

quilt."This parallelogram is from a striped shirt that somehow wound up in a lost-and-found basket in my laundry 

room when the boys were little. But it now belonged to 

Cousin Jason, twice removed." 

"Actually, I take back everything I said, Audrey. 

A baby blanket quilt is a lovely idea. In fact, I hope 

you're making one of those for your grandson Colin, as 

well." 

"I am indeed." She went back to her stitching, but 

then paused and looked at me."You look a little tired. I 

suppose I should quit talking and leave you to your 

reading." 

"Thanks." I opened my book to the bookmark. 

"An Agatha Christie?" 

"Yes." 

She craned her neck and studied the cover. "I read 

that one." 

"Yes, I know. I borrowed it from you." 

"Is there anything new happening between you and 

Steve?" 

I gritted my teeth."Audrey, please! Do I have to go to 

my room in order to read in peace?" 

She glared at me, but mimed locking her lips with a 

key and didn't answer. Her silence lasted all of thirty 
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seconds, till she grumbled, "The butler did it, by the 

way." 

"I'm sure the murder was well justified," I retorted, 

knowing she was kidding. "He was probably provoked 

by someone giving away the ending to the book he 

was reading." 

c h a p t e r   1 6  

Around mid-morning the following day, Burke's 

voice rang out over the answering machine: 

"You two are going to want to see Asia's exterior decorating as soon as possible." Sullivan had pressed the message 

button in my presence, so we heard his gloomy tone simultaneously. 

"Come to think of it," I said, "it's been a week since 

Asia gave Burke and Darren a week's notice to take down 

their windmills, or else. She must have gone ahead and 

hung those plastic flamingos in the trees that border their 

joint property line, like she said she would." 
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"Along with all of those hundreds of noisy wind 

chimes." 

The image of plastic flamingos in evergreens was a 

much-needed touch of silliness, and I smiled. Sullivan 

was also grinning as we caught each other's gaze. "I wonder if she's put plastic penguins on ice skates on the 

pond, too. That would be a nice finishing touch." 

"We shouldn't laugh," Sullivan said, although he was 

chuckling as he spoke. 

"No, we shouldn't. Burke's obviously upset." 

"Poor guy," Sullivan said sarcastically, clearly enjoying 

the notion of Burke's discomfiture. 

"I'm sure he's worried that the ugly lawn and tree ornaments so close to his house will have an adverse affect 

on the contest judge." 

"On  Audrey,  you mean," Sullivan said. "Or did you 

manage to talk her out of it last night?" 

"I wish. I think she's secretly too enraptured at the 

thought of helping me to ferret out the killer to say no. 

Plus I'm sure it was immensely flattering to her to be singled out as the one and only person who could help keep 

the contest going." 

"Low self-esteem has never seemed to be an issue with 

Audrey." 

"Don't make snide remarks about Audrey!" 

"Sorry, but it's true." 

"I know, but that doesn't mean it's all right to say so." 

Sullivan glanced at his watch. "We've got some free 

time before our next appointment. Want to head over 

there right now?" 

"You sound almost cheerful. I thought you were positive Burke was a murderer." 

"He's a smart man . . . a  doctor. Doesn't make sense 
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he'd be so stupid as to shoot Walter in his own backyard. 

So, yeah, some of my doubts have returned." 

"Good, because I'm still positive he's innocent. Let's 

go see what Ms. Crabapple has done to him." 

Asia had allowed the front yard's property line to re-

main undisturbed. Burke led us to the side yard, which 

bordered the pond, where the three of us stood staring at 

Burke's property in unabashed awe. The only thing to be 

said for the riot of bright, cheap plastic excess was that it 

was infinitely more pleasant than the crime-scene tape 

that had cordoned off Burke's backyard two days ago. 

"Kind of like being transported to a tourist trap in 

Florida," Burke said, "without our snow and ice, that is." 

"More like what the artist Christo would do if someone dared him to work with only tacky toys instead of 

brightly colored fabric," I said. "Or maybe a yard sale at a 

dollar store." 

Between her line of trees and her three-rail fence, Asia 

had installed what looked like the type of mesh that golf 

courses used on their driving ranges. Hers was twelve feet 

high and extended from the front post of her side yard to 

the pond. A second mesh began at the other side of the 

pond and ran to the back corner of the fence. She hadn't 

stopped at flamingos and wind chimes, although she'd 

used plenty of those. Her rule of thumb seemed to be that 

if it was cheap, garishly colored, and plastic, it was on her 

fence. She'd stuck a toilet bowl brush on the mesh, along 

with combs, an inflatable rooster, a backscratcher, horseshoes, an inflatable Santa with at least four of his reindeer, and several oversized bubble wands. Virtually every 
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square inch had something ugly and gaudy hanging 

from it. 

"She's trying to get your goat by displaying so many 

nonrecyclable plastic products," Sullivan surmised, stating the obvious. 

"And she complains about my windmill ruining her 

view," Burke said. "This is one hell of an eyesore, for her, 

too." 

"Cutting off her nose to spite her face," Sullivan 

agreed. 

"Her pond decorations are almost pretty," I remarked 

quietly. Both men glared at me. "Well, they are. It's kind 

of like a floating conga line of bath toys." She had strung 

all sorts of children's floating devices together, from neon 

green frogs to electric blue dinosaurs. Together they 

formed a straight line atop the iced-over pond, and appeared to delineate the halfway point between the two 

properties. 

"She didn't secure it very well," Sullivan said. "She 

just used tent stakes. The next windstorm we have, that 

string of toys could get wrapped around some bush in the 

next county." 

"I think it's a safety hazard," Burke said. "It's going to 

lure kids to try to jump onto the ice, and it won't support 

them. We should take the toys down, don't you think?" 

Burke was obviously looking for a viable excuse to do 

just that, but he did have a point. "I'm going to take a 

closer look at the pond," I said. 

I made my way down the slight incline and started 

walking along the water's edge toward Asia's house. 

Something caught my eye in the shallow water ahead of 

me, about halfway to the starting point of Asia's colorful 

contraption. 
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"That's odd," I said over my shoulder. "There's something in the water--between the ice and the bank." 

"Probably a dead carp," Burke retorted. 

It didn't look like a fish to me; it was dark and shiny 

and metallic-looking. My heart started to race. I found a 

long stick. After a few failed attempts, I managed to snag 

the object in the pond and drag it to the shore. By then 

both Burke and Sullivan had joined me and could see it, 

too. 

"My god," Sullivan said. 

Sullivan grabbed it with his gloved hand as Burke 

watched, looking horrified. It was a handgun. 

The police finally allowed Sullivan and me to leave 

Burke's by the time I'd rescheduled all of my client appointments. In less than an hour, Audrey would have me 

chauffeur her to the finalists' homes. Sullivan and I had 

agreed that, if there was even a remote chance that my 

presence might help to keep Audrey safe and sound, my 

time would be well spent. 

Matthew Hayes called and asked me to stop by his 

store at my convenience. Sullivan was with a client in a 

neighboring town, so I made the short drive to Matthew's 

store and found a space. His siding looked especially 

pretty in the bright sunlight. It was a chalky blue-green, 

like the copper patina of the Statue of Liberty. 

Inside, a young man with long hair and droopy eyelids 

greeted me with a lazy, "Hey, how goes it?" When I asked 

for Matthew, he said, "Oh, yeah. He's in the workshop. 

Go on back." I thanked him and headed through a 

tangerine-colored door. There was a marked drop in temperature between the two spaces, but for me, the scent of 
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fresh-cut lumber was made all the more delightful by the 

crisp air. 

I found Matthew using a lathe, carving what appeared 

to be a pedestal for a table out of a six-by-six piece of yellow oak. As I approached, he spotted me, smiled, and 

shut off the motor, the spinning piece of wood gradually 

slowing to a stop. Beneath a light coating of sawdust, he 

was wearing jeans, a mustard-colored T-shirt, and a black 

backward-facing baseball cap. 

He promptly removed his safety goggles. "Morning, 

Erin. Wasn't expecting to see you quite so soon. You must 

have dropped everything and run right over here, eh? It 

wasn't anything urgent, you know." 

"Sure, but I had some free time." 

He wiped the sawdust from his hands and sturdylooking forearms. He truly was a nice-looking guy. Too 

bad he was also a major jerk. "I wanted to show you the 

desk you ordered. It's almost good to go. Just wanted to 

give you the chance to inspect it before I invested a 

whole lot of time in the sanding and finishing work." As 

he led me toward the desk, he put his hand on my back, 

which annoyed me. "I used the boards from the local 

lumberyard, just like you and Dr. Stratton wanted, so I 

was stuck with pine. There was only so much I could do 

with the pine, you understand." 

"Of course. But it's a lot better for the environment 

when materials are being processed and used all from 

within the same small geographic area." 

"Maybe so, but it's bad for the craftsmanship. I can do 

wonders with mahogany." 

"From the rain forest. But Burke would never have 

supported that. You'll just have to use a dark stain." 

"One that has zero off-gassing. Yippee. Might as well 
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hand me a mahogany crayon. Anyways." He gestured at a 

desk against the wall. "Here you go." 

Matthew was so arrogant and short-sighted that I 

wanted to hate the desk. But I couldn't. He'd made wonderful use of the knotty pine and incorporated the whorls 

into his overall designs. The rhomboid shape of the desk 

would hug the corner of Burke's bedroom. I loved the 

lines, the cabriole flair in the legs, the playful echo of 

those gentle curves in the front piece and drawers. "It's 

beautiful." 

He shrugged, but there was no small measure of pride 

in his smile. "It's okay. It'll look much nicer as I continue 

to sand it between coats of finish. 'Course, if your client 

would quit obsessing about off-gassing, I could use the 

best varnish on the market . . . make this pine look like 

rare wood." 

"Right, Matthew. You could do just that. But if you'd 

change your attitude and promote your skill at using 

woods from your own backyard, you'd turn a big profit by 

appealing to the major green contingency in this town." 

"Exotic woods are what sell." He pointed at a lovely armoire a few feet away from us. "I can charge three times 

more for that piece of case furniture because nobody can 

get it at some 'Cheap Furniture R Us' chain store." 

I walked over to the armoire and opened a drawer. 

"Nor could you buy this quality dovetail joinery from a 

discount factory." 

"True, but believe me, exotics are what set my work 

apart from other furniture designers." 

"Maybe that's because those other  designers have a 

conscience." 

He smirked. "You know, Erin, it's easy for you to be 

high and mighty. If your customer requests something 
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that contributes to pygmy hippos dying in Botswana, you 

can just tell yourself: 'The customer is always right. It's 

his big money and his fat butt that's going to sit on it.' 

Meanwhile, the American furniture business is a sixtyfive-billion-dollar industry, with killer international competition. As a craftsman working for myself, I'm either a 

cut above, or I'm cut off at the knees." 

"So that's why you took it so personally when Richard 

Thayers called attention to things like this ivory inlay?" I 

asked, testing his reaction. 

"Yeah. Of course I took it personally. He was threatening my livelihood! If my sales slip, I go under, and I'm 

out of work. Period. And those ecology groups are ruthless." 

"Groups like World's Watchdogs, you mean? The one 

Walter Emory founded?" 

"Yeah. I had a couple of run-ins with Emory. He and 

Richard were taking turns harassing me for a while. But it 

stinks that somebody offed the guy." 

My vision was drawn to a chest of drawers that looked 

to be made out of rain forest wood. "I couldn't help but 

notice that this wood is merbau." 

"Very good. You know your woods." 

"I always recognize this deep red, gold-flecked color. 

But I steer my customers away from it whenever possible 

because of the damage its harvesting is doing to the rain 

forests in Indonesia." 

"I got it from a legal dealer." 

"Within the United States, the dealer was legit, sure," 

I retorted. "But it's doubtful that the original exporter of 

the lumber was legal." 

He made a derisive noise. "I'll bet if your partner, 

Steve-o, were to present you with a diamond one of these 
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days, you wouldn't ask about its  exporter, or anything 

about its origin. More blood's been shed for diamond 

mining than for conflict-wood foresting, as World's 

Watchdogs calls it." 

"And I'll bet if you were to have a customer ask you to 

surround the mirror of a dressing table with a hundred diamonds that you had to purchase yourself on the black 

market, you wouldn't hesitate." 

"You got that right. Now, that  is something I could 

make a bundle on. If you can talk one of your rich customers into buying it from me, I'll split the profit right 

down the middle." 

I started to turn away in disgust and spotted a green label on a can on the shelf along the adjacent wall. I 

crossed the room to investigate. Surprised, I turned back 

to look at him and exclaimed, "You have one of Richard's 

Earth-Friendly Wood Finish products." 

"Just bought them yesterday," he said with a shrug that 

looked like a forced attempt at indifference. "I knew 

you'd want to use a nontoxic product." 

"There are others on the market. Why did you choose 

to help out Richard's business? I thought you resented his 

sales tactics in his class." 

"It seemed like the decent thing to do, now that the 

guy's dead." 

And buying Richard's products was an easy way to gain 

access to his labels, then glue one onto the can of toxic 

paint that Richard had been tricked into drinking. 

c h a p t e r   1 7  

some ninety minutes later, I found myself negotiating congested traffic while driving Audrey's 

Mercedes. Impatient and annoyed, I snapped, "I should 

never have agreed to do this. I shouldn't be showing you 

Burke's home. It's a huge conflict of interest." 

"No offense, dear, but you're just the interior designer. 

The architect and the creators of the products that Burke 

uses are much more responsible for his low energy consumption than you are." 

"First off, Sullivan and I were the people who sat 
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rials. We also helped him design some of the specific features of his kitchen and bathrooms that made them so environmentally friendly and functional, such as the 

ventilation and exhaust systems. In the second place, you 

and I are obviously going to be speaking to each other as 

we drive between the finalists' homes, and that conversation could unconsciously affect your overall opinion." 

"I'm my own person and always have been. I intend to 

pretend that you're simply here as my driver, and that 

Burke's house was designed exclusively by Steve 


Sullivan." 

"That'd be ironic," I muttered. 

"Is there a problem there?" 

"Sullivan suspects Burke is the murderer." 

"He does? And do you agree?" 

"Not at all." 

She fell silent for several seconds, then remarked, 

"That's probably making interactions between you two 

and your client awkward." 

"To say the least." 

"Well, then. Let's talk about something else for a 

while. Which of the three houses do you like the best?" 

Audrey asked. 

"I'm not going to answer that!" I had to slam on the 

brakes and honk as the driver of an SUV tried to make a 

sharp turn without relinquishing her grasp on her cell 

phone. 

We remained silent until I parked on the street beyond 

any view from Margot's windows. "We're here." 

"This is Margot Troy's house, right?" she asked. 

"You're not even going to get as close as her driveway? 

Why are you being so paranoid?" 

"To avoid an embarrassing situation." 
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"Oh, come join me. I'll just claim that you're acting as 

my bodyguard." 

I shook my head. "No, Audrey. Margot's angry at me 

for not wanting you as contest judge. I don't want to give 

her any ammunition for claiming that I'm brainwashing 

you." 

"All right, then. I'll be back as soon as I can." She 

started to get out, then hesitated. "When she comes to 

the door and sees that there's no car in her driveway, 

should I tell her I walked here? Or are we pretending that 

I'm environmentally conscious enough to have taken the 

bus?" 

"Say that you wanted to make note of your initial reaction as you approached slowly from the street." 

"Oh. Okay. That's very clever of you, Erin." She gave 

me a wink and headed down the driveway. 

I spent the time returning phone calls on my cell and 

working out some designs in my head for current customers. One of our new clients had chosen Brazilian 

cherry hardwood floors for her remodel. We would have 

that gorgeous, rich wood running from the front door 

throughout her kitchen and dining room. In my mind's 

eye, however, I could see Matthew Hayes smirking at me. 

Brazilian cherry was hardly earth-friendly or politically 

correct. He had made some excellent points about how 

easy it was for me to merely mention green alternatives 

when ultimately, I had to let the customer decide. 

After thirty minutes or so, Audrey returned. "Interesting woman, that Margot. She's very pushy, isn't she?" 

Before I had time to formulate a tactful reply, Audrey 

asked, "Do you think she's guilty?" 

"I hope not, but I have to admit, she's close to the top 

of my list of suspects." 
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"Who's at the very top?" 

"Matthew Hayes. Of M.H. Custom Furniture." 

"Oh, yes. There've been some articles in the Sentinel 

about him and his politically incorrect beliefs. At least he 

speaks his mind and sticks to his guns." 

"I guess that's a positive. Unless he fired one of those 

guns recently." 

"Indeed. So where are we heading next?" 

"Well, Darren Campesio and Burke Stratton are 

neighbors, although they both have something like tenacre spreads." 

"Good. One-stop viewing. And we can park in an actual driveway. Burke  obviously won't mind that we're 

traveling together." 

I waited, hoping she'd volunteer her reaction to the 

home she'd just seen, but she remained silent. A minute 

or two later she asked, "Where is Steve right now?" 

"He wants to meet us at Burke's house." I glanced at 

the dashboard clock. "Actually, we'll arrive about twenty 

minutes ahead of him. So we'll go to Darren's house 

first." 

"My. You're really timing this down to the minute." 

"We're trying to keep up appearances to show Burke 

that we're a team. That's difficult when I'm trying to help 

Burke clear his name, and Sullivan's trying to trip him up 

into divulging some major clue that'll convict him." 

"Is that the only source of conflict between you and 

Steve?" 

"Pardon?" 

"I have the feeling that something else is bothering 

you." 

"Not really." 

We lapsed into silence, probably because Audrey 
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didn't want to talk about Margot's house, and I didn't 

want to talk about Sullivan. We parked at Burke's, intending to take the path to Darren's property. Burke, however, 

came running up to us from his backyard. His smile 

looked plastered into place, his brow was dotted with perspiration, and his eyes were nothing short of panicstricken. "Erin! Ms. Munroe! You're here early!" 

I pointed with my chin at the minipath that led to the 

trail behind the homes. "We were going to go to Darren's 

first, actually, so that Steve could meet us here at four." 

He gave me a peculiar look that involved a quick head 

shake and a grimace, then focused his attention on Audrey, 

grabbing her hand and panting, "It's such an honor to 

meet you in person, Ms. Munroe." 

"Why, thank you, Dr. Stratton." 

He gracefully turned their handshake into his taking 

her arm and pivoting, saying all the while, "There's no 

need to wait. You're here now, and I'm afraid you won't 

enjoy even a short walk at this hour. The wind's really 

kicking up, and the temperature is dropping." 

Audrey peered at me. There was no chance that she'd 

missed Burke's all-too-obvious ploy to prevent her from 

cutting across his backyard to the footpath. I didn't know 

what his motive was--maybe his windmill construction 

had taken a bad turn, or maybe he didn't want her to see 

some new monstrosity that Asia had placed near the 

pond or along her fence. 

"I can survive," she said. "I wore sensible shoes. Isn't 

Mr. Campesio's house just one house down from yours?" 

"Yes, but the melting snow has made the path muddy 

and slippery in some places." Burke shot me a desperate 

look as it belatedly hit me that he needed my help. 
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"Of course," I said. "I should have thought of that myself. Burke and I will show you his house now, and then 

we'll drive to Darren's. All right, Audrey?" 

"Certainly. You've got possession of my car keys, after 

all, which they say is nine tenths of the law." She gave me 

the patient smile that I knew meant to step lightly. She 

patted Burke's hand, which was still on her arm. "Let's 

see this lovely home of yours, shall we, Dr. Stratton?" 

"Please call me Burke," he said with a grateful smile. 

He was still obviously anxious about something. He began a rambling dissertation on the thickness of his external walls and the benefits of straw-bale construction. I'd 

heard him give this lecture countless times during the 

open house. Back then he'd sounded like a tour guide at 

a museum. Now he sounded like an amateur actor with 

stage fright. He botched the presentation of the foyer and 

living room so completely that Audrey walked straight 

through them with barely a glance around. 

The three of us entered the kitchen. "We installed 

three layers of . . . I  mean, triple-paned windows, with, 

um,  with . . ."  He  paled and looked ready to pass out when 

Audrey wandered toward the glass door that faced the 

backyard. "Ms. Munroe? The windows over here  have 

superefficient e-coatings. They're like Superman. The 

Superman of glass." 

Audrey arched an eyebrow and held her tongue. I surreptitiously scanned the yard, but could see nothing 

wrong. 

"But, I, uh, guess you can read about all of the, um, 

our choices that make, in construction, I mean, in the 

spec sheets that Earth Love gave you, that make this 

house such a green winner." 

"That's true," I jumped in. "We are talking about the 
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Domestic Bliss Goddess herself, after all. Audrey, you 

don't need me to point out the inner door of the foyer, 

which serves as an air lock to reduce the air exchange as 

people enter and exit. Or the environmental benefits of 

the bamboo flooring in the living room, and the sea grass 

area rugs. And I'm sure you also already noticed the cork 

kitchen floor. You've done dozens of shows on sustainable building materials, so you know how earth-friendly 

those materials are. But aren't they gorgeous?" 

"Yes, they are," she agreed with an appreciative smile. 

"Now feast your eyes on the kitchen." 

"Stunning," she replied. 

"And I bet you know how environmentally sound it is 

to use these kitchen cabinets made from highly compacted sawdust--waste products from less responsible 

building practices--that are then veneered with cypress, 

chosen because of its sustainability and durability. The 

same reasoning went into selecting the concrete countertops. Burke wouldn't settle for merely reusing a granite 

slab from someone else's old kitchen. He's taken a waste 

product--fly ash--and recycled it into a new, functional, 

and fabulous surface. And, of course, every appliance is a 

modern miracle of energy efficiency." I had taken a cue 

from Burke and grabbed Audrey's arm, slowly leading her 

away from the back door. We approached everyone's favorite conversation piece--the small window built into 

the stucco surface of the wall, which showed the straw 

composition within. 

"But before we allow you to inspect the kitchen at 

your leisure, notice the reveal here." 

Audrey smiled at it and said, "Yes, that's honest-to-God 

straw, all right." 
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I did a double take at the reveal. Was it my imagination, or had the straws shifted a little? "I wanted to create 

a minidiorama inside the glass," I said, "with a wolf collapsing as he tried to blow it down. I thought it was whimsical, but I got voted down." 

Audrey chuckled. "You know what else might have 

been fun? You could put a needle in it, so you'd have the 

proverbial needle in a--" She stopped. "Oh, wait. That's 

a haystack, not a straw-stack." She tapped her cheek, lost 

in thought. "A plastic drinking straw or two might have 

been humorous." 

"I try to stay away from plastic products," Burke said, 

with his characteristic lack of humor. 

As Audrey inspected every square inch of the kitchen, 

she was at least as inquisitive on her own as any home 

owner I'd spoken to at the open house. She grilled us 

about the large component of conservationism that went 

into Sullivan's and my every decision. As we continued 

our dry, detail-intensive tour, I couldn't find any way to 

momentarily shake Audrey so that Burke and I could 

have a private word. While Audrey was examining 

Burke's bookshelves in the den, Burke finally managed to 

whisper, "My backyard stinks to high heaven. Asia's 

prank, no doubt." 

Sullivan arrived just then, and I promptly said, "Hi, 

Steve. Why don't you show Audrey the second floor? I've 

got a couple of questions for Burke about the sunroom." 

He knew me well enough to play along. He launched 

into a monologue about where Burke had gotten the salvaged lumber for the stairs as they climbed to the second 

floor. 

I had just turned to ask Burke what was going on when 
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he looked out a kitchen window and snarled, "There she 

is now." He marched out the back door, and I followed. 

"Asia! What the hell have you done?" 

Before she could answer, I spotted something that 

gave him his answer. "Look over there, Burke." I pointed 

at a hose starting to appear in the melting snow. The hose 

snaked around the pond and halfway across his yard. 

"Oh, jeez! I'd just gotten home myself when you and 

Audrey arrived. I didn't see it." There was no spigot, but 

he chinked the hose to stop the water flow, making a face 

as he dragged it back toward Asia. "Is this a shunt from 

your sewer line?!" he cried. 

She shrugged. "Call it a payback for your siphoning 

electricity off my power line." 

"You want a payback, do you?" 

Burke was so livid he was scaring me, but Asia merely 

clicked her tongue. "Oh, honestly! You're the big-deal 

conservationist. I'd think you'd appreciate all this free water." She shook her head. "There's just no pleasing some 

people." 

"Appreciate it?! You seriously think I'll buy that you've 

done me some kind of a favor?! My house smells like a 

skunky swamp, thanks to you! Right when Audrey 

Munroe is here!" 

"Oh, was that today?" Asia said, the picture of innocence. She turned her gaze to the windmill and murmured, "I'm so terribly sorry. I'd forgotten. Just as you 

seem to have forgotten all about stealing my power." 

"You manipulative little--" He broke off just as he 

heard the door open. We both turned and saw Audrey approaching. Burke continued: "--annoying person, you." 

"Burke," Audrey called, "we heard a funny noise and 

went downstairs. Your basement is flooding." 
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"Oh, my god!" Burke exclaimed, and ran inside. 

"Is that her?" Asia asked. She looked at Audrey and 

said in an ironic monotone, "Our own local minor 

celebrity, right here in our little corner of the world. 

Why, I'm practically starstruck at the very notion." 

c h a p t e r   1 8  

Burke turned off the main breaker to prevent any 

possibility of an electric current being carried in 

his floodwater, then returned to the fence and watched as 

Asia dragged the hose away from his property. Afterwards, 

Audrey and I followed him as far as the bottom step of the 

basement stair. There was enough ambient light from 

the window wells and the open door behind us to see 

how shallow the water was--less than an inch deep. I 

started to roll up my sleeves, intending to help the two 

men bail out the basement, but Sullivan, who'd already 

removed his shoes and socks and stepped into the water, 
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said, "It's okay, Erin. This really isn't bad. Why don't you 

go ahead and accompany Audrey to Darren's house?" 

Burke had been wearing soft-soled shoes and strode 

right through the water without hesitation. He was redfaced and his jaw and fists were clenched. He set his 

anger aside long enough to say, "That's a good idea, Erin. 

It was nice meeting you, Audrey. Thank you for stepping 

in as judge. But stepping into floodwater would be above 

and beyond the call of duty." He'd come as close to making a joke as I'd ever heard, but he couldn't muster any 

semblance of a smile to help pull it off. 

"My pleasure, Dr. Stratton. We'll meet again soon. 

Hopefully under better, and drier, circumstances." 

He nodded. "You can go, too, Steve. This won't take 

very long for me to clean up, and my . . .  annoying neighbor has already shut off the source of the water." 

"Thanks," Sullivan said, "but I've got some time. Let 

me give you a hand." 

I started to turn, then did a double take at a crack in 

the foundation at the west wall. It unnerved me. Two 

whole sections of the wall had shifted such that one portion was indented by a full inch. Water was seeping 

through that seam. 

Audrey was studying my features and surely must have 

registered my alarm. In any case, she couldn't have 

missed the crack in the wall, and with the home's structural problems accentuated by sewer water, Burke's 

chances of winning were now zilch. "Let's drive next 

door, shall we?" I suggested to her. 

I got behind the wheel and made a show of preparing 

to drive away, but then announced, "Oh, gosh. There's 

something I need to mention to Sullivan before I go. I'll 

be right back." 
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Sullivan was waiting for me by the door and let me in 

before I could knock. "We need to tell Burke to get a 

structural engineer or soil engineer out here," I said quietly. 

"Yeah. I'll tell him that. But we should also discuss this 

mess with Jeremy Greene. In person. I'd like to see his reaction. Burke's foundation must have the same design 

flaws that Richard was suing over. Jeremy should be 

forced to pay restitution to Richard's estate." 

"Fine, but remember that--" 

He held up his hand. "I know. Burke's our client. And 

it's his house. I'll recommend an engineer right now." He 

turned and headed back to the basement without waiting 

for my reply. 

As I returned to Audrey's car, I pondered whether or 

not Burke's bad relationship with Asia or his defective 

foundation could be connected to the murders. If both 

Richard Thayers and, later, Walter Emory had threatened to expose Jeremy's seriously flawed designs, could 

Jeremy have been deluded into believing that killing 

both men would save his career? Certainly Burke  now 

had cause to be driven into a murderous rage, but at Asia 

and Jeremy, not Richard or Walter. 

I got back behind the wheel. Audrey was jotting some 

notes on her pad, which she returned to her handbag 

when I started the engine. 

"Once again, Erin, you did a truly remarkable job on 

that house." 

"Thank you, Audrey." I turned onto the road. 

"I'm simply stating the obvious, but you're welcome. I 

only hope your work isn't going to go for naught." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Just that Dr. Stratton's house appears to have been 
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built on a sinkhole or something, judging by the cracks 

in the basement." 

I winced, but if she noticed she didn't let on. She 

mused, "None of the questions on my score sheets ask me 

to rank the home's durability or its prospects in the event 

of a geological disaster. But clearly that's an oversight on 

Earth Love's part. It hardly matters how energy-efficient 

your refrigerator is, for example, if you've built your 

house on top of quicksand. I can't rave to Earth Love 

about Dr. Stratton's house's wonderful green design and 

ignore the tiny issue of the entire place collapsing." 

"It's just one little crack." So far. 

"So is the San Andreas fault line, but I wouldn't build 

my house directly on top of it." 

I pulled into Darren's driveway. Her eyes widened as 

we swung around in his circular driveway. "Now this 

place, on the other hand, looks like it could survive a nuclear explosion." 

"I've seen lots of photos, but I've never been inside, 

and I'm dying to see it. Mind if I tag along?" 

"Of course not, my dear. You're the one who's been so 

worried about Burke's competitors crying foul." 

That was back when I thought he had a good chance of 

winning, I thought. Before I saw Burke's basement. "I've 

changed my mind. Everyone was there when Margot 

nominated you for this job. Darren will just have to deal 

with it." 

I let Audrey lead the way and stood slightly behind her 

as she used his brass doorknocker. Darren wore a big 

smile as he swung open the door. The smile faded a little 

when he saw me, but Audrey hastened to explain that 

we'd been carpooling and she'd asked me to join her. 
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He mumbled a welcome at me, but only regained his 

enthusiasm when he returned his gaze to Audrey. "I'm so 

glad you're doing this," he said to her. "Thank you for volunteering your time. I'm Darren Campesio." 

"Audrey Munroe." 

"I've heard about your show. I don't own a television, 

I'm afraid, but I'm sure I would enjoy watching you, if I 

could." He pulled the door shut behind me so quickly 

that it nearly closed on my heel. "Let me take you on the 

dime tour." He grabbed Audrey's arm and turned his 

back on me. Apparently he'd decided to handle my joining his cozy twosome by pretending not to see me. "But 

first, can I get you some refreshments? Tea? Juice? 

Coffee? Cinnamon toast?" 

"No, thank you," Audrey said graciously. "Erin? Would 

you like anything?" 

I was tempted to ask for a slice of watermelon just to be 

obnoxious--it would have been no more incongruous 

than the cinnamon toast--but I took the high road and 

said, "No, but thanks for offering, Darren." 

He gave me a perfunctory nod, then launched into a 

well-rehearsed spiel about the wondrous benefits of underground living. If anything, though, the front rooms of 

the house were surprisingly unexceptional and had the 

feel of any other modest home. The furnishings were 

what I'd term rustic-western-cabin: plaid upholstery, lots 

of antlers and metal doodads shaped like caveman drawings of bears, and low clunky butcher-block tables, 

which, not surprisingly, Darren had made himself. The 

back rooms, which were actually underground, featured 

light tunnels, which worked with mirrors and lenses, not 

unlike periscopes, and looked like portholes. No room 
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tioned mirrors wisely--although their frames were 

adorned with deer antlers. In my opinion, antlers as decor is a stylistic choice in which a little goes a long, long 

way. The loftlike upstairs, with its three bedrooms all in a 

row separated by two three-quarter baths, reminded me 

of a Motel 6 layout. In fact, I suspected he'd gotten all his 

artwork from one of those hotel art "no paintings over 

sixty dollars" sales that were periodically advertised on 

late-night TV. 

However, tacky decor aside, his home was remarkably 

fuel-efficient. He heated the entire house using his woodstove, and cooked with it as well. So little wood was required that he only needed to burn branches that he 

gathered from his own trees. He had an outstanding water collection system, which used charcoal filters of his 

own design. The energy from his windmill and his solar 

panels heated a hot-water tank and was stored in fuel 

cells to provide him with electricity year-round. He had a 

garden in the courtyard in front of his house where he 

grew and canned enough fruits and vegetables for him 

"to live off of forever, if I had to!" (He was a vegetarian 

because it was "better for the ecology.") His home was 

one hundred percent self-sustaining. Ugly, yes, but very 

green. Not unlike an avocado kitchen from the seventies. 

"I'm impressed," Audrey acknowledged as Darren returned us to the front door at the end of the tour. 

"Thought you would be," he said with a wink. "Do 

you have any questions?" 

"I do," I said immediately. "Where is this shooting 

gallery of yours? Is that through the one door you didn't 

open, off your den?" 

"Er, yes." 

"I'd like to see that room, if I may," Audrey stated. 
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"Ah, well, that room isn't really . . . in  good viewing 

shape." 

"Oh, I can overlook a little dust and clutter, or what 

have you," Audrey replied. When he gave no response, 

merely shifting his weight from foot to foot, she added, 

"I'm under a directive to inspect all rooms, Darren." 

"Well, then. We can't have you ignore a directive, 

now, can we?" 

He ushered us back into the den, which was a more 

cavelike version of the same mountain-man motif. He 

removed a small keychain from a pocket in his olive 

drab khakis, unlocked the door, and flipped a switch, 

which gradually illuminated a long, narrow, windowless 

room. We stepped inside. I generally avoid horror 

movies, but this room reminded me of the trailers for 

any number of gruesome films, and it was all I could do 

not to bolt out of there in order to restore my normal 

breathing pattern. 

Directly in front of us was a half wall with a swinging 

door that divided the room into two sections. We stood in 

the small, square shooting portion, with a long, narrow 

target hall on the other side of the half wall. Darren patted the dividing wall's two-foot-wide ledge. "Got this from 

a restaurant downtown that the owner was remodeling. 

Used to be part of his bar. I fortified it with two-by-fours. I 

stock it with ammunition and some odds and ends from 

my military days. It's perfect, don't you think?" 

He grinned at Audrey, who merely shifted her gaze to 

me without reply. The salvaged bar was certainly the 

nicest feature of the room. Then again, it was also essentially the only feature. 

Beside the door next to me hung a sturdy-looking gun 
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used brackets for several more weapons. At the far wall 

opposite the entrance, three targets--black torsos on 

white cardboard--had been lined up on easels. Black 

drapes behind the targets completely hid the back wall. 

The floor consisted of strips of carpet over hard-packed 

dirt, and the two long walls were cinderblocks. The low 

ceiling--less than eight feet--was made of particle board 

left unpainted, which supported four or five unadorned 

low-wattage light fixtures. 

"I love what you've done with this space, Darren," 

Audrey deadpanned. 

He chuckled. "Some folks get claustrophobic the instant they walk through the door. But don't worry." He 

pointed at the wall behind the targets. "Hidden behind 

those black drapes is an emergency exit, in case there's 

ever a fire blocking my front door. It lets you out on the 

other side of the hill." 

"That could be problematic if someone's entering 

through the back door when you're in here target practicing," Audrey remarked. "You wouldn't even be able to see 

the person behind the drapes." 

He gave her a full-wattage smile. "I've got three deadbolts on that door, and the door itself is solid steel." He 

pointed at a ceiling fixture in the center of the room. 

"There's a red light and an alarm that goes off in here 

whenever anyone opens the back door." 

"Can you hear that alarm from inside the rest of your 

house when this door is closed?" I asked, indicating the 

very solid-looking door behind us. 

"Er, no." 

"So . . .  the gun wasn't stolen during your open house, 

but someone could have sneaked behind your drapes 

then and unlocked the deadbolts, and returned later to 
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steal your gun. You wouldn't have been able to hear 

them enter." 

"Yeah, the police pointed that out to me," he snapped. 

"In retrospect, I should have taken down the drapes temporarily and checked to make sure the deadbolts were still 

locked after the open house. I kept my gun case locked 

tight, at least, but the thief must've used one of those little 

battery-operated power tools. Cut right through the latch. 

I had to replace the whole damned case." 

"What a shame," I said evenly, angry that he'd been so 

irresponsible with his firearms. Provided this whole thing 

wasn't a cover story for his having shot Walter himself, 

that is. 

"Well, I'll tell you what. I'd like to see the joker try to 

steal weapons from me a second time. This time I'll have 

more'n one surprise up my sleeve." 

He straightened his shoulders and returned his attention to Audrey. His lingering gaze was more than a little 

daffy-looking. "You've seen every room, so I guess we're 

done for today. Unless, of course, you'd like to do some 

target shooting. I've only got two sets of earmuffs to protect your hearing, though, so Erin would have to wait 

outside for us." 

"No, but thanks for offering," she said. "I think I've 

seen quite enough for one day, but I'll probably need a 

fellow-up visit." 

"Any time, Ms. Munroe. Any time." 

He locked the door behind us and once again escorted 

us to the foyer. "Thanks, Darren," she said, shaking his 

hand. "It's been a pleasure meeting you and seeing your 

house." 

"The pleasure's all mine," he said with a wink and a 

lecherous smile. 
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He was still watching Audrey from his doorway with a 

lovesick expression on his face as I turned the car around 

and drove away. "I don't know what you thought of his 

house, but you sure made a big impression on him. I'd 

say the man's totally smitten." 

"And the two of us have so very much in common," 

she joked. "Ain't love grand?" 

Just as she dropped me off at work Audrey informed 

me that she was meeting with Jeremy at home at six P.M. 

I was determined to be there, as well. Ironically, Sullivan 

was waiting there impatiently for me, determined to head 

straight to Jeremy Greene's office and confront him 

about his client's inadequate foundation. 

"Burke's basement is falling apart," Sullivan announced the moment we strode into Jeremy's office. "You 

used the same crappy design as on Richard's house." 

"There's nothing wrong with my design!" Jeremy cried. 

"I already advised Burke to contact an engineer," 

Sullivan said. "I'm betting he'll disagree." 

Jeremy grimaced and pressed the heels of both hands 

to his temples. "I . . .  cut some corners I shouldn't have, in 

retrospect." 

"That's an enormous understatement," I said. 

"We can still save the house. I'm sure of it. And Audrey 

Munroe doesn't need to know about the cracks in the 

basement walls." 

"She already discovered it on her own earlier this afternoon," I informed him. 

His eyes widened. "But . . .  she wasn't too concerned, 

though, right? I mean, it was just a little crack. It could 

have happened to anyone's basement." 
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"It's much worse than a little crack," I said. 

"But . . . it's  only the one wall, right?" 

"So far," Sullivan replied, "but that's kind of like leaving only one door unlocked in your car. We've recommended that Burke get someone out there immediately 

to make sure the house is still safe to live in." 

"It is. It has to be. The place passed all its building inspections. Everything was done to code." 

"The same was true of Richard's house," I said, "yet he 

felt forced to sue you." 

"It was a bogus claim! I told you that!" 

"You blamed the builder. But you must have used 

a different builder on Burke's place, when Richard's 

builder did such a lousy job. Right?" 

"Sure, but . . ."  He  stopped and sighed. He couldn't 

very well blame a second builder for his bad design. "We 

can't let this get out. If the community finds out about yet 

another bad foundation, they'll blame it on straw-bale 

construction. It'll set the industry back fifty years." 

"So you're concerned not for your own hide, but for 

the reputation of straw-bale homes?" Sullivan said skeptically. 

"For both, obviously. My business could be ruined." 

"If it's any consolation, it's highly doubtful that this 

will set green construction back," I said. "Although your 

method of using adobe bricks to build the foundation 

will likely be banned." 

"Again, the inspector gave me a green light." 

"My hunch is they'll tighten their standards after this 

incident," I replied. 

"And that I'm going to lose the contest," he grumbled. 

"Technically, it's Burke who'll lose the contest." 

Jeremy shook his head. "I designed the house for free, 
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in exchange for claiming all the proceeds from the contest myself." 

Sullivan's and my jaws both dropped. "Why did you 

gamble your entire fee on the possibility of your winning 

the contest?" I asked. "It was such a long shot." 

He sighed. "You have to remember, this contest was 

first announced four years ago. Its sole purpose was to 

motivate architects, builders, and home owners into constructing self-sustaining homes. I put my heart and soul 

into this design. If I win, I prove that I'm the best green 

designer in possibly the greenest town in the country. I 

could make my career, just like that." 

"Which is why you cheated," Sullivan stated. "By running that power line tapping into Asia's electricity?" 

He pursed his lips and glared at Sullivan. "You don't 

seriously expect me to confess to anything, do you? This 

contest is important to your careers, too, you know. I 

would think you'd be on my side." 

"Not when you resort to breaking the law," Sullivan 

said. 

"I didn't necessarily commit any crimes." 

"Stealing power from a neighbor is a crime, Jeremy," I 

countered. 

He muttered, "That damned Asia! If she hadn't 

flooded Burke's property, nobody would have noticed the 

crack in the basement wall! All I needed was another 

week or two, and the contest would've been over, and 

I'd've won the damned thing! In any case, I didn't have 

anything to do with the judges' deaths. The killer's probably that guy who owns the furniture place." 

"Matthew Hayes? Of M.H. Custom Furniture?" 

He nodded. "I saw his truck at Burke's house the same 

morning Walter was shot. I should have told the police 
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that, but I didn't want to have to explain why I was there 

myself." 

Sullivan said, "Because you were there trying to get rid 

of the illegal power-line tap, before you could get 

caught?" 

"Jeremy, my god! You're withholding evidence and 

impeding an investigation for a capital crime!" 

He sighed. "You're right. This has gotten out of hand. 

Not letting some bastard get away with murder is more 

important than my damned career." He hesitated. "I 

guess." 

"It is, Jeremy. He's already killed twice. You can't risk 

thinking he'll stop there." 

"Right." He fished Detective O'Reilly's card out of a 

drawer. "I'll get this over with right now." 

I watched him dial and heard O'Reilly's gruff tones on 

the other end as Jeremy told him about spotting 

Matthew's van at Burke's house the day of the murder. 

Stunned by what we'd learned, Sullivan and I left without another word. 

"I'm starting to think you're right," Sullivan said as we 

drove to our office. "It's looking more and more like 

Hayes or Greene killed Richard. Do you trust Jeremy 

enough to call the cops?" 

"I know he's at least actually talking to O'Reilly. I recognized his voice." 

"Do you think Matthew Hayes is the killer?" 

"It's certainly very possible." I needed to have another 

chat with Matthew. I could claim I was merely checking 

up on Burke's desk. As long as I didn't mention anything 

about why he might have been in Burke's driveway the 

day of the shooting, I might be able to get a feel for 

whether he'd been there for legitimate reasons. "Steve? 
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Why don't you drop me off on Thirtieth Street, near the 

mall. I'll take RTD back. I need to check on a client." 

"Which client?" 

"Suzanne Langley. I told her I'd come pick up the 

wallpaper samples today and get the paper ordered." 

"Okay. She does live nearby. So I guess I can trust 

you." 

"Of course you can. We're partners. We've got to trust 

each other." 

"Good. Because if I didn't know better, I'd think that 

Matthew Hayes's shop is right on the way to Suzanne's 

house, and it'd be just like you to try to pry information 

out of him." He gave me a smug grin. 

I was annoyed at his obvious delight in outsmarting 

me. "Just because I was planning a little side trip doesn't 

mean that you can't trust me." 

"Except that it does." He continued past the intersection where I'd wanted him to leave me. 

"But one of us needs to return phone calls and keep 

things in order at the office. We haven't exactly been 

working at full steam the last couple of weeks." 

"Hey, it's more important that I babysit you than stay 

in our office. After all, we're partners." 

"But we won't have  an office or a partnership if we 

keep ignoring our business. Be reasonable, Sullivan! I 

can get Matthew to talk if I'm on my own. He'll clam up 

if you're there, listening to our every word." 

"Fine. I'll stay in the car. And you can beep me with 

your cell phone if you need help." 

"Will do," I replied. 

"You should have just told me the truth about where 

you were going." 

"Are you always forthcoming with the truth to me?" 
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Sullivan said nothing. His jaw muscles were working. 

I'd hit a sore spot, and we both knew it. The atmosphere 

was suddenly so charged, it felt like the van windows 

could explode at any moment. I couldn't stand to address 

the real issue between us, but I also couldn't endure this 

tension in silence. "You don't have to be so patronizing, 

Sullivan! I'm simply going to enter Matthew's place of 

business and ask a few questions, not stage a shootout, for 

heaven's sake!" 

"Regardless, we agreed to watch each other's backs. 

I'm holding up my end, even if you're unwilling to hold 

up yours." 

Once again, I was the one who had let him down. We 

arrived in the parking lot. "Thanks for driving," I snarled 

as I opened the passenger door. 

"Don't mention it." 

"I won't ever again." 

"All the better," he said. 

"What does 'all the better' even mean? You're just 

making sure you get in the last word! As if we're still in 

grade school! This is sure one heck of a healthy, mature 

partnership we've got going for ourselves." He'd begun to 

scribble something on his notepad, but I got out of the 

van and slammed my door shut without asking him 

about it. 

Just as I'd taken a step toward the store, Sullivan 

tapped on his windshield and, despite my better judgment, I turned to see why. He held up a sign in the window. In a nod to a Gilbert and Sullivan lyric from Pirates 

of Penzance, he'd written: 

We are the very model of a modern, MAJOR partnership. 

Surprised that Sullivan had been the one to lighten 
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the situation, I couldn't help but giggle. Sullivan winked 

at me, and my steps felt infinitely lighter as I walked away. 

My amusement faded when I entered Matthew's shop 

and remembered it was quite possible that he was a double murderer. He was alone, reading the newspaper, and 

glanced up at me with a hopeful-for-a-sale glint in his eye 

that quickly faded when he saw it was just me. 

"Afternoon, Erin." 

"Hi, Matthew. I was in the area and thought I'd check 

on the progress with Burke's desk." 

"Should be ready by the end of the week." 

"Great." 

"Will the contest still be going on by then?" 

"I'm not sure. Why?" 

He frowned and muttered, "Nobody seems to know." 

"Who else have you asked?" 

"Burke, actually. I was hoping to make a deal with 

him . . . to  give him a discount in exchange for his pointing out the desk to the judge to prove that I can do green 

designs." 

That could explain Jeremy's having spotted his truck 

at Burke's on Monday morning. "Did you go to Burke's 

house, or call him on the phone?" 

"Why do you ask?" 

"Just curious. I wondered if you felt compelled to visit 

Burke in person. After all, you've pretty much burned 

your bridges with conservationists . . .  and contest judges." 

He made a derisive noise. "No comment, Officer 

Gilbert." He held my gaze. "I don't suppose you'd be 

willing to talk me up to Audrey Munroe, would you? I'd 

love to do a segment on her show about local furniture 

makers." 

I wasn't about to say straight out that he'd be one of the 
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last people I wanted to help. "An appearance on her show 

can really boost sales." 

"Lucky you to be living with her." 

"Yes, I am lucky. But the publicity is the least of my 

good fortune. She's a terrific person." 

"I'm sure she is." 

Which is why I couldn't bear it if someone killed her! 

"As was Walter. Between you and me, Richard struck me 

as being a bit of a loon." 

He chuckled. "It's nice to hear you say that. The papers are making him out to be a fallen saint." 

"Either way, he didn't deserve his fate." 

"No. He didn't," Matthew admitted. "Just because the 

guy was such a stupid show-off as to drink his own paint 

doesn't mean someone should've taken advantage and 

poisoned him." 

"You don't feel guilty for egging him on?" 

"Actually, I do. But I'm also angry. Some bastard 

turned me into his henchman." 

"His?  Do you know for certain that the killer was a 

man?" 

Matthew shrugged. "No idea." He leered at me. "But 

now that you mention it, poisoning someone does seem 

more like something a woman would do." 
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he phone was ringing when we returned to the ofTfice. It was Burke. He was upset about his conversation with the structural engineer. I put him on 

speakerphone so that we could have a three-way conversation. Apparently, the engineer had asked Burke over 

the phone to describe the crack and had surmised that he 

was right to be concerned about it. Burke had pressed 

him further, and the engineer had said that, yes, it was 

possible that a whole new basement might need to be 

built. 

"I can't do that," Burke shouted at us. "I mean, sure, it 

230  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

can be done physically--the whole house can be jacked 

up and a new basement can be built underneath it, but 

that would be almost as expensive as building a whole 

new house from scratch!" 

"The engineer hasn't even seen the house yet," I said 

reassuringly. "He only told you it was possible that you 

might need a new foundation, right? So he was giving 

you the worst-case scenario because you asked him to do 

so." 

"This has got to be the all-time biggest irony," Burke 

replied. "Here I've been thinking I'd struck this shrewd 

deal, saving thousands of dollars, by agreeing to give my 

architect all of the proceeds from an energy-efficiency 

contest in exchange for designing my house. I figured 

that he'd work his butt off to make my house the best in 

the city. Instead, he does such shoddy work that the entire place is going to sink into the muck!" 

"It's not anywhere near that bad," Sullivan said. 

"I'm sorely tempted now to just surrender to Asia and 

tear down my windmill. Hell, I should just give her my 

entire property and make a clean start in some other city. 

Some other state, even. Let her be the one to sink with 

the ship. It was her flooding me with sewer water that 

sped up the whole process in the first place." He chuckled bitterly. "Hey, global warming might even be my 

friend. It might dry out this basin my house was built in." 

"If it's any consolation," Sullivan said, "I doubt there's 

any way Audrey is going to be able to overlook the seepage in the basement and award your home with first 

place." 

"That's supposed to console me?" Burke growled. 

"Only in that Jeremy won't be earning all that prize 

money now." 
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"Yeah. The incompetent boob who caused my misfortunes now has to share in them. I'll start doing my happy 

dance any day now." 

"Speaking of Jeremy, I need to run home. He's meeting with Audrey to discuss his plans for the kitchen remodel right about now, and I want to sit in on their 

meeting." 

"Hurry Erin out of there, Steve," Burke said. "Jeremy's 

a quack. Maybe Erin can stop him from taking advantage 

of Ms. Munroe." 

I was relieved to discover that Audrey was alone in the 

dining room; I'd gotten home ahead of Jeremy's visit. 

"Something smells good," I said. 

"It's lamb stew, heavy on the basil," she explained. "A 

good thing about the whole kitchen-tree fiasco is that it's 

encouraged me to use my Crock-Pot more often." 

"Wonderful. I'm looking forward to it already. Have 

you heard anything from Jeremy Greene?" 

"No, why?" 

"Things haven't been going well for him at Burke's." 

"That crack in the basement is looking like his fault?" 

"Yes, and now I have serious doubts about the caliber 

of Jeremy's work in general." 

"Do you think I made a mistake by hiring him?" 

"Yes." 

The doorbell rang. "Shoot. Well, that's him now. I 

suppose we could just ignore that and tell him we've 

moved away." 

"It's your call. I'm willing to act irresponsibly if that's 

what you want to do." 

"Fine." She headed toward the foyer. "Let's see if his 
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design is so wonderful that it changes your mind about 

him." 

"I hope so," I replied, although I suspected I'd see a 

pig fly over Audrey's demolished kitchen first. 

I stood sentinel in the parlor as Audrey and Jeremy 

made small talk. She hung up his coat in the foyer closet 

and then started to walk past me, saying, "Let's sit down 

in  the . . . parlor." 

"Good evening, Erin," he said with great cheer, which 

was in striking contrast to the mood he'd been in when 

we parted company a few short hours ago. He held up his 

rolled-up cylinder of oversized papers. "I've got the blueprints right here, and this is my all-time best work. You'll 

love it, Audrey." 

"Excellent. Let's all have a seat." She gestured at the 

sofa. 

Jeremy hesitated as he eyed the small oval glass coffee 

table. "I could use more room to spread out the drawings." He glanced around. "Dining room table, maybe?" 

He strode as far as the entrance to the dining room, 

caught sight of how the kitchen contents had monopolized that space, and said, "On second thought, the coffee table's fine." He unrolled his set of four drawings. 

"Now, these are just preliminaries, of course. I didn't 

want to start ringing up the charges on you till you had 

the chance to give your approval." 

With the briefest of glances, I was irate. "You're doubling the room's floor space?" I asked. 

Looking at Audrey, he replied, "I want to move back 

your west and south walls, so that we can give you both a 

bigger kitchen and a bigger dining room. As you can--" 

Audrey flipped through the drawings and said, "It 

looks to me like you'd be gutting my entire kitchen." 
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"Yes, but in return, you'd have a professional-style 

kitchen, suitable to prepare feasts for the queen." 

"I can do that now. Or rather, I used to be able to, before half of a cottonwood tree took up residence in my 

kitchen. Erin has enlightened me about how building 

green means reusing what you've already got wherever 

possible. All I want is a separate solarium, big enough for 

a small eating area." 

"You'd just be wasting my talents that way," he stated 

flatly. 

"But we'd be wasting all of my perfectly good cabinetry your way. All that needs to be replaced is the sink 

cabinet and the island. And the countertops, of course." 

She looked at him pointedly, but he said nothing and 

looked right back at her. Apparently he hoped to win a 

staring contest with Audrey. The guy did not know how to 

pick his battles. 

Jeremy sighed and shifted his attention to me. "Erin, 

could you and I have a word in private?" 

"Certainly." I rose. "Let's step into the den." 

Before I'd even had the chance to shut the door behind us, Jeremy uttered the same curse word three times. 

"I knew you'd turn her against me," he snapped at me. 

"You had no intention of actually hiring me in the first 

place! I did all this work for you for nothing!" 

"Jeremy, I told you when I went to your office the 

other day that we just wanted you to add a solarium for 

us!" 

"And I came up with a better plan. Obviously your 

scope is too narrow to see that." 

"Obviously your vision is too hard-wired for you to listen to your clients." 

"I sure hope you're not planning on getting any more 
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referrals from Margot. We're back together, you know. 

She can appreciate a good design when she sees one." 

I followed him as he marched back into the parlor and 

gathered up his things. His cheeks burned a deep magenta as he said to Audrey, "I'll let myself out, Ms. 

Munroe. Thanks anyway." 

"I'm sorry you were unwilling to listen to Erin. What 

she says goes for both of us. Frankly, I'm surprised you 

took it upon yourself to assume otherwise." 

Jeremy gaped at her for a moment, then pivoted on his 

heel and left without another word. 

"Well, that didn't go especially well," Audrey said. "I 

had hoped to pick up some clues from him, but all I 

learned is that he has the temper of a crabby old man and 

the attention span of a teenager. On the plus side, he 

didn't kill me on the spot for telling him off." 

She wandered into the dining room, and I followed to 

see if I could help get dinner on the table. Or, to be more 

accurate, on our laps; the surface of the table was obscured beneath all the dishes and cookware. 

"What time is your stew going to be ready?" I asked. 

"Will I have time to run to the store for some dinner 

rolls?" 

"I think so. Let me look at the recipe . . ." 

She glanced at her watch. "Hmm. This takes longer 

than I thought. I'd better turn it all the way up." She 

cranked the dial on the Crock-Pot as far as it would go. 

She looked again at the recipe. "Oh, that's much better. 

Now it'll be ready by . . . nine-thirty tonight." 

"On the bright side, I have plenty of time to get to the 

store." 

"Several times over," she said. 
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"How very stylish of us to eat late. This officially turns 

us into metro-singles, you realize." 

"Good of you to put a positive spin on my bad planning. By the way, you're now in full charge of the kitchen 

remodel. Whatever you say goes." 

"Wonderful!" My mind's eye was instantly agog at the 

colors and textures and lines I could integrate, all the 

while maximizing the sunlight from the solarium and 

skylight. I'd recently spotted cinnamon-colored tiles in 

the salvage yard that would make a divine backsplash. It 

would look stunning against her cherry cabinets, and the 

reddish hue would complement the slate floor in the solarium. 

"I want you to re-create Margot's kitchen, except with 

my cabinetry." 

"Ah." 

"And I want less green in the recycled glass backsplash. I probably want to go with cement countertops. 

Or maybe granite. We have to start from scratch with the 

countertops, no matter what, so you can take me around 

to the kitchen design stores, and I'll tell you what I want 

when I see it." 

"I wouldn't have it any other way, Audrey." 

"Which is what makes you so good at your job. You 

don't impose your taste on your clients, you merely steer 

your clients toward the very best in their tastes." 

"Thank you, Audrey! That's exactly what I try to 

achieve every day at my job." 

"Let's hope you succeed here. And quickly. The 

longer I have to cook with this Crock-Pot, the longer 

we're going to be eating dinner at midnight and living 

like bats." 

I snatched up my purse. "I'll run out to Safeway now." 
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"You might want to wait another minute, just in case 

Jeremy is still out there, fuming in his car about how this 

is all your fault." 

"Oh, I'm sure he's long gone." 

"Unless he's a homicidal maniac who can't shake 

things like this off." 

I set my purse back down. "No rush." 

"I was thinking about the murders as I was making dinner . . .  stewing over the stew, as it were, and it seems to 

me that several people had a motive for killing Richard 

Thayers. So what you should be thinking about is: Who 

had a motive to kill poor Walter Emory? After all, yes, he 

was Mr. Thayers's friend and he took over as contest 

judge, but other than that, they had nothing in common. 

Sullivan was also Richard's friend. Where's the connection between the two men that resulted in two deaths?" 

"That's a very good question, Audrey." 

"I know it is. I'm starting to think like you." She gave 

me a sly grin. "Which reminds me, you should invite 

your Mr. Sullivan over for a late dinner tonight." 

"Here?" I said, gesturing at our surroundings. 

"Force of habit. Invite him for an after-dinner brandy, 

then, perhaps." 

I snatched up my purse and left the room, saying over 

my shoulder, "I'll think about it," although we both knew 

I wouldn't. 

I was alone at the office the following morning. 

Sullivan was working with Ms. Hands-on yet again, so I 

was startled when the door banged open, but relaxed 

when I saw it was Margot Troy--and that she was unarmed. Even so, I found myself sitting up straighter at my 
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desk; Margot had an aura of authority about her that 

made you want to improve your posture in her presence. 

"Oh, good. I was hoping I'd catch you alone here," she 

said without preamble. 

"Oh?" 

She peered into my eyes as though she was trying to 

find a wandering contact lens for me. "Who do you think 

the killer is?" 

"I really don't know." In actuality, Matthew Hayes was 

my biggest suspect, Jeremy Greene was number two, and 

Darren, Asia, and Margot herself were tied for third 

place. 

"I  think it's Darren Campesio. Darren has a few 

screws loose. Having given up on me, he's now taken to 

asking Audrey Munroe out. We spoke on the phone yesterday afternoon, and she told me so herself. You have to 

keep an eye out for her. I think Darren's a sexist pig who 

would do anything to avoid losing the contest to a 

woman." 

"So he resorts to murdering the judges? And kills two 

men?" 

"I know. It's far-fetched. But stranger things have happened. Besides, there's probably a hidden motive or two 

in his bag of tricks. The man's house is a step away from 

being a survivalist camp. I'll bet he wants to start his own 

army next." 

"He hasn't really struck me as being antigovernment." 

"He's into a zero-impact lifestyle," she replied. "He 

wants to force that choice onto everyone, and that's 

where I draw the line. He's a Nazi conservationist." 

"I guess you've got to admire him for the level of commitment and passion he has in his beliefs." 
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"No, I think he needs to be locked up for everyone's 

safety." 

"You seriously think he's dangerous?" 

"Yes, I do. I'm urging Jeremy to stay away from him. 

And you should really think long and hard about keeping watch over Audrey when she's with him. Darren 

Campesio is wacky." 

"I'll keep that in mind." 

"Do. I like Audrey, and I'd hate to see her get killed 

just because you thought Darren was perfectly harmless." 

I held her gaze, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

At length, she said, "Jeremy told me about how the 

two of you summarily dismissed him from his job last 

night." 

Here it comes, I thought, nodding at her. She was going to try to convince me to change her mind and rehire her boyfriend. It would take a lot for me to want to 

defend myself in something that was none of her business. 

"He's a talented architect," she went on, "but he needs 

to learn to work better with people. And he didn't have 

anything to do with either man's death. Neither did I, so 

we're pretty much down to Darren, Burke, or that young 

man with the beef against Richard in class. And I know 

Burke well enough to be certain he's not a killer. 

Richard's heckler had no reason to kill Walter Emory, so 

there you go. It's Darren. Have a good day." 

Sullivan returned to our office not fifteen minutes after 

Margot had left. "How's it going?" he asked. 

"Not bad. I'm not making as much progress with the 
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bookkeeping as I'd have liked. But I had an interesting 

visit with Margot Troy just now." 

"Oh?" 

"She's of the theory that Darren Campesio is the 

killer, and that we should be protecting Audrey from 

him." 

"Why does she suspect him?" 

"Process of elimination. She knows she, Jeremy, and 

Burke are innocent, and--" 

"Burke?" 

"They dated for a while and she says he's not a killer. 

The only other person she considers a suspect is Matthew 

Hayes, who, as she said, had no motive to kill Walter." 

Sullivan seemed lost in thought as he took a seat at his 

desk. "Interesting." 

"That she suspects Darren?" 

"I actually find it more intriguing that she dismisses 

Hayes as a suspect because she assumes he had no motive to kill Walter Emory. I've been making the same mistake. But the last couple days I've been talking to some of 

Matthew's business associates and doing computer research. Turns out Walter had been trying to convince the 

Crestview town council to shut down Matthew's workshop." 

"On what grounds?" 

"Importing and using illegal materials." 

"Was he able to establish the fact that Matthew was actually guilty of that?" 

"Not to anyone's knowledge. Anyone that I could find 

to ask, I mean. But Walter had recently made some inroads." 

"With the city government, you mean?" 

He nodded. "They were going to at least block any 
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efforts of Matthew's to expand the store. Which would 

have been a thorn in Matthew's side." 

"But not enough to motivate two murders." 

He shrugged. "That's what I'm thinking, but who 

knows? Another interesting fact is that Walter swore out a 

complaint against Matthew for damaging his car. Walter 

had a little hybrid. Matthew smacked into it with his 

SUV at a stoplight last year, and Walter was sure it was no 

accident." 

"What became of Walter's . . . complaint?" 

"Lawsuit was still pending," Sullivan replied with a 

shrug. 

Not unlike Richard's lawsuit against Jeremy, I 

thought, shaking my head at this new entanglement. 

Sullivan and I worked with separate clients that after-

noon, and afterwards, I returned to the office and finally 

got us caught up on our bookkeeping. Next month it 

would be his turn to do the bookkeeping, which was our 

least favorite activity. 

When it was time to go home, I dashed toward my car. 

The temperature had once again dropped significantly, 

and the sky seemed heavy with snow. I hesitated when I 

spotted a man on the sidewalk ahead, weaving his way 

toward me. He appeared to be seriously inebriated. A moment later, I realized it was Burke. 

I paused at my van and said, "Burke? Are you all 

right?" 

He took a deliberately broad stance, as if to get his balance on a swaying surface. "Oh, hey, Erin, good see you." 

Yep. Drunk as a skunk. Even the frames of his glasses 

were askew on his nose. "Can I give you a ride home?" 
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"Me? Naw. My car's here someplace. Dunno. Parking 

lot, I think. Don't ya worry your pretty little head about it. 

I'll find it. I know it's around here someplace." He tried to 

walk backward as he spoke, which was painful to watch. 

He could barely walk forward without stumbling. "See 

ya, Erin." 

"No, wait. You can't drive home like this. You're 

drunk." 

"Just a little. I'll be fine." 

I unlocked my van. "Get in. I'll take you home." 

"But . . . my  car." 

"It'll be safe for the night wherever it is. The worst that 

will happen is you'll have a parking ticket to pay tomorrow. But at least you and everyone else on the road will 

be safe." 

"I'm pretty sure I'm just fine to drive." 

"Let's test that. How do you say 'Alabama' backward?" 

"Umm . . . it'd end in 'la.' " As he was pondering the 

question, which was the first thing that had popped into 

my head to offer as a distraction, I guided him into my 

passenger seat. "Too bad the word's not Alamama," he 

said. "That'd be cool to say." 

"Yes. It sounds like a way to describe a pasta dish just 

the way your mother made it. A la Mama." 

He stared at me with blank eyes. Granted, the line was 

far short of hilarious, but it at least warranted a tiny smile. 

The guy didn't seem to have a funny bone, even when intoxicated. 

"Were you downtown celebrating with friends?" I 

asked him as the light at the intersection turned green. 

He shook his head. "Just memories. Lots of those. This 

is the anniversary of my son's death." 
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I instantly felt guilty for having silently sniped at his 

lack of humor. "I'm so sorry." 

"I toast myself for surviving another year with no future and nothing to look forward to." 

"Your job is fulfilling though, surely?" 

"Fulfilling? I guess so. It's sure not the life I'd envisioned when I watched my only son being born. When I 

held him in my arms for the first time." Burke's voice was 

getting softer, and he closed his eyes. Next time I looked 

at him, he was asleep with his head forward and his chin 

pressed to his chest. 

Just as I made the turn onto Burke's dead-end street, 

he jerked awake. The lights from an oncoming car appeared to frighten him. He made an odd sound and suddenly grabbed the wheel. We veered toward the 

oncoming car. 

"Burke!" I screamed. "What the hell are you doing?!" 

I slammed on the brakes and barely managed to miss 

the other car. We jackknifed around on the icy road. 

Thankfully, we came to a complete stop. "You could 

have gotten us killed!" 

He was staring at me with goggle eyes, now wide 

awake. "I'm sorry, Erin. I don't know what happened. I 

just . . .  instinct'ly grabbed the wheel when I woke up." 

"Were you trying to kill yourself? And take me and 

some other innocent driver with you?" 

"No. The opposite. I had a dream I was driving and 

fell asleep at the wheel. So I just . . .  Thank God nobody 

was hurt!" 

The other driver had stormed out of his car and was 

approaching us. It was Darren. I shouldn't be surprised, 

I realized; there were so few houses on this street. 
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"Darren!" I cried, rolling down my window. "You didn't 

go into the ditch, did you?" 

"Jeez, Erin! Are you all right?" He ignored my question, but now that I looked for myself, I could see that 

he'd managed to pull off the road safely. "What happened? You nearly swerved right into me!" 

"I know. Sorry about that." 

He sniffed the air. "Have you been drinking?" 

"No. That's Burke's breath that you smell." 

"My son died four years ago today," Burke said to 

Darren. 

"Too bad." 

"Yeah. Thanks." 

"I'll help you get him inside the house," Darren said, 

all business. He returned to his own vehicle. I drove up 

Burke's long driveway and Darren followed. He parked 

behind me and quickly got out and strode over to Burke's 

door. As Burke fumbled with the latch, Darren opened 

the door and said firmly, "Come on, buddy. Let's go." 

He grabbed Burke's arm, but Burke shook him off, saying, "I can handle it from here. I can walk just fine. No 

need to make a big deal out of it." 

"Okay, then," he said, standing back to let Burke pass. 

He glared at me as I rounded the car. "Erin, you're going 

to have to wait here and call a cab. You nearly crashed 

into me. I'm not so sure you should be driving." 

"It wasn't my fault, Darren." 

"Well, it sure wasn't mine. You came into my lane." 

"I grabbed the wheel when I woke up. I was disoriented," Burke admitted. 

Darren rocked on his heels. "Ah. Now I get the picture." 
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"I got an idea," Burke stammered. "Why don't you 

both go and just leave me alone?" 

"You're depressed," Darren said flatly. "Maybe I'd better stick around your place, Burke. Make you some coffee. I was going to head into town and run some errands, 

but it can wait till morning." 

"That's really nice of you, Darren," I told him honestly. 

"Hey, that's not right by me. You can't stay over. I'm 

fine." 

"What's going on?" Asia cried, trotting along Burke's 

driveway from the road. "I heard a big squeal of brakes. 

Did somebody get run over?" 

"No," Darren said. "Erin and I just had a near collision. That's all. No big deal." 

"Burke?" I asked gently. "Are you sure you're all 

right?" 

"Yeah. Jeez! I just had a couple drinks! Go home. All 

of you!" 

"Fine. I'll see you later." Darren gave me a little wave, 

then got in his car and left, heading back toward town 

and away from his house. 

Asia clicked her tongue and whispered to me, "Are 

you sure Burke is actually drunk, not faking it?" 

"Why would he fake being drunk?" 

She chuckled and shouted at Burke, who'd reached 

his front steps, "Someone must have nearly caught you in 

the act, hey, Burke?" 

He turned around and gave her a chilling glare, then 

he unlocked his door, walked inside the house, and shut 

the door. Oddly, if I hadn't smelled the alcohol on him 

and seen how he'd been staggering earlier, I actually 
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would have sworn the man was completely sober at that 

moment. 

Asia was watching him. She turned toward me and 

looked me up and down. "Were you partying with Burke, 

or did you just happen to bump into him like that?" 

"We bumped into each other downtown." 

"That's what I figured. He's up to something." 

"He's drunk." 

Asia shook her head. "He never drinks to excess. He 

says it releases the demons in him." 

"Well, he did this time." And the demons emerged, all 

right. A shiver ran up my spine at the thought of how 

close he'd come to getting us into a serious car accident. 

"Ha! I wonder what the true story behind that one is." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Oh, that's right. You're just the drop-in worker bee for 

him. You haven't lived next door to him for nearly four 

years. I forget that you don't know him all that well." She 

turned and started to walk back toward her house. 

"Wait. Enlighten me." 

"Whenever Burke gets in trouble, he always hauls out 

the grieving-father card." 

"Oh?" I asked skeptically. 

"Oh, yes," she chided. "Just last month my car broke 

down and he gave me a ride home, way over the speed 

limit. A female officer pulled him over." She rolled her 

eyes. "You should have seen him pulling out the violins 

to play his 'Poor, Poor Me' tune. He was practically sobbing the whole time he was talking to the lady cop. Right 

up until she downgraded the ticket to a warning and let 

him go. He laughed all the way home." She harrumphed. "The man's absolutely shameless." 

c h a p t e r   2 0  

he next morning, I couldn't help but notice the 

Tdark circles under Sullivan's eyes. He hadn't 

shaved, nor had he combed his hair. He was working at 

an easel near his desk, putting the finishing touches on 

the dining room design for a first-time client. 

I stared at the powder blue shirt he wore over his black 

T-shirt. He had a smear of lipstick on his collar! 

"What?" he said. 

I averted my gaze. "Nothing. You look like you tied 

one on with Burke last night. That's all." 

"Burke?" 
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My heart was racing. Had Sullivan come straight to 

work from the woman's house? Was there any other explanation? How cliched could this get? "Yeah. I had to 

drive him home last night. I bumped into him downtown. He seemed to be drunk." 

"What do you mean, seemed  to be? You think he 

might've been pretending, so he could score a ride 

home?" 

Unwilling to look again at Sullivan and his telltale collar, I stared at my computer screen. "No, Asia McClure 

accused him of faking it. He'd told me he drank too 

much because it was the anniversary of his son's death. 

But then she claimed he did stuff like that, played the 

sympathy card, whenever he got in a jam. She seemed so 

sure of herself that I did some computer research last 

night and found Caleb Stratton's obit. He died four years 

ago yesterday, just like Burke said." 

"Why were you talking to Asia last night?" 

Who the hell cared!? "Um . . .  Burke nodded out for a 

while, and when he awoke, he was disoriented and kind 

of grabbed the wheel from me. The tires squealed right 

by Asia's driveway. She came running out to scold everyone." 

"Damn it, Erin!" He tossed his colored pencil into the 

tray and shot to his feet. "You deserved a scolding!" 

I gaped at him. 

"Either Burke's a two-time murderer, or he's being 

framed as one! Either way, it's stupid and risky for you to 

be alone with him at night!" 

"The man was drunk! What was I supposed to do? Let 

him drive that way?" 

"You should have called him a cab!" 
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"With my car right there? That would have been 

ridiculous!" 

"It makes a lot more sense than driving a murder suspect around, alone, late at night!" 

"He is our client, and I'm certain he's innocent. 

Furthermore, if you care so much about me and my personal safety, why don't you show it, instead of yelling at 

me all the time! Not to mention having the gall to come 

into work with lipstick on your collar!" 

His jaw dropped. He tugged at his collar, then mumbled, "Sorry." He yanked off his outer shirt, examined the 

collar a second time, and draped the garment over the 

back of his chair. "That'll teach me not to let my laundry 

go this long." He gave me a sheepish smile, his gaze 

barely flickering in my direction, let alone meeting mine. 

"I think I ran into a friend the last time I happened to be 

wearing this shirt. She must have given me a peck on the 

cheek." He eased himself into his chair with the weariness of a long-distance runner who'd just lost his race. 

Stunned into silence, I stared at him. He really did 

look defeated--and guilty. Much as I wanted to believe 

him, I had too good of an eye for color for my own good. 

The lipstick was the same copper shade that Hands-on 

Fairfax favored. 

The silence was palpable. I needed to get out of here. 

I stood. "Um . . .  that structural engineer Burke hired was 

supposed to be there first thing this morning. I want to 

drop by and speak to him myself." 

Sullivan nodded. "I'll come with you." He paused. 

"Notice that I'm not shouting." 

His voice was gentle, reminding me of why I was so 

drawn to him. That reminder only made me feel all the 

more miserable. His suggestion defeated most of the pur-P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   249 

pose behind my hasty exit, but he was my business partner, and I had to act like a professional. Regardless of 

how badly my heart was aching. 

A small pickup truck drove out just as we neared 

Burke's driveway. Jeremy stood outside, as he had apparently been speaking to its driver. He waited for us as we 

rounded the mailbox and parked. 

"I take it that was the engineer," Sullivan said to 

Jeremy as we emerged from the van. "Did he already give 

Burke a preliminary report?" 

"No, he collected the data and told Burke he'll get 

back to him first thing Monday. He and I spoke at length 

just now, though. I said I'd relay the gist to Burke myself." 

Jeremy rubbed his face, which was pale and drawn. He'd 

shaved his scraggly beard and was wearing off-white 

Dockers, which matched the color of his wan face. "You 

two might as well listen in. That way you can all have a 

piece of me at once." 

Sullivan and I exchanged glances as Jeremy trudged 

ahead of us. All that remained to be seen was how badly 

Burke was going to handle the engineer's dire prognosis 

for this house. I already grieved for all our wasted work. 

We had managed to wring every last cubic inch of visual 

interest, cozy warmth, and sparkling appeal out of what 

had started out as a ponderous, drab, and boxlike space. 

"Burke?" Jeremy called as he ushered us inside. A moment later, Burke appeared at the doorway to the 

kitchen. "Gilbert and Sullivan stopped by. I offered to 

have them join us as I fill you in. That all right with you?" 

"Uh . . .  yeah. Sure. I was just making myself some 

coffee. Anyone else want some?" He was dressed in a 
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sweatshirt and jeans, his eyes bloodshot. He certainly 

looked like someone with a hangover. 

We all declined. He poured his cup and then headed 

to his kitchen table. We'd all taken so much pride in describing to visitors how we'd commissioned the Crestview 

Lumberyard to make the boards for this circular table 

from the lodgepole pine that had once stood in this very 

spot. Jeremy remained standing, but the moment the 

three of us were seated, he said, "Okay, Burke. 'Fraid I 

got some real bad news." 

"Ah, jeez." Burke shoved his cup to the center of the 

table, then balled his fists. "Go on." 

"As you started to suspect a few months ago, the foundation just wasn't built right. Or at least it wasn't for the 

movement in the underlying soil. Your house is kind of 

like the tower of Pisa . . . starting to lean." 

"Damn it, Jeremy! How did the inspectors fail to notice that the foundation was this bad?" 

"You're right. The structural inspection should have 

caught it. But it looked fine. It was just . . .  bad luck." 

"No, it was bad design work on your part," Burke 

growled. He slammed his fist on the table. His full coffee 

cup sloshed with the vibrations. 

I hoped this lovely little table wasn't going to get 

wrecked. I signaled Sullivan with my eyes, and he 

reached behind him and grabbed a cloth napkin from 

the built-in sideboard. 

"You said you'd take care of the soil inspection for 

me," Burke continued, "and you obviously didn't. So you 

now owe me a million dollars." 

"A million dollars?!" 

Steve grabbed Burke's cup in anticipation of future 

table poundings. 
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"That's just for starters. Make it two, come to think of 

it. You deserve to pay an additional million for punitive 

damages. But the good news is, for two mil, you can have 

this place, lock, stock, and barrel. She's all yours." 

"There's no reason to overreact," Jeremy said meekly. 

"Oh, no? You wouldn't call the fact that my house is 

toppling over a reason to get upset?" 

"It will be years before you can even tell there's a problem." Jeremy forced a smile, but dots of perspiration were 

forming on his brow. 

"You mean, not counting the cracks and seepage in 

the walls of my basement?" 

"Okay, fine," Jeremy countered, beginning to pace. 

"Yes, the basement doesn't look great. But it's just a basement. You're living here alone, and not even really using 

it for anything. Except for your pool table. We'll move it 

upstairs. Into your den. It'll be nicer there anyway." 

Now that was beyond stupid. We'd maximized every 

inch of the den to keep that small space from becoming 

cavelike. We'd designed the built-in shelves for the specific sizes of his medical journals, textbooks, and chess 

trophies. It was Burke's favorite room. 

"Oh, will it?" Burke pounded the table once again. 

"And will we build levelers into the table legs? So that as 

the house leans, we can keep jacking up one side?" 

Jeremy waited patiently through Burke's sarcastic remarks. "The engineer says we can shore up the supports 

on the case-ons," Jeremy pleaded, "and we'll build a retaining wall. With any luck whatsoever, your house here 

will last as long as forty years, with no additional damage. 

That's really not all that bad, when you think about it." 

Burke turned his desperate eyes to Sullivan and me 
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and asked, "If I put this place on the market tomorrow, do 

you think I could break even?" 

Sullivan frowned and shook his head. "You'd be obligated to report the problem to prospective buyers." 

Burke grabbed his head with both hands and said 

nothing. Finally he sat up. "Well, Jeremy. Thanks for 

telling me. You'll be looking forward to hearing from my 

lawyer, I'm sure." 

"I . . .  guess I'd better go." 

Although Sullivan slid the coffee cup back over to 

him, Burke stayed seated in stunned silence for several 

seconds after Jeremy had closed the front door behind 

him. 

"I'm really sorry about all of this, Burke," I said. 

He shrugged. "Must be my karma. Or maybe I really 

screwed some people over in a past life. And now I just 

can't catch a break." He shook his head. "At least Asia 

will be happy now." 

"How so?" Sullivan asked. 

"There's no reason for me to finish installing the windmill. The house won't even be standing by the time it 

pays for itself." 

That afternoon, Matthew Hayes phoned while Sullivan 

was engaged in an "emergency meeting" with Jennifer 

Fairfax. The desk was finished. I arranged to come in 

and pay for it now, so he could deliver it tomorrow-- 

Saturday morning. It worried me a little that Burke might 

want to refuse delivery, considering the fiasco with his 

house. 

A much bigger worry, though, was that Sullivan and I 

had argued about his sudden appointment with Ms. 
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Fairfax. I'd very reasonably pointed out that if something 

had gone so wrong with her home that he had deemed 

this appointment an emergency, we should both attend. 

He had unreasonably countered that he needed to handle this alone. Fed up, I asked, "Why? Are you two having 

a fling?" And as he stormed out the door, he had yelled, 

"Erin, please! I've got enough troubles on my mind without you acting jealous!" 

When I arrived at Matthew's store, the strung-out sales 

clerk was talking in agitated tones on his cell phone. He 

did a double take at me as I approached, then said, 

"Here's someone," into his phone, flipped his phone 

shut, and headed toward me. 

Unable to imagine an enjoyable outcome after that 

greeting, I took a tiny step back. 

"You were here before," he said to me. "Listen, dude, I 

gotta split. When Matthew gets back, tell him I had an 

emergency." 

"But, wait! Where's Matthew?" 

"He'll be right back," he answered over his shoulder. 

He charged through the door. 

"Okay, then," I murmured to myself. Well, I could 

wait five minutes for Matthew. At which time I would be 

sure to get his employee's name to nominate him for a 

good-service award. 

The phone behind the counter rang. I took a moment 

to consider what I'd want a customer to do if this was my 

store, but decided to answer it anyway, in case Matthew 

was calling. "M.H. Custom Furniture," I said cautiously. 

"Yeah," a man said. "How late are you open?" 

"Six P.M." I answered, reasonably certain that was accurate. I tensed. A large and extremely scruffy-looking man 

had chosen that moment to enter the store. I wondered if 
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this was who the flake had been talking to on his cell 

phone before bolting. Maybe he was here to rob the place. 

"Okay. Thanks," the caller said. 

"You're welcome," I replied, briefly toying with the notion of asking him to send the police. This was one scarylooking customer/robber. He was at least six feet seven 

and three hundred pounds, wearing grubby gray sweats, 

and unshaven except for his lumpy scalp. He'd have 

looked equally fitting in an Oakland Raiders uniform or 

prison garb. I hung up. 

"Hey. Is your boss here?" His voice was deep enough 

to make the floorboards rumble. 

"Matthew stepped out. But he'll be back any second. 

Literally." I chewed on my lip. Should I tell him that I 

didn't work here and didn't know how to work the cash 

register? As far as I was concerned, he was welcome to 

take the whole thing with him. 

"Just want to know where I can unload the copper." 

He gave me a wink. 

My sense of relief at his wink was enormous. It meant 

that the man wasn't a robber. Well, actually, it meant that 

he'd probably stolen the copper, but wasn't here to rob 

me. I was never again going to have such a golden opportunity to check into Matthew's business ethics. I found 

myself able to grin as the large man held my gaze. "Is this 

the kind of shipment that fell off a truck, by any chance?" 

He laughed. "You got it, lady." 

"The loading dock is right around back." 

"Can I get around the building on the left side, or the 

right?" 

Beats me was not going to be a good answer. Whereas 

getting myself outside where I could hightail it to my car 

would be advantageous. "I'll come out and show you." 
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"Suit yourself." 

He led the way outside, not bothering to slow the door 

from swinging back at me. With my chances no worse 

than fifty-fifty, I indicated with my chin that we should go 

to the left. "So, where did you get this copper . . . really?" 

He eyed me. "Where do ya think?" 

"I've heard about people stripping copper out of 

houses that have been foreclosed . . .  ripping out the copper pipes and even the electrical wires." 

He chuckled. "Good guess. You're not as naive as you 

look." 

I silently wondered if I should consider that a compliment. 

"But, for the record, Matthew and I work on a strictly 

no-ask-no-tell basis. For all our dealings." 

"Are  you  the one who gets him the ivory for his inlays?" 

"Could be." He looked at the concrete dock. Luckily, 

I'd chosen the right path for him to drive down; the other 

side was barricaded. "I'll go move my truck. You can unlock the back door." 

"I don't actually have access to Matthew's keys. But 

he's probably returned to the store by now. My name's 

Erin Smith," I lied. "What's yours?" 

He narrowed his eyes. "That's one of those no-ask-notell business dealings I was explaining a moment ago." 

He held out his hand. "That'll be nine hundred. Cash 

only." 

"Erin!" Matthew's voice boomed at me. He was 

marching toward us, his gaze smoldering. "What the hell 

are you doing?" 

That was an excellent question. Moments ago I'd been 

so frightened that I was willing to hand over a cash register, 
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and now I was standing behind a building with this shady 

character! What kind of a moron was I?! "Here's the man 

with the money, right here," I said, gesturing toward 

Matthew. 

"What are you doing back here?!" Matthew asked me 

again. 

"Showing your supplier where to unload your materials." 

Matthew clenched his jaw and shot us both a furious 

glare, which he allowed to linger on the big man. "You've 

been here a dozen times. You know where the loading 

dock is. What's up, Lee?" 

He grinned. "I'm just having a little fun, teasing your 

new employee. That's all." 

"She doesn't work here! She's a decorator!" 

Designer, actually, but this wasn't a good time to quibble. I edged away, planning on running for all I was 

worth. 

"She sure acted like she was. When I got here, she was 

standing behind your--" 

"Hey, Matthew," a familiar voice called. I whirled 

around, immensely relieved to see Sullivan heading 

toward us. He waggled his thumb over his shoulder. "Did 

you know that there's nobody inside, minding your 

store?" 

"Your clerk said he had an emergency and took off," I 

explained. "So I answered your phone. And by the way, if 

you can just deliver Burke's desk for us tomorrow, that'd 

be great. You can send us the bill." 

While I was talking, I grabbed Steve's arm and started 

to head with him toward my van. 

"I don't know what you think you found out just now," 
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Matthew called after me, "but it's all perfectly legal. I'm 

simply buying some used copper." 

"I'm sure," I called back lightly, my heart still pounding. 

"What were you talking to her about?" I heard 

Matthew ask Lee under his breath. 

"Nothing," came the low reply. 

We passed Lee's large, unmarked white van. I whispered to Sullivan, "Get that license plate." 

Sullivan keyed the license plate number into his cell 

phone. His van was parked right next to mine. He grumbled at me, "I am not even going to ask what the hell you 

thought you were doing just now." 

"Good, because I already know I made a stupid mistake, and we need to get out of here." 

We'd barely pulled out of the parking lot in our separate vans before my cell phone rang. It was Sullivan. I 

could see him on the phone in my mirror. "What were 

you doing just now?" he asked in lieu of a greeting. 

"First off, thank you for not shouting." This  time I 

probably deserved it. "But you said you weren't going to 

ask me that." 

"Changed my mind. Answer the question." 

"Originally, I was just going to pay for the desk. That 

big guy confused me with an employee, but that isn't important now. What matters is that I found out Matthew's 

company is buying stolen goods this very minute, so we 

should get the police over there pronto." 

"That was a supplier you and Matthew were talking 

to?" 

"Yes, and he admitted he'd stripped the copper wiring 

and pipes from a house." 

"Jeez. I read someplace that World's Watchdogs was 
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trying to call people's attention to that very crime. 

Copper is now five times more expensive than it was a 

decade ago." 

"At least copper is being recycled this way. Stolen, yes, 

but recycled nevertheless." 

"I'll call Officer Delgardio," Sullivan said. "Maybe I 

should double back. Matthew might send that van owner 

packing before he buys the stuff. He's got to figure you 

were going to blow the whistle on him." 

"No, Sullivan. If Linda wants your help making an arrest, she'll ask for it." 

He let out a bark of laughter. "You're telling me something like that? To stay out of police business?" 

"Because it's impossible to say what those guys will do 

next. I caught them red-handed. Luckily, you arrived in 

the nick of time." 

"Yeah. I was there because we got our wires crossed. I 

spoke to Matthew yesterday, and I thought I was going to 

pay for the desk, not you. We seem to be on a different 

page. Once again." 

"Tell that to Jennifer Fairfax," I blurted out. "Miss 

Hands-on." 

There was a pause long enough for me to feel like my 

heart was now in my throat. "What are you talking 

about?" he asked finally. 

I pulled into our small parking lot and into my space. 

"I recognized her shade of lipstick this morning. Are you 

going to tell me you're not seeing her?" 

His phone clicked off, and he pulled into the space 

beside me. I got out of my car, just as he was coming 

around the side. "I know full well she's after you, 

Sullivan. It couldn't be more obvious." 

"That isn't my fault, Gilbert. Nothing's going to come 
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of it because I told her I was in--" He broke off, looked 

away, and said, "--a really bad place right now." 

Stunned, as he'd obviously been on the verge of saying 

something very different, I managed to mutter, "Oh. 

Good." Had he been on the verge of using the "L" word? 

Or was he merely going to say that he was involved with 

me? Or interested in someone else? 

"Give me Delgardio's number," he demanded irritably. He was avoiding my gaze. It wasn't his  fault how 

Jennifer behaved, after all. She did tend to kiss people's 

cheeks when she greeted them. The lipstick on his collar 

could have meant nothing. 

I brought up Linda's work number on my phone and 

held it out to him. He almost yanked the phone from my 

grasp, then turned his back on me. 

I tried to take stock of the situation. This morning, I'd 

freaked out because of his collar, accusing him of not 

showing me he cared and constantly yelling at me. Yet 

two weeks ago he'd given me a rose carved from a grape. 

That was both creative and endearing. Now I'd held him 

accountable for someone else's flirtatious behavior, idiotically put myself in real physical danger, and backed him 

into such a corner that he hadn't dared to even yell at 

me--even though shouting was probably justified. 

While I raked myself over the coals, Sullivan calmly 

explained the situation at Matthew's store to Linda. If I 

had to guess what he was thinking about me, it would be 

that we should admit defeat and stop trying to date, once 

and for all. It was probably high time one of us grabbed 

the reins and admitted that was the wisest move for both 

our sakes. 

Sullivan said, "Okay, thanks," and snapped my phone 

shut. He tossed me my phone. "She says to tell you hi, 
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and that if you go back to Matthew's store she'll never 

speak to you again." 

"Is it too late to tell her 'hi' back?" 

Sullivan stared at the asphalt a foot or two ahead of 

where I was standing. He sighed. "Erin, I really think--" 

He broke off and finally sighed. 

"What?" I prompted. 

He searched my features, his eyes pleading. 

Just say it, I silently urged. Say we need to stop dating 

so that I don't have to. Because I can't. 

"I really think I can handle the job at Suzanne's on my 

own today. So you might as well go home and oversee the 

demo work on Audrey's kitchen." 

"Okay. Thanks." 

I stepped aside and watched as he got back in his van 

and drove away. He didn't look back at me even once. 

c h a p t e r   2 1  

Later that afternoon, my first remodel-related task 

in my own home turned out to be getting 

Audrey out of the house. The exasperation etched on the 

foreman's face, along with the limited progress his crew 

had made with the demolition, had made my role abundantly clear. I convinced her to accompany me to the salvage yard to see if they had gotten in any useful items or 

materials for the remodel. They hadn't, actually, but 

Audrey was a shopaholic when it came to any and all 

household items, so she cheerfully purchased a used 

eight-by-ten red heavy-duty plastic mat for the garage 
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floor. She hoped to use it in her potting shed someday. 

Provided she ever actually built one. 

By the time we returned, the workmen had left for the 

day. Audrey and I unloaded the mat, which linked together like a toddler's jigsaw puzzle. As we were stacking 

the pieces in the back corner of the garage--it was going 

to take me a few days to convince her that the practical 

way to store a garage mat was to spread it across the 

garage floor--I suggested that she guard herself against 

micromanaging the workmen. She took my lecture reasonably well, though that usually meant my words went 

in one ear and out the other. 

We'd been home about twenty minutes when a motion outside the window caught my eye. I rose and looked 

out. 

"Is something the matter?" Audrey asked, looking up 

from the newspaper to peer at me over the rim of her 

reading glasses. 

"No, I just--" I broke off. Was that a man trying to 

hide behind the blue spruce in our side yard? 

"What is it?" Audrey rushed to the window. She 

gasped when, sure enough, a man peeked out and then 

ducked back behind the tree. "Good Lord! A trespasser! 

And he's wearing combat fatigues! I'm calling nine-oneone!" She dashed to the phone. 

"It's Darren Campesio!" I cried. 

Audrey froze with the receiver in her hand. "Darren? 

From the contest? Are you sure?" 

He was now darting toward another tree. I pointed 

with my chin, and Audrey spotted him. "You're right." 

She returned the phone to its cradle. "That is  Darren! 

My neighbors are going to think this is a drug bust or 

something!" 
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"Or that he's a burglar. And they'll call the police." 

"Getting arrested would serve him right. Honestly!" 

She threw open the door and marched outside. 

"Darren Campesio! You come out from behind my evergreens this minute and explain yourself!" I snatched the 

phone receiver and dashed onto the front walk to stand beside her, wishing the phone were Margot's pepper spray. 

After a second or two, Darren rounded the tree. "I was 

just trying to protect you by keeping an eye on the 

house." 

"Nonsense! We have an unlisted phone number-- 

how did you even know where we lived?" 

"I found your address on the Internet. It's really very 

simple, you know." 

"Did you think you'd be able to learn whom I've chosen as the contest winner by spying on me?" Audrey 

asked. 

"No." 

"Then why are you here?" I asked him. 

He hemmed and hawed for a while, then finally said, 

"The truth is, I was doing some . . .  reconnaissance work 

for personal reasons." 

"Which are?" I asked. 

"I'd really rather not say." 

"Explain yourself or I'm going to report you for trespassing," Audrey demanded. I held up the phone to reinforce her words. 

Darren looked from her to me, then sighed. "I was trying to keep track of when you come and go. And to make 

sure nobody else was living here." 

"Pardon?" Audrey said. 

"I  was . . .  trying to get a look at your bedroom to see if 

both sides of the bed were being used." 
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"Oh, for heaven's sake! This is your way of finding out 

if I'm available? All you had to do was look at the 'Goings 

On Around the Town' column in next Friday's Sentinel. 

I'm allowing myself to be auctioned off for charity." 

"You are? How much are you expecting to sell yourself 

for?" 

"A king's ransom. Although it's a single date with me 

that's being auctioned." She turned to me. "Oh, and by 

the way, Erin, I put your name down, too." 

"You didn't!" 

She shrugged. "It's for a good cause." 

Darren was now grinning at us. 

"We'll discuss this later," I snapped at Audrey. "This is 

really not a good way of impressing a woman, Mr. 

Campesio." 

He donned a sheepish smile and turned to Audrey. 

"Sorry about that, Ms. Munroe. But, now that you mention it, I am also curious to find out if the contest is over." 

"Yes, Darren, I have made my decision, and you can 

wait till tomorrow night for my announcement at the 

Earth Love awards ceremony." 

"Did Burke win?" he asked me in conspiratiorial 

tones. 

"I don't know who won, Darren." 

He nodded and then turned hopeful eyes to Audrey. 

"Do you have a date to the event, Ms. Munroe?" 

"I just told you, I'm announcing the winner. I can't 

very well turn that into a date with one of the three finalists, now, can I?" 

"You don't think that would look good?" 

"No, I do not. And next time you want to ask me on 

a date or to glean some information, don't dress up like 

P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   265 

a duck hunter and stalk me." She stormed into the 

house. 

"Really, Darren," I said. "You've gone way too far." 

He shrugged and kicked at a piece of ice on the 

ground like a petulant little boy. 

"I'll call the police if you ever stake out our house 

again." 

"Fine. I won't do it again." 

I went back inside the house, leaving Darren in the 

front yard, staring down at his combat boots. Audrey had 

settled back into her wing chair with the newspaper. She 

muttered, "This has been my first chance to read today's 

paper, I've been so busy." 

"Were you serious about putting my name in for the 

auction?" 

She lowered the newspaper. "It truly is a good cause, 

Erin. And I truly  meant to discuss it with you first. It 

slipped my mind." 

She was one of the least forgetful people I'd ever met. 

"I'm sorry, Audrey, but I can't go along with you this 

time. You've got to withdraw my name. Or I will." 

"I'm sorry, Erin, but it's too late for that. I'm afraid 

you're stuck." 

Before I could come up with a reply, the doorbell 

rang. Although she made a show of annoyance, Audrey 

struck me as eager for an interruption. She went to the 

door and swung it open. It was Darren, camouflage cap 

in his hands. "Good afternoon, Ms. Munroe. I was wondering if you would please give me the pleasure of your 

companionship, for dinner and a movie, sometime next 

week or the following week." 

"No, but thank you for asking." 

"Next month?" 
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"I don't think so. In all honesty, Mr. Campesio, the 

two of us don't have a single thing in common." 

"You'll just have to get together with me, so we can 

find out if that's true. I'll be clipping that 'Around Town' 

column, Ms. Munroe. And then I'll be seeing you at 

this charity auction. If you won't agree to date me in 

person, I'll just have to be the highest bidder. Good 

evening, ladies." He nodded politely, then went on his 

way. 

Audrey held her composure until he was out of sight, 

then grabbed my arm, squeezing way too tight, and said, 

"How much money do you have in savings, Erin?" 

"I don't know off the--" 

"It doesn't matter. I'll pay you back. You have got to 

promise me you'll outbid Darren Campesio!" 

"Gee, Audrey. No offense, but you're really not my 

type. And, I can't very well agree to bid on you  while 

you've forced me into being auctioned myself. So, I'm 

afraid I'll only be able to bid--" 

"Oh, fine! I'll get you out of it. Honestly, Erin! You're 

acting like a big baby." 

I chuckled, but Audrey was in such a foul mood that 

she brushed past me without as much as a smile. "See if I 

ever offer you access to my little black book again." 

On Saturday morning, Sullivan called. He said he'd 

just spoken to Burke, who wanted us both to meet him at 

Asia's house around noon. Apparently he needed two witness signatures for his formal agreement to dismantle his 

windmill in exchange for Asia's removing the gaudy 

bazaar of items along their joint property line. He promised our visit shouldn't take more than ten minutes. 

P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   267 

Sullivan picked me up, and we made it there right on 

time, at noon. There was no sign of Burke's car as we 

pulled up near Asia's driveway. "I wonder why Burke 

chose us for this strange task," I said as we waited. 

"I asked him that. He didn't know anyone else who'd 

met Asia McClure and could still tolerate her company." 

"That's probably true. Although I doubt he looked all 

that hard." 

He shut off the engine. "We'll have to wait here. Burke 


felt strongly that all three of us should arrive together." 

Burke was fifteen minutes late, which was very unusual 

for him. I'd been just about to call him on his cell phone 

when he drove into Asia's driveway and waved. We 

pulled in after him. 

"Sorry I'm late," he said as we emerged from our vehicles. "Especially since this is a weekend. Let's get this 

over with fast, so I won't take up any more of your time, 

okay?" 

"Lead the way," Sullivan said, gesturing to the door. 

Asia must have seen us approach, because she opened 

the door as we were still starting to make our way up her 

steps. "What are you doing here? Is this an energyconsumption intervention or something?" 

Ignoring her remark, Burke said, "I asked Erin and 

Steve to meet me here and act as mediators." He paused, 

but when she said nothing, he pulled a trifolded sheet of 

paper out of his inner jacket pocket and held it out to 

her. "I typed up a friendly little proposal. It says that I will 

take down the windmill from my property in exchange 

for your removing any and all obstacles from the border 
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between our properties. Including those in the pond and 

the webbing itself." 

"Let me read it for myself. Wait here." She went into 

her house and shut the door. 

"Was your desk delivered this morning, Burke?" I 

asked. 

"I hope so. Matthew said he'd deliver it no later than 

ten, but I had to take off before nine. I left a note telling 

them to remove its packaging and recycle the materials, 

and to leave the desk on the porch." 

"Out in the open?" I asked in alarm. 

"Why not?" Burke replied. "The sky's clear as a bell, 

and my house is in the middle of nowhere." 

That was true, but the idea of a custom-made desk left 

on someone's porch still made me nervous. Obviously 

Burke didn't share my concerns, however, and it was his 

property. "We should inspect the desk, since we're here," 

I said to Steve. 

Burke rolled his eyes. "The three of us could probably 

head over there right now, move it into place, write a 

couple of letters, and return, all before Asia will open her 

door again." 

But Asia came outside right then. "Fine. I signed it. 

Just add your initials to my handwritten codicil, and 

you've got a deal." 

Burke puzzled over her handwriting for a few moments, then said to us, "We have until noon next 

Saturday to take down our windmill and our fence, respectively." He initialized the document. "Which is fine 

by me. I can have workers here Monday morning to dismantle the windmill." 

"In which case I'll get the fence down on Tuesday," 

Asia replied. 
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"Great. I'm glad we could--" She shut her door. 

"Always such a pleasant woman," Sullivan remarked. 

We walked to our cars. Burke was grinning. "I'm sure 

she'll be ecstatic when she finds out I sold my windmill 

to Darren Campesio. And that I talked him into building 

a third." 

"You did?" I couldn't help but grin as well. 

He laughed and nodded. "She can do what she wants 

to Darren's fence. It isn't visible from my property, and 

I'm sure Darren won't mind." He rubbed his hands together. "So, want to follow me and take a quick look at 

the desk?" 

"Absolutely." 

He led the way. 

We arrived a minute or two later and followed him up 

the walkway. The three of us stood on his front porch, unabashedly admiring the gorgeous hand-crafted desk. 

"It's a thing of beauty," Steve said. He sometimes designed furniture himself, and I had known this desk 

would be totally to his taste. 

"Wow!" Burke said. "I like this even better than the 

one you showed me on Matthew's Web site." He pulled 

out one of the drawers on the side, and then slid it back 

into place. "It's great. You can open and close these drawers with one finger." 

"It really is amazing," I said. "Let me show you the 

joinery, Steve." I tried to open the kneehole drawer. 

"Huh. This one drawer seems to be a little stuck," I muttered. 

"Let me take a look," Sullivan said. 

I tugged hard on the drawer. It slid open. A bracket 

had been fastened to the bottom of the drawer, and just 

in front of it, a ball-like object attached to a string was 
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vibrating. The action of my tugging the drawer open 

must have dislodged the ball from where it was wedged. 

But why was it there in the first place? 

My brain took forever to make the connection, but 

Burke's reactions were faster. He yelled, "It's a grenade!" 

c h a p t e r   2 2  

he bracket had kept the safety clamped down, and 

Tmy opening the drawer had pulled the grenade 

loose! The next thing I knew, Burke was pushing me off 

his porch and into the snowbank. He dove on top of me, 

his glasses flying off his face in the process. 

"Steve!" I yelled, twisting around and struggling to get 

out from under Burke. "Run!" 

Despite my warning, I watched in horror as he 

reached into the desk. "No!" I yelled. But he grabbed the 

grenade and yanked it free from the string. He threw the 

grenade onto the ice that covered the pond. It skittered to 
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a stop as it caught on the chain of water toys that Asia had 

strung together. An instant later, it exploded. 

Although I automatically ducked and covered my 

head, the blast was small and just distant enough that 

nothing hit any of us. A few seconds afterwards, I was staring at the pond, which had been instantly cleared of ice 

in spectacular fashion. 

Steve looked pale and shocked. He jumped off the 

porch and helped me to my feet, leaving Burke to scramble to his feet by himself. "Are you all right, Erin?" 

"I'm fine. Probably a little bruised is all." 

"That was really quick thinking, Steve," Burke said as 

he retrieved his glasses. "Thank you!" 

Asia came running toward the pond. She gaped at the 

pond, the ice now blown to bits and the water toys in fragments. She put her hands on her hips and cried, "I just 

got through telling you I'd take this stuff down! You didn't 

need to blow it up!" 

"I didn't mean to," Burke said. "Somebody just tried to 

kill me with a grenade!" 

"But they missed and hit the pond?" 

"No. I'll explain later." 

"Fine. You can explain when you're reimbursing me 

for all the toys you just destroyed!" She spun on her heel 

and marched back toward her house. "Along with any 

dead fish!" 

"I'll just give her five bucks and call it even," Burke 

muttered. 

My heart was still pounding. "Thank you, Steve." I 

had such a strong desire to throw myself into his arms 

that I didn't dare even meet his gaze. 

"Cripes!" Burke cried, looking at the desk. "Matthew 

Hayes booby-trapped my desk so he could kill me! Or 
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else someone rigged the thing while it was sitting out on 

my front porch." 

"We have to call the police to investigate," Steve said. 

"I'm sure as hell not moving that thing into my house 

until a bomb squad examines it." Burke eyed the desk 

suspiciously as he fished his cell phone out of his pocket. 

"I'm going to call the police right now." 

Sullivan and I exchanged glances. "Here we go 

again," he said under his breath. Another police report 

meant spending our Saturday waiting around and answering the same predictable questions over and over 

again. "Erin and I were on our way to lunch." He removed a business card from his wallet. "Just give the police one of these and tell them how they can reach us as 

witnesses." 

"Will do," Burke said, pocketing the card. He then 

said into the phone, "Yeah, hi. My name is Dr. Burke 

Stratton. Someone tried to kill me just now with a 

grenade. It was hooked up to explode when I opened my 

desk." 

That will get their attention, I thought, as Steve and I 

strode purposefully to his van. Though we let it go unsaid, neither of us wanted to give the dispatcher the 

chance to instruct Burke to keep us there until the police 

arrived. The call would probably go directly to Detective 

O'Reilly's desk, and he would not appreciate our leaving 

the scene. Yet there wasn't one iota of information we 

could tell the investigators that Burke couldn't tell them 

as well. 

"Now someone's trying to bomb us," Sullivan muttered the instant we were in the van. 

"Who knew interior design was such a dangerous profession?" 
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We both laughed. "This explains our high insurance 

premiums." He pulled onto the road. As our nervous levity evaporated, he said, "I hope Burke didn't plant the 

grenade himself." 

"No way. He was standing right there beside us. He 

could have gotten killed himself!" 

"True. Unless he wanted to divert suspicion from himself . . .  assuming the calculated risk of injury." 

Refusing to let this conversation devolve into yet another argument, I squeezed his arm and said, "Thank you 

for saving our lives. So where are you taking me for 

lunch?" 

He smiled at me. "I was hoping you hadn't already 

made lunch plans. Since we're stuck going to that hokey 

awards ceremony on a Saturday night, let's pull all the 

stops and go to the Lookout." 

"Yum!" And whee! In no time flat, my day had gone 

from a grenade nearly exploding in my face to an unplanned meal with Steve at my favorite restaurant. Now 

if we could somehow just get our romance back on track, 

the trauma of the day would be well worthwhile. 

That evening, the big event that would draw this ill-

fated contest to an end was finally at hand. I was wearing 

the old standby--a little black silk dress and stilettos--as 

I mingled at the Earth Love rotunda in their courtyard. 

The bar was strictly nonalcoholic--a selection of sodas 

and mineral waters were on tap and served in glass tumblers. The catering staff bustled around with trays of appetizers--all organic and vegetarian--and stacks of small 

white ceramic plates were stacked at the ready. The only 

disposable items were the off-white paper napkins, made 
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from recycled paper, and the unadorned toothpicks 

jabbed into the appetizers. 

The building itself was a sparkling glass geodesic 

dome. It was also a greenhouse, and so well designed that 

the vegetation inside was almost self-sustaining. The 

lines and angles of the dome itself were compelling, but 

keeping all that glass clean seemed a nightmare task. 

Steve and I had enjoyed a wonderful lunch before the 

day took another nosedive: Detective O'Reilly called first 

Steve's cell, then mine. O'Reilly had vindictively separated the two of us, then held us hostage at the police station all afternoon. For my part, most of the time was 

spent alone in a tiny interview room, where I knew officers could watch me through the one-way glass mirror. I 

knew O'Reilly wanted me to complain so he could snap 

at me for leaving the scene, so I'd been the picture of patience and spent three hours accomplishing nothing. 

Sullivan was waiting for me afterwards, but by then we 

were both in foul moods, and had to rush home to get 

dressed and drive to the ceremony separately. 

I vowed not to waste even more time thinking about it 

now. I had to focus on working the room, something of a 

job requirement in my occupation. After my horrid afternoon, that was a tall order, especially considering that the 

strongest ingredient in my beverage was its lemon twist, 

and there were some two or three hundred attendees in 

this particular room. 

Burke Stratton spotted me, waved, and headed toward 

me. He looked handsome in his black tailored suit and 

red silk tie. Every few people he brushed past stopped 

him for a friendly exchange, wishing him luck, of which 

he would need plenty in order to win. Luck, plus a better 

basement, I mused wryly. 
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"Hi, Erin. Did things go okay for you at the police station?" Burke asked solicitously. 

So he'd heard that the police had insisted that I come 

in. "Fine." 

"Did you learn anything?" 

"Nothing about possible suspects or motives, no. Just 

that Detective O'Reilly's first name is Phil." 

"That's . . . not exactly useful information to me." 

"Nor to me." The subject had come up when I objected to how O'Reilly had shaken his head and said, 

"Erin, Erin." I promptly asked him what his first name 

was, and, when he answered, tried to demonstrate how 

condescending he'd been. But O'Reilly had acted pleasantly surprised by my question. It had crossed my mind 

that Sullivan might be right about the detective's having a crush on me after all. But the notion was quickly 

proved wrong by O'Reilly's harsh treatment of me from 

there on. 

Burke's sigh brought me out of my reverie. "Do I have 

a snowball's chance in hell of winning this contest?" 

"Oh, sure." Just no better  of a chance than that, I 

silently added. "Audrey can be unpredictable." 

"Enough to award a house that we all know will be a 

pile of rubble inside of ten years?" 

"I doubt it." 

He grimaced and scanned the room. "Figures Earth 

Love would be so health-conscious that they wouldn't 

serve alcohol." 

I finally located Steve, who was chatting with a bevy of 

women across the room. He looked gorgeous in a wool 

pinstripe suit, obviously hand-tailored. He grinned in my 

direction and started to make his way toward me. Just 

then I also spotted Jennifer Fairfax standing by the door, 
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scanning the room. She, too, was dressed to the nines, 

her blond hair in an attractive updo, wearing a shimmering coppery dress that looked great on her. She spotted 

Steve, and I could tell by simple triangulation that she 

was going to reach him before he'd reach me. 

Fortunately, there was a sudden buzz in the room, giving me the perfect excuse to turn my back so I wouldn't 

have to witness their rendezvous. Audrey, I saw, was approaching the stage, along with the top executives of 

Earth Love. 

A lengthy introduction required our clapping every 

twenty seconds or so as one after another Earth Love affiliate or employee was thanked for their contribution. 

Audrey finally took the microphone. She gave a gracious 

prelude, thanking Earth Love effusively and speaking 

glowingly of Richard and Walter's reputations and impact on the field of conservation. Though my cheeks 

were burning, I was determined to remain focused on the 

stage and not to turn and look at Sullivan with Miss 

Manicured Hands-on. 

To one side of me, I saw Darren Campesio, wearing a 

tan corduroy suit, a green tie, and a cocky smile, edge 

closer to the stage. He gave Audrey a little wave when she 

glanced toward him, and she quickly looked away. She 

wasn't looking in Burke's and my direction either, and although I hadn't located Margot, it was very easy to surmise that she'd won the competition. 

"All three homes had wonderful features," Audrey 

continued, "and all of the home owners and designers 

are to be congratulated for jobs so very well done. After 

giving the matter considerable thought, I felt that one 

house was my favorite and best fulfilled all judging categories. The winner of the first annual Thayers-Emory 
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Green Home Award given by Earth Love is Margot 

Troy." 

Over the applause, Darren's grunt of disgust was so loud 

it could easily have been heard halfway across the room. 

Margot, standing a few yards away, emitted a little gasp, followed by a cry of delight. Jeremy kissed her and whispered 

something in her ear, then joined in the applause. She 

climbed the steps to the stage, where she gleefully accepted the three-by-five-foot check, along with a small 

green glass trophy, no doubt made from recycled bottles. 

Red-faced and wearing a furious glare, Darren made 

his way over to Burke and me. "Mine's better," he 

promptly said. "I've got the better efficiency ratings and 

comfort and everything." 

"Ah, give it a rest," Burke said. "Your house looks like 

the top of a hollowed-out toadstool. You know it. I know 

it. Audrey knows it. Nobody in their right mind would 

want to live there." 

"And  your  house is turning into a moldy toadstool. 

You'd better do something about your drainage issues, or 

it's going to smell like one, too, my friend." 

Burke shot him a glare, but held his tongue. 

I was still dying to turn around; Sullivan and Jennifer 

had to be behind me, chatting each other up by now. 

"Were you home around lunchtime today, Darren?" I 

asked to distract myself. 

"Er, I think so. Why?" 

"I'm just surprised you didn't hear the explosion on 

Burke's property. That's all." 

"Explosion?" he asked, his tawny checks coloring a 

reddish brown. "Did your septic tank explode?" 

"A grenade went off," Burke explained. "It does seem 

real odd that you didn't hear the blast." 
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"Yeah. Huh. I must have been inside my shooting 

range. Once those doors are shut, you can't hear much of 

anything." He looked past my shoulder, then said good 

evening to someone behind me--Sullivan, I realized 

with a lump in my throat. 

"Good evening, everyone," Sullivan said. My pulse 

was instantly racing. I inched away from him. I was still 

determined not to look around for Hands-on. "You're discussing the grenade, I gather," he continued. "It had 

been jerry-rigged inside a desk, which had been recently 

delivered to Burke's front porch. The police were theorizing that it could have come from your private cache, 

Darren." 

"You have hand grenades in your house?" Burke asked 

Darren in alarm. 

"Not any more. The police confiscated them after the 

shooting. Walter Emory's, I mean. So I guess maybe 

someone took one of my grenades at the same time they 

stole my guns." 

"Guns?" I repeated in alarm. "More than one was 

stolen?" 

"Aw, jeez," Burke moaned. "I moved out to the suburbs of Crestview for the quiet, peaceful lifestyle. Not for 

the easy access to firearms and grenades!" 

"Hey! It wasn't me who blew up your pond, buddy!" 

"So you did know about the explosion," I said. 

Darren winced, realizing his gaffe. 

"Why did you lie about hearing the blast?" Sullivan 

asked. 

"I didn't want to get involved. It wasn't my fault someone broke into my home and took my personal property. 

I'm not going to be made responsible. And . . . I  didn't 

want to ruin my chances with Ms. Munroe." He glared at 

280  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

me. "I knew you'd tell her about it being my grenade if I'd 

charged over there while you were still at Burke's house." 

"You even knew we were there when it exploded?" 

Steve asked, balling his fists. 

"Yeah. I came outside when Burke and Asia were 

shouting back and forth." 

"You figured nobody got killed, so you just went back 

inside your house," Burke said with disgust. 

"Which is no less than what you'd have done if our situations were reversed." 

"Not true. I'd have run to the scene to see if you or 

anyone else needed medical assistance," Burke retorted. 

He returned his attention to Sullivan and me. "Thank 

you for all the hard work you've put into my home. I appreciate it. I'm sorry that it's proven to be . . .  gilding an 

ice castle, but I appreciate it. I'm going home." He glared 

at Darren. "Before it turns into a rotting toadstool." 

"I'm sorry about how things turned out for you, 

Burke," I said. 

He mustered a smile, and Sullivan thanked him and 

even shook his hand. 

Unable to resist a moment longer, I glanced behind 

me, but couldn't see Hands-on anywhere. Sullivan said, 

"Jennifer Fairfax was in the area and dropped by. She said 

to say hello." 

"Oh? Did she leave already?" I tried to hide my glee. 

"Yeah. She just wanted to wish us luck and took off 

when Audrey made her announcement." 

Darren, too, mumbled something about leaving and 

started to shuffle off. He stopped and gazed into my eyes. 

"Erin? There's really no reason for you to mention to 

Audrey about it being my  grenade that exploded near 

you, is there?" 
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"A reason? No, but we talk about almost everything, so 

I wouldn't count on the subject not coming up." 

"This is why I'm a confirmed bachelor." He stormed 

away. 

Steve grinned at me, and I said to him, "And speaking 

for Audrey and all of womankind . . .  what an excellent 

decision on Mr. Campesio's part." 

He chuckled and our gazes locked. I hesitated for just 

an instant, but reasoned that we'd both narrowly missed 

being injured or killed by a grenade today, and in comparison, how bad could a conversational bomb be? "As 

long as we're on the topic of confirmed bachelors, are 

you one?" 

"A confirmed bachelor, you mean?" he asked, a playful sparkle in his eyes. 

"That's right." I wasn't going to turn this into a joke 

and let him get away with a nonanswer. 

"No, Erin, I'm not." He brushed his fingertips down the 

length of my arm and then took my hand in his. "In fact, 

back before Richard was killed and everything went to--" 

"Erin!" a woman behind me said. 

Annoyed that we were being interrupted at such a 

time, I whirled around. It was Margot. She looked ecstatic, crossing the floor toward me with her usual grand 

composure and grace. Standing a short distance behind 

her, Jeremy, on the other hand, looked decidedly 

gloomy. I could see why--this was an enormous setback 

for him, and might result in his having to shut the doors 

of Greene Home Architecture. 

"Hello, Steve." 

"Congratulations, Margot," he said, and gave her a 

peck on the cheek. 

I took my cue from him and congratulated her, as 
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well. She thanked us both, then said, "You were obviously deep in conversation. I'm so sorry to interrupt." 

"That's all right, Margot," Steve said graciously. "Erin 

and I can talk anytime." 

Except that we never seem to actually do so. 

"Erin, I just wanted to say how very grateful I am for 

your contributions to my kitchen design. For all we 

know, that's what made the difference in your own client 

not winning." 

"That and the crumbling foundation," I remarked. 

"Oh, yes. Poor Jeremy." She glanced back at him, and 

Jeremy quickly mustered a smile. He grabbed his cell phone 

and began to talk into it, or at least, to pretend that he was. 

He made what looked like a hasty apology to Margot, and 

then left the room, still speaking into his phone. 

"I'm giving him the proceeds from the contest to help 

him stay afloat," Margot told me in conspiratorial tones, 

"but there's only so much I can do. He's had nothing to do 

with the design of my house." She sighed and searched my 

features. "How's your investigation coming along, Erin?" 

"You mean the police investigation into the murders?" 

"Of course. Everyone knows you have a skill for solving these things. And now that I've won the contest and 

the money, it's extra important to me that you succeed. 

I'm surely next on the hit list." 

"Hit list?" 

"After Richard and Walter. Granted, they were judges, 

not contestants, but maybe the link was their roles as 

public figureheads for ecology. Now that my green home 

has gotten such prestigious recognition, someone might 

try to take me out of the limelight." 

"I don't know what to say, Margot. I wish you could 
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just be happy that you got this tremendous honor, which 

you deserved." 

"Life can be so unfair," she replied. "All you have to 

do is think about poor Richard and Walter, if you have 

any doubts about that." 

"That's true," Steve said sadly. 

She nodded. Her mood had darkened considerably, 

and there were no vestiges of the confidence she'd exhibited as she crossed the floor just moments ago. "If I get 

killed tomorrow, it'll be too late to worry. Or to ask you to 

keep an eye out for me." 

"That much I can do," I replied. "For whatever it's 

worth." 

"Thanks." 

"You're welcome. And congratulations again." 

She grimaced a little and said again, "Thanks." 

An Earth Love representative called for her to come 

join him for some more interviews, and she plastered her 

smile back into place as she joined a group of people 

across the room. 

At last, I was able to return my attention to Steve. He 

appeared to be lost in thought. "You were saying?" I 

asked gently. 

"Hmm?" He looked at a spot behind me. I turned. My 

heart sank. Jennifer Fairfax was still here, after all, apparently waiting for us to finish our conversation. She was 

gazing at Steve with unabashed desire. No self-respecting 

woman would be that publicly brazen with her emotions 

if her affections were completely unrequited. I whirled 

around and glared at him. 

He averted his gaze. "I lost my train of thought completely. Sorry, Gilbert." 

"No problem, Sullivan." I turned a little. Audrey was 
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watching us, but she quickly looked away. "I need to go 

thank Audrey. See you Monday." 

I walked away without giving him much of a chance to 

respond. 

Audrey greeted me with a hug. "You look a little upset. 

It isn't because of my decision, is it?" 

"No, of course not. I'd have chosen Margot's house, 

too. I just wanted to thank you for stepping in and saving 

the day. I'm relieved this contest is over." 

"I'm sure that's true for all of us. Well, not counting 

Mr. Campesio and Dr. Stratton." 

I glanced back at Margot, thinking that she, at least, 

was not feeling especially relieved at the moment. I stiffened as I saw Sullivan heading toward me. I whirled 

around to face Audrey once again. She caught my expression, looked behind him to where Hands-on was standing, and said, "Oh, now I get the picture." 

"Good evening, Audrey," Sullivan said, exuding charm. 

"Hello, Mr. Sullivan," she replied coldly. 

"Steve," he corrected, sounding both hurt and surprised. "I wanted to thank you before I left." 

"There's no need, Mr. Sullivan. And I'm leaving, too. 

Time, as they say, flies. Next thing you know, it's later than 

you think." She grabbed my arm. "Let's go home, Erin." 

She narrowed her eyes at Sullivan. "Nobody appreciates 

stragglers." 

At nine o'clock Monday morning, Margot was waiting 

by our office door. Surprised, I greeted her and asked if 

everything was all right. 

"Can I come in?" 
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"Of course," I said, unlocking the door and holding it 

for her. "Can I take your coat?" 

She ignored the question and began to pace while I 

flipped on our lights and hung up my own coat. "They're 

trying to ruin me," Margot said. "I should have known 

this would happen." 

"Who is?" 

"The press. The public. It's all your client's fault." 

"Do you mean Burke?" 

"Who else? He's the only one with enough of a grudge 

to tell the media. They must have interviewed him. This 

morning's paper said they got the information from 'unnamed sources.' I won that contest fair and square. My 

choice of modes for transportation has nothing to do with 

my house." 

"True. Although all I've ever seen you drive is that 

SUV-style hybrid. Doesn't everyone know it gets excellent gas mileage? For an SUV?" 

"My car isn't the problem. It's my plane. I have my 

own private jet for when I travel. And Burke's the only 

person I can think of who knows I have a private jet and 

who would have been all too happy to blab about it. 

Haven't you read this morning's newspaper?" 

I sat down at my desk. Margot continued to pace. 

There was no point in suggesting Margot have a seat; 

she'd sit if she wanted to. "Not yet. I take it they disclosed 

that you had a private jet in the article?" 

"Worse. In a sidebar. Sidebars are the only part of a 

newspaper story that actually get read." She sank into the 

Sheraton chair in front of me. "The headline of the side 

story was: 'How Green Is Hypocrisy?' " 

"Ouch. How often do you use your plane?" 

"Why?" 
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"Just curious." 

"Every couple of weeks. I enjoy the occasional foray to 

my condo in Telluride." 

"I didn't know you had a second home." 

"I do. I keep thinking of hiring you and Mr. Sullivan 

to redecorate the place. The original owner had it covered in monkeys." 

"Monkeys?" 

"Everywhere you look. The wallpaper, the artwork, 

the bric-a-brac. It's tasteful enough, I suppose. If you like 

monkeys." 

"Would our transportation be provided?" I couldn't 

help but ask. 

"In my jet, you mean, obviously. I don't suppose you 

meant my paying for your gas for you to drive the eight 

hours each way. Even though a car ride causes less than a 

tenth of the carbon emissions of a flight. See how easy it 

is to compromise one's ideals?" She sighed. "I give huge 

amounts of money to environmental causes. I don't even 

get to declare that as a tax deduction, because saving the 

earth is considered political, or some such nonsense. You 

don't see the Crestview Sentinel doing a sidebar on my 

donations, though, do you?" 

"No." 

"Well, of course you  don't. Since you didn't see the 

original story either." 

"I'd be happy to discuss getting rid of your monkeys 

with Steve, if you'd like." Now there  was a sentence I 

never could have imagined myself saying. 

"Yes, I would. Thank you." She rose. "Although I am 

just not making that drive twice a month. So we may 

need to wait to see if I get so much flack about my jet that 

I'll want to sell my monkey depository." 

P o i s o n e d   b y   G i l t   287 

"Cheer up, Margot. You won a contest that you deserved to win, and you worked hard for the honor." 

"And I lost my boyfriend." 

"You and Jeremy broke up?" 

She nodded. "He came over to my house yesterday. 

He said our lives were heading in such opposite directions, he just couldn't take it anymore. That he wanted to 

be the one I could look up to for a change. So he had a 

lot of rebuilding to do." 

"Maybe he means that." 

"And maybe my monkeys will fly me to and from 

Telluride," she grumbled as she let herself out my door. 

"On the bright side," I called after her, "you're no 

longer going to be the queen of ecology. So that will keep 

you off the hit list you were worried about last night." 

"Hooray for me," she said over her shoulder as the 

door swung shut behind her. 

Not five minutes had passed before someone threw 

the door open so hard it banged against its stop. Matthew 

stepped inside. His cheeks were red, his eyes blazing, and 

he seemed to be staring directly at my neck as he came 

toward me, breathing heavily with his hands balled into 

fists. 

I sat up and braced myself. I had no place to run. I 

could flip my chair over and use it to shield me. Should I 

try to call 911? Would it be too late when they arrived? 

He shook a piece of paper, clenched in his fist, at me. 

"I now have a police record, thanks to you, bitch!" 

"What do you mean?" 

"They arrested me in connection with stolen merchandise!" 

"When?" 

"Saturday!" 
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"Morning? How did you deliver the desk to Burke?" 

"I had Mike do it. My employee. And thanks so much 

for your concern!" 

"Your being under arrest at the time might have been 

the best thing that's happened to you, Matthew. The desk 

was booby-trapped with a grenade. This way you might 

have an alibi." 

"I know! The police grilled me about that Saturday 

night! I had nothing to do with the damned grenade, and 

no idea how the damn thing got there!" 

He was leaning into my face close enough for me to 

smell his sour breath. 

"If that's--" 

"It was put there after Mike delivered it. So I don't give 

a rat's ass about the grenade! I just care about trying to 

keep myself out of jail and my business afloat despite 

these lame-ass charges!" 

I mustered some courage and said, "This is my office, 

Matthew. Get out of my face before I call the police on 

you again!" 

He snarled at me, but took a step back. "I'll get you for 

this, Erin! You'll be sorry for reporting me!" 

To my immense relief, he turned and left, slamming 

the door again behind him. 

c h a p t e r   2 3  

sullivan arrived at the office half an hour later. By 

then, all was quiet, no shrieking former clients 

or furniture makers barging through the door to vent at 

me. I had calmed down enough to decide that Matthew 

was just voicing empty threats in my direction--if he'd 

been the killer, his words would have served no purpose. 

I'd vowed not to say a word to Steve about Jennifer 

Fairfax's presence at the awards presentation Saturday 

night. Or to ask if they'd spent Sunday together. 

With his hair adorably tousled and his coat collar up, 
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he looked ridiculously handsome. I sighed and shook my 

head. 

"What?" He removed his coat and hung it up. "Did I 

miss an appointment already or something?" 

"No, just some whining and shouting. Margot's upset 

that the Sentinel ran a sidebar on the front page about her 

private jet . . .  not exactly a solar-powered vehicle. And 

Matthew Hayes is probably going to get a heavy fine for 

buying stolen merchandise. Personally, I doubt he'll do 

jail time for that. In any case, he blames me." 

"He should look in the mirror. He's the one who broke 

the law." 

"That's exactly what I told him." 

"Good. Did he thank you for showing him the light?" 

"Of course. And then we burst into a rousing rendition 

of 'Amazing Grace' together." 

He chuckled. "Sorry I missed that." 

My heart was racing. Something was wrong with the 

way Sullivan was acting. The tone of his voice was fine, 

but he wasn't quite looking at me. He and I felt out of 

step somehow, and it now seemed impossible to keep my 

promise to myself. 

"Guess you should have gotten up earlier, then," I 

said. 

He ignored my remark. He raked his fingers through 

his hair. His eyes were glassy, and his hands were shaking 

a little. 

"What's the matter? Did Jennifer Fairfax keep you up 

late last night?" 

"No, Erin." 

"Something's going on between you two, Steve. I saw 

the way she was looking at you Saturday night." 

He set his jaw and stared at the top of his desk. 
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"Tell me something, Sullivan. How is it that you can 

find yourself standing two feet away from a grenade that's 

ready to explode, and calmly pick it up and throw it into 

a pond, but you can't sit ten feet away from me and tell 

me the truth about your feelings?" 

"Because I'd rather lose my right arm than lose you." 

He spoke through clenched teeth. 

"Lose me? By telling me the truth?" 

Sullivan winced, but otherwise remained motionless. 

"Oh, God. I'm right about you and Jennifer." I sank 

my head into my hands. "Just when I'd have given anything to be wrong." 

"Erin. It was just--" 

"Just what?!" I shouted. I was suddenly so irate that I 

felt utterly out of control. "Just a mistake? Just a one-night 

stand? Just sex? What are you going to say? That it was 

meaningless and you were thinking of me the whole 

time?" 

"I was, actually," he answered in a choked voice. "Not 

that it makes it any more forgivable." 

"No, it doesn't." I got to my feet. This felt unreal. How 

could this be happening? How could I feel stabbed in the 

heart like this? Because I'd believed all along that he was 

my soul mate. "You knew full well that I didn't want you 

making love to Jennifer Fairfax and imagining it was me! 

I wanted it to be me!" 

"I know, Erin. That's what I want, too. I'd go back in 

time and change it if--" 

"Are you in love with her?" 

"No!" 

"It sure looks like she's in love with you, though." 

"She thinks she is. But I told Jen Saturday night 

that--" 
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"Don't say her name! I know who you're talking 

about!" 

"It was a one-night stand. Right after Richard died. 

When we ran into each other downtown. I was out of my 

head, Erin. And I know it was wrong of me, but I was so 

mad at you. For not . . . knowing things that I hadn't told 

you. And there she was, all of a sudden, throwing herself 

at  me . . ." 

"Yet you went on seeing her time after time, working 

with her one-on-one as your private client! What's this 

going to do to our business? To our word-of-mouth referrals? Don't you realize she'll tell her friends about this?" 

"She won't, Erin. I told her before and afterwards that 

it could never happen again, and she said it was fine. 

That she, too, was a consenting adult. That she was just 

looking for a good time, and that it meant nothing to her, 

either." 

"Here's a news flash, Sullivan. Women lie. It's less 

painful than admitting to someone's face that he's just 

broken your heart." 

"Have you ever gotten your breath knocked out so bad 

you can't get your breath again? And for a split second 

you feel like you're going to die from the pain?" 

"Yes, Sullivan, I have! That's what I'm feeling right 

now!" 

"That's the way I felt when I heard Richard died," he 

continued, ignoring my remark. "When I felt like it was 

my fault." The phone started to ring. I stared at it. "Don't 

answer that," he said. He went over to the phone jack on 

the wall and disconnected the wire. 

I headed for the door. "I've got to go." 

"Please, listen to me, Erin. These last few weeks . . . 

months, even, I'd gotten so wrapped up in you, in us, it 
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was all I could think about. Wanting to be with you, to 

make love to you. Then Richard called out of the blue. It 

just  felt . . .  connected somehow. I got this fantasy stuck in 

my head where he'd be my best man at our wedding. You 

two would hit it off, and we'd introduce him to Audrey, 

and the four of us would be these fast friends, for the rest 

of our lives. It was crazy and stupid. Then, just when I realize it's actually happening, that you want me, too, 

Richard calls, totally whacked-out. And you two meet, 

and you hate each other. Then he gets murdered right in 

front of me, and it was too damned stupid to take him to 

the emergency room. And--what's-her-name comes on 

to me like gangbusters. I was in a state of shock. Couldn't 

figure out how it all went so wrong. I started thinking . . . 

maybe I was wrong about you and me." 

Although I'd listened to his long confession as best I 

could, part of me was silently arguing with his every statement. "I've endured my own share of rough times, damn 

it all! You don't see me hopping into the sack with the 

first client who comes on to me!" I grabbed my coat. 

"Erin, please." He came toward me. "I don't deserve 

you. I know that. Don't let this be the last straw for you. 

I'm begging you to forgive me. I hope I can make you understand. It was a mistake that I regret. But I told you the 

truth. All of it. I thought that's what you wanted." 

"I wanted the truth to be different." 

"So did I. So do I." He stood in front of me, blocking 

my path to the door. "Right after the awards ceremony I 

told . . .  her that I was in love with you. I love you, Erin." 

"What am I supposed to say to that now? That you've 

got one hell of a way of showing it?" 

He looked stricken. "How about that you understand 

that I made a mistake? And that you can find it in your 
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heart to forgive me someday? Can't you focus on the fact 

that I love you? Not on the screwup I made when I was 

out of my head?" 

"Not right now, I sure can't. This is all too much to 

sort out at once, Sullivan." 

"I understand. All I can do now is apologize and 

promise nothing like this will ever happen again." 

"I have to go." I left, and this time, he didn't try to 

stop me. 

I ran to my van, got behind the wheel and sobbed for a 

few minutes, but afterwards I didn't feel any better. I 

needed to talk to a girlfriend right now. And although I 

had several closer friends, it was Linda Delgardio whose 

advice I most craved. Maybe because her relationship 

with her husband was the one that I most admired of all 

my friends. 

She answered her cell phone by saying, "Hi, Erin. 

What's up?" 

"Are you on duty right now?" My voice sounded utterly pathetic to my own ears. 

"Not for another two hours." Her voice was rife with 

alarm. "What's wrong? Please tell me you're not being 

held at gunpoint, so I can keep breathing." 

"No, I'm fine. Rather, I'm not in physical danger. It's 

about Sullivan. We broke up. He slept with a client." 

Silence. "Was this right after his friend was killed?" 

"Are you psychic, or something? He didn't talk about 

that during a police interview, did he?" 

"No, Erin. It's just . . .  something that's been known to 

happen. A reaction to being confronted with one's own 

mortality. But never mind that now. Do you want to 

come over?" 

"No, I want to know what to do! I want to be somebody 
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else . . .  anybody but me! He just said he loved me, but 

now I can't believe him. We agreed a while ago that we 

weren't going to see anybody else. I thought I could trust 

him, but I obviously can't. I'm feeling so . . . I  don't even 

know how to describe it. Like I'm getting pulled every 

which way." 

Linda was silent for several seconds. "Where are you 

right now?" she asked gently. 

"In my van. In my parking space." 

"If he came after you right now, what would you do?" 

"I don't know." 

"Do you love him?" 

"I don't want to answer that question. The man just 

told me he cheated on me!" 

"I thought you hadn't even slept with him yet." 

"I haven't. Why? Should that make a difference?" 

"It would to me." 

I reconsidered. It wasn't as if we were engaged, or married. I wanted an operator's guide to this situation. Or just 

a step-by-step guide to surviving the next five minutes. 

"What would you do if you were me?" 

"That depends. Do I still get to be a cop, and carry a 

loaded service revolver?" 

"No, you're an interior designer. And he's your business partner. Linda, he said all the right things that I've 

been dying for him to say, but at the worst possible time. 

He broke my heart." I sighed. "I can't take this. It's just 

not worth the pain." 

"Sure it is." 

"Jim's never cheated on you, though, has he?" 

"Not since we were engaged, no, but we've had plenty 

of fights and other people who caught his eye, or caught 

mine. Plenty of times over the years one of has done 

296  L e s l i e   C a i n e  

something stupid or claimed that this was the last straw, 

that it's over between us. But we just . . . muddle through 

them somehow. If you really want my advice, Erin, it's to 

go treat yourself to a massage, or whatever helps you relax. Me, I'd go to a shooting range, but that probably 

wouldn't be the ticket for you. Just let your heart heal. See 

how this feels in another day, then a week, then a month. 

Give yourself a chance to gain some perspective." 

I took a deep breath and let it out. "I can do that." 

"Good. So are you okay to drive? You can come here. 

I can make you some comfort food. Chicken soup. Hot 

chocolate, maybe?" 

I hesitated. The phrase "the last straw" kept ringing in 

my ears, and now a strange image came to my mind's eye. 

I kept seeing the reveal in Burke's wall, showing the straw 

bales. All those broken and bent pieces--were they really 

just the result of the shifting foundation? Maybe it was 

just a coincidence, or a product of my utter confusion, 

but something nagged at me. 

"Thanks, but I don't think so." 

"What are you going to do instead?" 

"Go to the shooting range. Aim at any targets that remind me of Sullivan." 

She laughed. "Now, there's a plan." 

I couldn't muster a smile, but at least I was breathing. 

And talking. Maybe even thinking. Things could be 

worse. "On another subject entirely, when the police investigated the scene of the shooting at Burke's house, you 

didn't find any loose pieces of straw, did you?" 

"Not that I'm aware of. Why?" 

"It's just . . . he's  got construction problems, with the 

concrete in his foundation. The shifting could be causing problems with his straw-bale walls." 
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"So the house could be . . .  leaking straw?" 

"I'm just thinking out loud. Anyway, thanks so much 

for your advice. I feel a little better now." 

"Any time. And, Erin, Jimmy and I were talking about 

having you over for dinner. Tonight's a little hectic, but 

what about tomorrow? I don't get off till late, but . . ."  She  

was obviously making this up as she went along. 

"I'd love to. Thanks. But why don't we try for next 

week, okay?" 

"That'd probably work even better. So. Are you going 

to be all right?" 

"Eventually. I'll give you a call tomorrow or the day after." 

"Take care, Erin. And don't do anything rash." 

"Now, when do I ever do anything rash?" 

She chuckled and we said good-bye and hung up. 

I repaired my makeup as best I could, then backed out 

of my parking space. Linda would be furious with me, 

but a growing suspicion was starting to get a stranglehold 

on me. I couldn't get the image of all those damaged 

straws in Burke's wall reveal out of my mind. 

There was a simple way of finding out if anything strange 

was going on at Burke's house. Many months ago he'd 

shown us where he hid the key to his front door, for times 

when we needed to let our crews into his home while he was 

at work. As long as Burke was at work right now, it would be 

simple enough for me to let myself in, remove the screws 

holding the glass in place, and investigate to see if the straws 

were getting mangled by Burke--or maybe Jeremy--using 

that access into his thick walls as a hiding space. 

I arrived at Burke's house and peered through his 

garage window. His car was gone. Good. It would only 
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take me five or ten minutes to prove or disprove my latest 

shot-in-the-dark theory, and then I could scoot out of 

here with no one the wiser. If, God forbid, Burke caught 

me red-handed, I could tell him I was afraid that the 

shifting straws could indicate that his house was becoming even more unsafe and that I wanted to take a second 

look before calling the structural engineer again. It was a 

weak story, but then again, I had red, puffy eyes; every 

man I'd ever met hated to belabor any point made by a 

woman who'd recently been crying. Men were always 

afraid emotions would get stuck to them like white cat 

hairs on black velvet. 

I stuck a screwdriver in my pocket, raced up Burke's 

porch steps, and removed the cap from his lamp. I could 

hear his spare key clink inside as I did so. I slid the false 

bottom out of the cap, retrieved the key, and set the lamp 

cap in the middle of the porch where I couldn't possibly 

overlook it. This was undoubtedly a wild-goose chase--a 

by-product of my inability to think straight--and the last 

thing I wanted to do was accidentally run off with Burke's 

key. 

I let myself inside, locked the deadbolt behind me, 

and entered the living room. The warm air smelled of 

cinnamon toast. Burke must have only recently left home 

for work after eating breakfast. "Burke?" I called, just to 

be cautious, though the jig would have pretty much been 

up already if he'd answered. 

The desk had been removed from the front porch, I 

suddenly realized. Was it in his bedroom, or had the police taken it for fingerprint evidence? 

"Focus!" I commanded myself. 

I strode boldly into the kitchen and to the reveal on 
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ing feeling of futility as I looked at it. What had I been 

thinking? This was straw. Of course the pieces would get 

broken along the wall! It was pressed right up against the 

glass, after all. 

Then again, I thought, unscrewing the fasteners, it 

was  only the lower third of the visible straws that appeared to be pressed downward, as though something 

had been jammed between them and the drywall. Plus, 

this spot was in full view of anyone who happened to be 

standing near the glass back door. Which was very likely 

where Walter Emory had been when he made his unannounced inspection of the property, in the final moments 

of his life. 

A chill ran up my spine as I continued working to remove the eight screws that held the frame for the window 

in place, my mind racing. This would make such an inconvenient--and small--hiding spot. Yet Burke had 

been excessively concerned about privacy these past few 

months. He'd complained to me before the open house 

about how nosy strangers could be--always poking into 

his closets and cabinets. That thought alone had almost 

driven him to withdraw from the contest. If he'd wanted 

to keep some papers well hidden in his house, this would 

do the trick. 

I finally removed the last screw and removed the 

glass--frame and all--from the wall. Sure enough, the 

lower portion of the frame had hidden the top half inch 

of what looked like a bright yellow plastic folder, which 

had been jammed between the straw bale and the 

Sheetrock. I cursed at the sight. 

It took quite a bit of effort, but millimeter by millimeter I managed to pry the thin folder from behind the wall. 
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I sent up a quick prayer that its contents would be innocent in nature--stock certificates or savings bonds. 

My hands shook as I unfastened the clasp on the 

folder and emptied it onto the kitchen counter. Two 

items were inside the folder--a photograph and a dozen 

or so typed pages stapled together. The photograph 

showed Burke holding a beautiful towheaded boy as they 

both beamed into the camera. At once the portrait 

tugged at my tear ducts and filled me with fear. The implications of why he'd stashed the picture in a hiding 

place with what appeared to be a scientific report were 

dreadful. 

I scanned the report about data findings for an airpurification system called the CleenAir 2000 System. 

The document had been compiled by Dr. Burke Stratton 

and listed the results of various airborne particles, which 

I recognized as carcinogens. According to the time 

stamps and the graphics, the particle counts had increased, rather than decreased, as the samples were 

taken. 

"Damn it, Erin," a quiet voice behind me said. 

I gasped and whirled around. I tried to speak, but I was 

too frightened. No words would come. 

Burke had managed to unlock the front door and tiptoe inside without my hearing a sound. 

He shook his head. "I knew I was in trouble when I 

saw the Sullivan and Gilbert van in my driveway. I was 

hoping it would be Steve." 

He aimed a gun straight at me. 

c h a p t e r   2 4  

Ididn't want to do it, Erin," Burke said. He looked to be 

on the verge of tears, and the hand holding the gun 

shook. "I save  lives. I don't take them. But . . .  Thayers 

killed my son. That idiot invention of his not only didn't 

work, it made the air quality worse! Caleb was breathing 

in more carcinogens. And I'd put my son's life in his 

hands." 

Now he was openly crying. His face was the picture of 

a man in agony. "My wife was against it all along. She 

wanted to keep Caleb in the hospital in the final stages of 

his chemo. It wipes out the patient's immune system. But 
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Richard promised me his air purifier was as good as anything they could do at the hospital." 

Burke's eyes were staring into mine desperately, as if 

begging for my understanding. His plaintive demeanor, 

when combined with the gun aimed at my chest, made a 

physical oxymoron that was both surreal and terrifying. 

I'd trusted him! I'd fought with Sullivan over him, insisted on his innocence! He was guilty all along! 

"I believed Richard," he went on. "I had to. There was 

no time for more testing. We would be able to keep 

Caleb home, you see? In his own bedroom. Patients do 

better there. Especially when they've got skilled caregivers. It's a proven fact. I told my wife I knew best, as a 

doctor." 

Burke was openly sobbing. He'd lowered the gun, but 

kept it trained on me. The irony of the situation hit me 

full force. I was going to die, all because I'd believed in 

Burke and refused to listen to Sullivan. Just two days ago, 

Steve warned me that Burke could have boody-trapped 

his own desk to make himself look innocent. 

"That decision took months off my son's life, Erin," 

Burke continued. "It turned me into an accomplice in 

my own little boy's death. I tried so hard to live with that. 

But I couldn't. Richard Thayers took everything from 

me. My son. My self-image as a healer. My wife. My 

home, because I couldn't stand to live in that house after 

Caleb was gone. My job." 

"Because you went into research?" 

He shook his head. "I was fired months ago. I was putting too much time into my own research on that 

damned CleenAir flimflam contraption that killed my 

son." 

"I'm so sorry, Burke." 
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He nodded and said in a cracked voice. "I know you 

are. And it's . . . there's no justice in this world. This is a 

place where beautiful, innocent little children get sick 

and die. And it doesn't matter how well they're loved. 

But, Erin, it shouldn't also be a place where a father who 

loves his son more than anything else gets conned into 

having a hand in hastening his child's death. That's just 

too much." 

"It was still wrong, what you did, Burke," I said in a 

near whisper, my throat too swollen with pent-up emotion to speak. 

He made a derisive noise. "I should have sued, right? 

Brought Thayers to court on charges of criminal negligence and so on?" 

I managed a small nod. 

"I didn't want a dollar figure attached to Caleb's life. 

To have judges and lawyers and doctors calculating how 

much money parents deserve for some bastard shortening their dying son's life. Besides, Richard made it clear 

that the product was still in Beta testing. Though he also 

claimed that it was this state-of-the-art product that would 

eventually revolutionize air quality in the home. I  was 

the one who wanted to partner with him--turn it into a 

legitimate business that could allow patients with weak 

autoimmune systems to convalesce at home. If I had sued 

Thayers, I would've been publicly humiliating myself. 

The press would have played me as the arrogant doctor 

who tried to play God. The fool who defied prevailing 

wisdom about patient care and trusted the snake-oil salesman with his own son's life." 

Not knowing if it would help or hurt my cause of getting out of here alive, I decided I had to at least go down 
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fighting. I said sternly, "So you took revenge instead and 

tricked Richard into poisoning himself." 

"Yes." 

"Did it make you feel any better? Did it restore your 

sense of justice in any way?" 

"No. No, Erin, it didn't." He swiped at his tears, then 

pointed the gun at me again. "I rented lab space by myself at a private facility. When I began the research on 

CleenAir, I expected only to find that his product was ineffective. Once I found out that the damned filtering material was emitting more  harmful particles into the 

environment, I had no choice. I could not let that man 

continue to live." 

"He didn't do it intentionally, though. I can't believe 

he knew how bad his system was and still sold it to you." 

"That's irrelevant, Erin! It was his responsibility to do 

the kind of testing that I did myself! My own work was 

just . . .  too late to save my son from Thayers." 

"And Walter Emory? What was his crime? What did 

he have to do with your son's death?" 

"Nothing. Not a thing." He sighed and shook his 

head. "It was your partner's fault! Steve Sullivan knew 

right away what I'd done. You should have seen the hatred in his eyes when I bumped into him the morning 

that Richard died! I knew he was never going to let the 

police drop it. And . . . I  guess I panicked. I wanted to 

scare him off . . .  Sending him those threatening business 

cards to frighten him into thinking it was a serial killer. 

But, jeez! Not even a live grenade scares that guy! I got 

your van confused with his when I kicked in the headlight. I was going to plant another threat in his van on the 

anniversary of Caleb's death, but you spotted me first, so I 

acted even drunker than I was." 
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"But Steve had nothing to do with Walter's coming 

here, Burke!" 

"I couldn't sleep," he continued as if I hadn't spoken. 

"Steve didn't know . . .  nobody  knew that Thayers had 

done a terrible thing, much worse than what I'd done in 

making him pay for it. So I kept the data hidden right 

there." He gestured wildly at the opening in the wall behind me. "One morning, I was taking it out. I wanted to 

think through how I could make the information public 

without incriminating myself. Turns out Walter Emory 

was standing at the back door, watching me. I was so startled that I dropped the folder. The report and the photograph of Caleb went sliding across the floor toward him. I 

knew right away it was all over. That he'd seen the photograph of me holding my child, and that he'd spotted 

'CleenAir' on the cover sheet and recognized the name 

as Thayers's invention. He knew I'd done it. He had the 

same expression of horror on his face that you had a 

minute ago." 

"You had a gun in your hand at the time?" I asked incredulously. 

He shook his head. "In the kitchen with me. The 

weapons I stole from Darren had always been my Plan B. 

In case my plan for poisoning Thayers failed. I sneaked 

over there during the open house, just long enough to 

unlock the back door to his shooting gallery." He released 

a bitter laugh. "The idiot never even checks his doors before going to bed." He shook his head a second time. 

"That morning, when Emory surprised me with an unexpected inspection, I'd been . . .  contemplating suicide. 

But then I saw that look on Emory's face. Nobody was 

ever going to understand! I grabbed a pistol, and he tried 

to run, but I shot him. I killed an innocent man." 
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He straightened his shoulders, his expression looking 

frighteningly determined. He aimed the gun at me with 

more resolve, as though he'd steeled himself. "This is 

how my life has been, ever since Richard Thayers entered it, Erin. I can't get a break." He gestured at me. 

"Now, the only person who believed in me is the one 

who finds the evidence that will put me in a prison. So I 

have no choice." 

"No! You have to stop this now, Burke! You said it 

yourself. You save lives. You don't take them." 

He was gritting his teeth. My words were having no effect. 

"Turn around, Erin. This will be easier for both of us if 

you're not looking at me." 

"I'm not going to turn my back on you, Burke. 

Anyway, there's no way you can get away with this." 

"I'll say it was an accident. That you were here when 

you shouldn't have been, and I thought you were a burglar." 

"That won't work. No jury in the country would believe that!" 

"I'll think of something. I always do. Turn around, 

damn it!" 

"You know Caleb wouldn't want you to kill me." I 

held Caleb's picture in front of me like a shield. 

"Oh, God!" Burke started sobbing again. He pointed 

the gun at his own temple. "Get out of here, Erin. Get 

out of my house." 

"Give me the gun, and I'll give you Caleb's picture. 

Then I'll go." 

"No. Just leave it on the countertop. This is the only 

way this can end." 

"You're going to get a sympathetic jury, Burke. You 
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can plead temporary insanity for Walter's shooting, and 

they'll wonder if they'd have done any differently in 

Richard's death. It might not even be murder, because of 

intent. You can claim you only wanted to make him sick, 

and then everything snowballed." 

"Maybe Caleb will be waiting for me on the other 

side," he said quietly. 

He did something to the gun with his thumb to remove the safety, then again pressed the gun barrel against 

his temple. 

"No! Stop!" I pleaded. 

He shut his eyes. 

I sprang forward, tackling him, my shoulder hitting 

him in the chest just as the gun went off. We crashed to 

the floor with such a jarring force that a shock wave of 

pain raced through me. For an instant, I thought I'd been 

shot, but quickly realized my breath had merely been 

knocked out of me when I'd landed on top of him. The 

gun had gone flying behind him and crashed against the 

back door. 

I fought against my body's instincts to curl up and 

struggle for air. Expecting Burke to be lifeless, I pushed 

myself away and grabbed at a kitchen chair to help me 

scramble to my feet, all the while desperately gasping for 

air. 

Burke was still alive. His head was bleeding, but he 

pressed his palm to the top of his head, over a gaping 

wound. 

"Oh, jeez!" he cried. "I just grazed my cranium! Leave 

it to me to miss!" 

I staggered toward the gun. Just then, the front door 

flew open and a woman's voice yelled, "Police!" Linda 
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Delgardio barged inside, her weapon drawn. She gaped 

at me. 

I could only stare back at her, a sense of relief flooding 

through me. It was short-lived, however, as I shifted my 

gaze to Burke. He still had one hand pressed against his 

head wound, but he'd also grabbed the photograph. He 

curled into a ball on the kitchen floor, holding the picture against his chest as he wept uncontrollably, looking 

for all the world like a scared little boy. 

c h a  p t e r   2 5

e p i l o g u e  

On Valentine's Day, why wait for 

someone else to give you flowers? Buy 

them yourself! If your special someone 

brings you a bouquet, all the better. 

A second room in your home will be 

graced, and you'll feel all the more 

loved. 

--Audrey Munroe 

 

I awoke on February 14 to the sound of 

power saws and nail guns. The kitchen remodel 

BLISS was in full swing. Audrey had taped this morning's show, and had tried to convince me to 

take the day off and go to a spa with her. I had 

waffled and said no, but was still mulling the possibility of calling in sick, not only because a spa 

on Valentine's Day sounded like the all-time 

best treat imaginable, but because I simply did 

not feel up to facing Sullivan today, of all days. 

By the time I'd showered, dressed, and come 

downstairs, the construction noises had stopped 

and the carpenters were laughing. This meant 

DOMESTIC  that Audrey had brought them their daily coffee 

and doughnuts (although she'd probably cut 
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them into heart shapes and chosen ones with pink icing), and that she was now entertaining them with one 

of her many stories. Judging by the volume of their 

laughter, this had to be one of her more ribald tales from 

her ballet days. 

The coffeepot was dry, so I got the coffeemaker going again and cleared my chair at the dining room 

table. This was a daily exercise, because the clutter 

seemed to behave like silt and refill whatever troughs I 

managed to scoop away. Finally, I sat down with the 

morning newspaper and a steaming cup of coffee. Hildi 

pranced into the room and gave me my first valentine 

by leaping onto my lap and rubbing against me affectionately as she settled down. 

I stroked her silky fur as I scanned the paper. There 

was only the briefest of stories about Burke's impending 

trial--various legal experts opining about whether or 

not it would have to be moved from Crestview in order 

to get him an impartial jury. The discussion was premature at best, because any trial was months in the future; 

only a week had passed since his arrest. 

Audrey chuckled as she closed the kitchen door behind her. The sturdy exterior door was a temporary feature which we'd installed upon my suggestion. Audrey 

had needed it there for noise abatement, though she'd 

insisted on easy access to the construction. The door 

featured a large glazed window and would be moved 

to the sunroom/breakfast nook during the last step of 

the remodel. 

"Morning, Erin." She grabbed her notebook and pen 
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from the top of a stack of recipe books and sat down at 

the head of the table beside me. "I heard all the latest 

from the carpenters. Just like Joe predicted, his daughter Laurie brought home a dog from the Humane Society. Laurie was doing community service volunteer work 

there, if you remember. And now Susan is going nuts, 

having to housebreak a two-year-old dog, while Laurie 

and Sammie are at school and he's here on the job." 

She paused."Oh, and Scott's sister is expecting again." 

"I take it there's nothing major going on in Bill's life?" 

"He's trying to decide between a used Chevy and a 

Toyota 4Runner. I told him to talk to my car dealer first 

and mention my name to see if he could get a better 

deal." 

I managed a small smile and a nod. "It's great that 

you're on such good terms with all the workmen." 

"It makes the whole experience so much more 

pleasant for everyone. Plus, it's just human nature that 

they'll want to do a better job for home owners who've 

treated them with the respect that they deserve." 

She made some notations in her notebook."I'm putting a show together on tips for remodeling. Getting to 

know all the subcontractors and their staffs is one. And 

saving little jars is another." 

"Little jars?" 

"Yes. To serve as containers for small quantities of 

every color of paint in your house. That has saved me so 

much time and hassle over the years, I can't even tell 

you. This way, whenever I get a nick or mark on my walls 

or trim, I can simply grab a jar, shake it to stir the paint 
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quickly, and then I can dab fresh paint over the mark 

with a fingertip. Compare that to having to haul out a 

big paint can and a screwdriver to open it with, along 

with a stir stick, putting out newspapers, finding a paintbrush, et cetera." 

"That's a brilliant suggestion, Audrey." Hildi leapt off 

my lap. 

"Thank you." Audrey beamed at me. "Do you have 

any more tips like that one for the show?" 

Hildi was headed in the direction of her food dish 

and managed to knock over a cut-crystal bud vase just 

then. 

"How about passing along my kitchen-remodel suggestion to keep only the barest necessities in your living 

space and put everything else in storage?" 

"Oh, absolutely. My do-as-I-say lifestyle is one of the 

many reasons my show is filmed in a studio and not in 

my house." She closed her notebook. "We can talk 

about this later. But right now, Erin, I have a confession to 

make." 

"Uh-oh." I braced myself. 

"I know this is going to make you angry, but I felt so 

strongly about it that I went ahead and butted into your 

personal business. I asked Mr. Sullivan to handle work 

without you today." 

"Audrey! You can't keep--" 

She held up a palm."You're right. It was wrong of me. 

I promise not to do anything remotely like this again, if I 

can possibly help it. But this is Valentine's Day. You're 

both so miserable just on ordinary days now. On a holi-D o m e s t i c   B l i s s   3 1 3  

day specifically made for lovers . . . well, the thought was 

simply too grim for me to sit back and do nothing." 

I leaned forward and reached around some empty 

Tupperware bowls to put my hand on top of hers."I appreciate what you're trying to do, Audrey. I do. But this 

isn't something you can fix. We have to work this out between us. It may or may not end with our being together, but either way, it's going to take time." 

She put her hand on top of mine."I understand that, 

Erin. But sometimes things are too overwhelming for us to 

carry on with business as usual. This is one of those times. 

You have the stress of coping with two murders and a 

suicide attempt, on top of Mr. Sullivan's stupid transgression. All the while you're seeing him every day and trying to hold your business together. Then you compound 

all of that with today's expectations and baggage?" 

Just hearing my litany of woes listed aloud like this 

was depressing me. I pulled my hand away and began 

to rock myself slightly in my seat. 

"I'm not taking no as an answer, Erin. I went ahead 

and made reservations for us at the spa for the full fourhour treatment.That, by the way, is always my biggest tip 

for a really special treat for your Valentine's Day. One of 

my ex-hubbies--I don't remember which one--taught 

me that. We'd treat each other to massages and facials." 

"That's a great idea for anyone who can afford it." 

"Oh, it's adjustable for any budget. You give your significant other a card, and inside the card you place a 

handmade coupon: Good for the person's favorite 
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meal or activity, or what have you. The point is really just 

to give your loved one a little TLC. Which is exactly what 

you need today, Erin." 

"You're right, Audrey. And thank you." 

"You're welcome. Does this mean you forgive me for 

butting in?" 

I managed what could very well have been my first 

smile in more than a week. "Yes. Especially considering 

that  this  is the last time you're butting in like this. Provided you can possibly help it, which doesn't sound all 

that promising to me, by the way. What time is our reservation? 

"One P.M." 

"That late?" I asked. "Too bad you didn't make your 

confession to me last night. I'd have stayed in bed for 

another hour." 

The doorbell rang, and Audrey winced. "Oops. The 

second half of my confession is here early, so I'll make 

this quick. Mr. Sullivan and I talked at length, and we 

both decided that his taking you to dinner or even 

lunch on Valentine's Day was too much pressure with 

things so raw." 

I sprang to my feet."So he's taking me to breakfast!?" 

"Just to coffee. I really should have stopped you from 

making yourself a cup here. More than one cup makes 

you so edgy." The doorbell rang a second time. 

I started cursing. 

"Count to ten, dear, and try to remember that although I have my annoying traits, I have plenty of endearing ones to counterbalance them." 
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"But you just got through saying how it was too much 

for me to be seeing Sullivan today, which is true! Then 

you  go  and . . .  and--" 

The doorbell rang a third time. 

"You should really go answer that. He's probably 

brought you flowers. You can't just leave him standing 

there." 

I growled, but turned and headed to the front door. 

Sullivan was my business partner, after all. However bad 

things were for us romantically, I still hoped we could 

keep Sullivan and Gilbert Designs together. 

I swept open the door. Sullivan stood on the porch 

holding a spectacular array of exotic flowers--red 

amaryllis and anthuriums, white calatheas, calla lilies, 

and Oriental lilies--in a red-tinted glass vase. He gave 

me a shy smile. "Morning. I was afraid you wouldn't answer." He held out the bouquet to me. "These are for 

you. Happy Middle-of-February Day." 

"They're beautiful. Thank you." I sighed and asked if 

he'd like to come inside for a moment. I was experiencing the usual agony of seeing him, being this close to 

him as he stepped through the door. Every time we 

were in the same room together now, my insides felt like 

they were being squeezed. I pressed myself against the 

foyer wall to give myself some distance. "It figures you 

wouldn't be so predictable as to bring roses." 

"That's not entirely true. There's more." 

"Oh, Steve. I'm sorry, but I don't want more. I already 

feel like I'm recovering from getting trapped in an avalanche. I'm just trying to get my feet back under me." 
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"I know. I feel that way, too. Can you put the flowers 

down, please?" 

I sighed but complied, putting the bouquet on the 

coffee table in the parlor. I stood there admiring them 

for a moment, struggling to get my heartbeat and my 

nerves back to normal. I wondered for a moment if it 

was possible that, beneath his suave exterior, Sullivan 

was as nervous as I was. 

When I turned around, Sullivan hadn't followed me. 

He was still standing in the foyer, now holding a red envelope in one hand and a tiny white paper cup in the 

other. I grinned."You carved another grape into a rose?" 

"Not quite." He stepped toward me and handed me 

the paper container, saying,"Actually, this time I kept trying to carve a rose into the shape of a grape, but that's 

surprisingly difficult to do." 

I peered into the cup and then removed a tiny ceramic rose. It was pale pink and impossibly delicate, not 

much bigger than my fingertip."Oh, Steve.This is so cute!" 

"Plus, it should last longer than the grape-shaped 

rose. Or the rose-shaped grape, for that matter." He 

handed me the envelope."Here. Open this now." 

I obliged him. The front of the card was a picture of a 

perfect red rose, and the inside was blank except for 

Steve's brief handwritten note: 

Dearest Erin, 

Forgive me. 

Love always, 

Steve 
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I met his gaze. "I won't belabor the point," he said 

gently, "but I am going to keep asking your forgiveness 

periodically. Sooner or later, one  of us will cave, and it 

isn't going to be me." He gave me a sexy smile."But for 

now, I'm just hoping you'll agree to get a cup of coffee--or maybe a hot chocolate and a bagel--at the 

place on the corner. Just in honor of Middle-of-February 

Day. No pressure." 

"That sounds nice." I put the ceramic rose and the 

card on the table next to the flowers. Audrey would 

read the card the instant we were gone and would be 

dying to know what I'd said in return, but I had no intention of answering. If I had my way, my very own compulsive meddler would suffer in suspense for a long, long 

time. 

Steve helped me with my coat and we left the 

house. We seemed destined to walk to the coffee shop 

in silence, but for once I didn't mind at all. I let my hand 

brush against his, and before long I'd laced my fingers 

through his. We continued our short journey, hand in 

hand, our steps in perfect harmony. 
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The article about a grave robbery caught my attention. 

It was a short piece on the second page of the Snowcap 

Village Gazette, which quoted the haughty wisecrack 

of the local sheriff: "Probably another case of yuppie 

skiers robbing us of our ancestry, like the way they're 

turning the Goodwin Estate into the Wendell Barton 

B and B." My heart began to race, and I thought: Here 

we go again. A picturesque December morning in the 

ski town of Snowcap, Colorado, had just turned a lot 

colder. 

Sullivan handed me a cup of decaf. Although he'd 

pulled on a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt before 

heading downstairs to the kitchen of the aforementioned Goodwin Estate, he slipped back under the covers beside me, his own cup in hand. "Thanks, sweetie." 

I took a tentative sip. Perfection. "Did you see the story 

about the grave robbery in this week's Gazette?" 

"Yeah. Annoying potshot about the inn. Sheriff 

Mackey sounds like a major jerk." 

"No kidding." Wendell Barton, who owned the 

town's new ski lodge, was only one  of the partners 

who'd purchased this fabulous Victorian mansion 

from Henry Goodwin, who was a direct descendant of 

its original owner. "I suppose by 'yuppie skiers' turning 

this place into a Wendell Barton B and B, he means 

you and me." 

"Not if he's ever seen you try to ski," Sullivan teased. 

I considered swatting him, but his coffee cup was 

too full, and I didn't want to risk a spill on our divine 

burgundy silk duvet. I settled for narrowing my eyes at 

him. He laughed and kissed my forehead. 

I felt the warm glow that I'd grown so wonderfully 

accustomed to during the past nine months, since 

Sullivan and I began dating in earnest. "I'm getting 

better at skiing, you know. You said so yourself." 

"You are. Absolutely. If you make good use of our 

last three weeks here, you might even be able to stop 

without grabbing on to a tree." 

His snide remark called for a comeback, but the 

grave robbery preoccupied me. Why would somebody 

steal a man's bones? I took a couple sips of coffee and 

reread the article. 

"I'm sure the incident at the cemetery was just a 

prank," Sullivan said. "Drunken frat boys on a ski trip, 

blowing off some steam, maybe." 

"The timing's really weird, if that's all it was. Why 

dig through snow and frozen ground, just for a dumb 

joke? You'd think they'd have dug two inches down 

and decided to go TP some trees instead." 

"Yeah, but it has to be a prank. What sensible motive could there possibly be? It's idiotic to dig up a 

random fifty-year-old grave. Wasn't there a really common name on the tombstone?" 

"R. Garcia, and the cemetery records are inadequate, so they don't even know how to track down 

Garcia's relatives." I let my imagination gnaw on the 

conundrum for several seconds. "Maybe that's why 

this particular grave was chosen . . . so  as  to  ruffle the 

fewest feathers. I hope I'm just being paranoid, but 

I think this was done by one of the hundred or so 

townspeople trying to prevent the Snowcap Inn from 

opening." 

Sullivan took a sip of coffee, appearing to ponder 

my words. "No way." 

"All I know is, every time Henry Goodwin or anyone else puts up a sign about the Snowcap Inn, someone covers it in graffiti." 

"Still. That's a gigantic leap . . . from scribbling fourletter words on a sign to digging up a grave and maybe 

planting someone's remains here, don't you think?" 

How could I answer that? His point was valid, but 

my counterargument was a combination of women's 

intuition and past experience. A string of terrible past 

experiences, to be more precise. The police department in Crestview--our hometown some forty miles 

away--had undoubtedly been on the verge of assigning a homicide task force to follow me around. In the 

last three years, client after client had dragged me into 

a string of bad luck so long that Job himself might have 

offered me a sympathetic shoulder. But my gloomy 

run of catastrophes had magically lifted on Valentine's 

Day, when Steve and I finally gave in to our mutual attraction. Since then, we'd become the proverbial 

happy couple. And yet even as a young child, I'd 

known there was no such thing as happily ever after. 

We were long overdue for a stumbling block. 

I tried to employ my "confidence and optimism" 

mantra, but it was too late. With my penchant for finding dead bodies, I had an unshakable certainty that "R. 

Garcia" was sure to turn up in my van or in my laundry 

basket and our idyllic job would devolve into a disaster. The rambling three-story Goodwin Estate had 

been built eighty years ago, as commissioned by the 

current owner's grandfather--the founder of Snowcap 

Village--but in these last couple of months, it had 

come to represent how far I'd grown in my career and 

in my life. Now the grand home, with its cupolas, 

curved turrets, festive stained-glass accent sidelights, 

and transoms, and all its countless handcrafted details, was somehow going to turn dark and ugly. And so 

was my life. 

"Erin? You're shaking. Are you cold?" 

"A little." 

He set down his coffee cup and pulled me close. 

"Let me warm you up again." He kissed me tenderly, 

and just like that, my fears melted away. 

An hour later, I trotted down the stairs. Our bedroom was on the third floor of Henry's house--soon to 

be the Snowcap Inn. When the inn officially opened 

on Christmas Eve, Henry, too, would live elsewhere; 

he planned to rent a condo in town for a year, and 

then, once his mayoral duties officially ended, to 

travel. As I entered the central hall, which would be 

converted into the hotel lobby, I spotted Sullivan's 

notepad on the newly built receptionist's desk. He'd 

probably left his pad there by mistake, since it contained measurements for the perfect Christmas tree to 

grace this space. Several minutes ago, Sullivan and 

Henry had headed out to cut down one of the large 

spruce trees on Henry's enormous parcel of land. 

When I entered the kitchen through the double 

doors, a tall, angular, fortyish woman was peering into 

the knotty-pine cabinets and compiling an inventory 

of kitchenware. I waited till she'd completed her count 

of serving spoons, then said, "Hi. I'm Erin Gilbert, an 

interior designer here at the inn." 

She peered at me a little too imperiously for my liking. I got the feeling that she was tabulating the cost of 

my Icelandic cardigan (a gift from Steve) and designer 

slacks. She was wearing a crisp white shirt with pleats 

and piping, black pants, and loafers. She had limp 

brown hair in a blunt cut just above the nape of her 

long neck. She would have been pretty except for her 

permanent-looking scowl. "Mikara Woolf. Managerto-be of the Snowcap Inn." Her voice was confident 

yet flat. 

"Ah, great. Henry Goodwin said that you'd be starting sometime this week. My partner, Steve Sullivan, is 

here, too, and he--" 

"Yeah, he's out back with Henry. Something about 

Christmas decorations . . .  chopping down a tree or 

looking for the lights. Quite a hunk, that Mr. Sullivan." 

She raised an eyebrow. "You two are sleeping together, 

right? And you're not married?" 

I bristled. "Um, much as I hate to get us off on the 

wrong foot, frankly, I don't see why you're asking." 

She gave me a slight smile. "Oh, I realize it's none 

of my business . . .  even though you did give me my answer just now. I'm simply checking the accuracy of the 

local rumor mill. I'm a native. Ten years ago, before 

Snowcap Village was turned into the new mini-Vail, 

everybody in this town knew one another. Till 

Wendell Barton bought the mountain . . .  along with 

everything and everyone else." 

"If small-town life means everyone discussing who's 

sleeping with whom, there's something to be said for 

tourist towns and anonymity." 

She crossed her arms and gave me another visual 

once-over. "Spoken like a city girl. Where are you 

from originally? New York? Philadelphia?" 

"No, I grew up in the suburbs. Of the Albany area." 

She cocked an eyebrow as if she doubted me, and  I conceded, "But I went to college and trained in New York." 

She smirked and nodded. "Another Easterner. 

Figured as much." 

I found myself adding defensively, "Steve's a native 

Coloradoan." 

"Yeah, I figured that out, too." 

"Huh. I'll have to remind him to stop wearing his 

Colorado Native sweatshirt so often." 

To her credit, she laughed. Maybe she wasn't quite 

as standoffish as all that. "Guess I'm coming off as a 

little judgmental. My apologies. It's been a rough 

week. You wouldn't believe the flack I'm getting from 

my sister and my former neighbors for accepting this 

job. People think I've sold my soul to the devil by 

agreeing to work here . . . considering it now belongs 

to Barton." 

"Oh, for heaven's sake! Henry Goodwin has the final 

say in everything regarding the remodel, not Wendell 

Barton. Furthermore, it doesn't  belong to Wendell. 

He's just one of three partners, including Audrey 

Munroe, my landlady back in Crestview. She's got 

more integrity than anyone I know. She's not about to 

cede full control to Barton, or to anyone else, for that 

matter." 

"I assume you mean Audrey Munroe of the 

Domestic Bliss television show." Mikara gave me a 

smug smile. "Did you know she's currently dating 

Wendell Barton?" 

"What?!" Apparently the small-town gossip express 

was way ahead of me. 

"Angie, my sister, spotted them together at the 

Nines last Saturday night." 

Much as I wanted to deny the accuracy of Mikara's 

information, there had definitely been some sparks between Wendell and Audrey when I'd last seen Audrey-- 

at an inn meeting on Friday afternoon. Steve and I had 

gone back to Crestview immediately afterwards. During 

the remodel, we had full use of any of the eight mostly 

finished guest bedrooms, which we'd designed ourselves. That allowed us to make the ninety-minute commute to Crestview only when we so chose--which 

generally meant on weekends, so that I could be with 

Hildi, my adorable black cat, who was happier at home. 

Truth be told, I disliked Wendell Barton, a real-estate 

mogul who'd struck me as a blowhard. I'd yet to find a 

Snowcap resident who had a single nice thing to say 

about the man. Then again, from the sound of things, 

Mikara hadn't found any residents to say anything nice 

about me, either, so maybe this town was snooty about 

all non-natives. 

"In another week or two, Wendell's going to have 

Ms. Domestic Bliss in his sweaty palm," Mikara continued, "and next thing you know, he'll flatten that 

gazebo you just built out back and erect a half dozen 

condos in its place." 

"If you're so negative about the Snowcap Inn's future, why did you take this job?" 

"I'm a pragmatist." She shrugged. "The inn is paying me really well. Especially compared to the pittance I used to make at the art gallery." 

I heard the back door open, followed by the 

stomping of snow boots on the mat and the rumbling tones of Steve's voice. I couldn't help but smile. 

All the seasonal beauty that surrounded us--the blanket of pure white snow, the glittering stars, the red 

sashes and green boughs on all the storefronts, the 

charming cabins, town homes, and quaint shops in 

Snowcap Village--was only encouraging my lovesickness. 

The two men entered the kitchen. Henry, soon to 

be the former owner of this large estate, was a tall, 

lanky man in his mid-forties who looked like he'd 

stepped out of an L.L.Bean ad. He'd been born with a 

silver spoon in his mouth, although he'd apparently 

traded that spoon for a camper's spork. Aside from his 

current duties as mayor, he hadn't held an actual job 

in his life. He'd invested his father's sizable fortune 

well, and now spent his time pursuing women and the 

great outdoors. 

Steve's face lit up when our eyes met, and Henry 

smiled broadly at the sight of Mikara. "I'm glad you're 

here, Mikki," he said to her. "Just in time for you to 

butter up Angie." Henry waggled his thumb in the direction of the back door. "She's here now, doing the 

inspection on the new gazebo." 

"Wait," I said to Mikara, instantly anxious. "Your sister is the building inspector?" 

"It's a small town," she replied with a shrug. 

"But you just told me she doesn't want the inn to 

open!" 

"She'll be reasonable, though, won't she, Mikki?" 

Henry asked. 

"Sure. She won't cause trouble . . . as  long as you 

don't have any violations. She'll be a total stickler for 

detail. Don't go expecting her to cut you any slack, is 

all I'm saying." 

Henry  stared  at  her.  "But . . .  the city codes are 

chock-full of minutiae that could be used to nitpick us 

indefinitely! You're the manager. And her sister. She'll 

show some family loyalty, surely . . .  right?" 

"If that's why you hired me, Henry, you misjudged 

my sister by a mile!" 

Henry massaged his forehead in a silent confirmation that he had hired Mikara for political reasons. "Good thing it's just the gazebo, then. We can 

tear it down if we have to. Everything inside the 

inn--the plumbing and electrical work--has already 

passed." 

Sullivan grimaced. "But . . . wasn't Angie the one 

who took tap-water samples last Friday?" 

"Probably," Mikara said with a nod. "She does some 

contract work for the health inspectors, too." 

Henry paled a little at this news but seemed to visibly steel himself a moment later. "So, Mikki, you 

wanted to make this a live-in position, right? Did you 

pick out a bedroom yet?" 

"Not yet. Why? Does my bedroom have to be located in the basement?" 

He laughed heartily and winked in Sullivan's and 

my direction. "Such a kidder. No. Just not the master 

bedroom." 

"Ah, yes," she said with a sigh. "I remember that 

room well." 

Henry winced slightly at the remark, an unmistakable implication that the two had once been 

lovers. 

"I'm sure you plan on charging hundreds a night for 

that room," she added. 

"During the ski season, absolutely we will. It's a 

huge space. Erin, Steve, and Audrey Munroe, my coinvestor, are using the third-floor bedrooms until we 

open on Christmas Eve. Gilbert and Sullivan Designs 

is refurbishing this place from top to bottom, literally." 

I gave Sullivan a quick grin, which he answered 

with a wink; we were actually Sullivan & Gilbert 

Designs, but clients inevitably got it wrong. 

"The bedrooms just need Christmas decorations 

and whatnot," Henry continued, "then they're all set to 

be rented out. So . . . I  was  hoping you'd consider moving into my old office on the main floor." 

"Fine. That makes sense," she said with a grim nod. 

"You wouldn't want to confuse the guests by having 

me mingle with them after hours. Otherwise, everyone 

might have a hard time setting boundaries between 

the paying guests and the hired help." 

He clicked his tongue. "Come on! You're not the 

hired help. You're the manager. I need you to lead the 

troops. My contract only gives me control of the daily 

operations of this joint for another ten months. As of 

next October first, I'm entrusting the operations and 

procedures of the Goodwin Estate entirely to you. To 

be honest, I wouldn't have sold if I hadn't known you 

were going to be here, watching my back." 

Although I personally found his mini-speech quite 

persuasive, Mikara glared at him and put her hands on 

her narrow hips. "You should never have sold this 

place to Wendell Barton and a couple of in-name-only 

partners, even so." 

"They're hardly puppets, Mikki. Audrey Munroe 

and Chiffon Walters each own thirty percent of the 

inn now. And this town has got to accept that fact . . . 

and learn how to maintain its community ties even 

while embracing the seasonal tourist trade." 

"But Chiffon's just a mindless bimbo who happened to record a couple of hit pop songs some five 

years ago. And promptly bought a huge condo next to 

Wendell's mountain. She's no match for Barton!" 

"That's not true! Chiffon's got a great head on her 

shoulders. Barton's powerless unless she or Audrey 

sides with him. And I trust both of them implicitly." 

He added pointedly, "I set things up that way specifically so Barton could never tear down this house and 

put a hundred condos in its place." 

"Better get ready for the bulldozer, then," Mikara 

said with a snort. "Your Ms. Munroe and Mr. Barton 

are the new hot couple . . . or  as  hot as anyone in their 

sixties can be, that is. Angie saw them necking at the 

Nines." 

Henry's jaw dropped open. 

I needed to make my allegiance to Audrey clear before one more remark was made about her. "If 

Wendell's dating Audrey strictly to win her vote, his 

plan will backfire." 

"Right," Steve added. "Audrey has a mind of her 

own." 

"So does every  woman"--she glanced at Henry, 

then added sadly--"right up until she falls in love." 

There was an uncomfortable amount of truth in 

Mikara's remark. We women do  have a tendency to 

adopt our lovers' viewpoints. 

Sullivan glanced at me, and I felt my cheeks grow 

warm. "Erin, did you see my notepad?" he whispered. 

"I measured the--" 

"It's on the desk in the lobby." 

He nodded. 

The doorbell rang. "That's probably Angie," Henry 

said. "I asked her to give us the results of her inspection right away. Let's all treat her with respect, regardless of what she says." 

"Oh, darn," Mikara muttered. "Now I won't be able 

to spit in my sister's eye, like usual." 

Ignoring her, Henry strode into the lobby. Moments 

later, a blonder, younger version of Mikara entered the 

kitchen, followed by Henry. Mikara forced a smile. 

"Hey, Angie," she said. "You've got the work done already?" 

"Yeah. But there's a big problem." 

Why am I not surprised? I thought. Henry scowled 

and did a double take at Angie, but Mikara merely 

sighed and introduced Angie to me. 

"Nice to meet you, Angie," I said with a big 

smile. 

"Hi, Angie," Sullivan said, giving her a charming 

smile. "Good to see you again." She barely looked at him. 

"I can't believe there was anything wrong with the 

gazebo construction," Henry said. "You know what a 

great job Ben Orlin always does." 

"There's nothing wrong with the gazebo. But 

there's too much lead in your tap water. I can't approve 

this residence being converted into a motel." 

"Fortunately," Henry promptly countered, "you 

don't have to. We intend to use the house as a bed-andbreakfast inn." 

"Right," Angie said with a sneer. "That's even worse. 

You'll have to get restaurant approval. Cooking meals 

and serving tap water rife with these poisons is out of 

the question." 

"We use the city water here. Same as everyone 

else." 

"Yeah. It's got nothing to do with the water supply. 

You've got bad pipes. You'll have to replace them all." 

Sullivan and I exchanged puzzled glances. Contaminants could be removed with filters, which would be 

much easier and less expensive than replacing the 

pipes. We needed to wait until Angie left to tell Henry 

that, though; my hunch was that otherwise, Angie 

would find some arcane ruling that prohibited water 

filtering. 

"Our pipes are copper, not lead!" Henry shouted. 

"Must be the solder in all the joints," she said with a 

shrug. "Or else maybe they're copper-coated lead 

pipes." 

"Oh, come off it!" Henry shouted. "You're making 

this stuff up, and we both know it! Now, what's it going to take to get you to give the water here a passing 

grade?" 

"Are you offering me a bribe, Mr. Goodwin?" 

"No, I'm just--" 

"Good, because that would be a federal crime, and 

you're in enough trouble already. What with your lead 

contaminants and your faulty front steps." 

"Front steps?" 

She gave him a sly grin. "I must have forgotten 

to tell you. They're too steep for a business . . .  and particularly for a business that's going to have geriatrics 

and little children going up and down them all the 

time." 

"Toddlers and geriatric guests can use the back door 

and our handicap access." 

"Or  you can follow the law and rebuild them to 

meet the city codes, so they can use your front steps." 

"Angie!" Mikara cried. "Quit busting Henry's chops!" 

She glowered at Mikara. "Hey, sis. You know, it's 

like what you said to me when you left the house this 

morning: 'I'm just trying to do my job.'" She used a 

lilting voice and fluttered her eyes derisively, mocking 

her sister. 

"You're being a brat, Angela!" Mikara stomped her 

foot. 

"And you're being a weasel!" Angie shot her sister a 

furious glare, then softened her expression slightly and 

said to Henry, "The bottom line is, there are unacceptable levels of lead in the water supply. Fix it, or else 

you're not going to be able to convert this place into a 

bed and breakfast." 

"But we're opening on Christmas Eve! In three 

weeks!" 

"Then you'd better get the lead out, hadn't you," she 

said. "Plus, have the entire concrete stoop demolished 

and rebuilt to code." She tore off a pink copy from her 

clipboard and handed it to him. "Here's your official 

notice. Pity your violations will probably delay your 

opening. But take heart, Mayor Goodwin. There's always next Christmas." 

She strode toward the front door, glanced back over 

her shoulder, and said with a haughty smile, "Good 

seeing you, Henry." 

"Be real careful on the steps," he snarled. "We 

wouldn't want you to fall and crack your head open." 

Sullivan and I exchanged glances. 
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